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Chapter One

“Jimmy, get that silly motherfucker out of
here before somebody beats him to death,” Big Dick said.

I slid off the beat-up stool just under the
peeling sign that said BOUNCER SITS HERE, and rubbed the small of
my back where the scar tissue from a chunk of mortar shrapnel
rubbed against my spine.

The silly motherfucker in question was a
pudgy white boy squeezed into a too tight plaid sport coat. The
kind that hid behind body fat and thick glasses until his fourth or
fifth beer, when his latent death wish asserted itself in big talk.
Big talk is something you earn the right to do in my bar.

Or, actually, Big Dick’s bar, since Little
Dick, his daddy, had died in a shooting four years ago. That was
before my time here in the great white whale of Moby Dick's.

Silly Motherfucker: “I don’t care what
anybody says. Bush is a BIG FUCKING IDIOT. Period. This war…”

Gigantic trucker, Gary Null: “You a
veteran?”

Silly Motherfucker: “No. What’s your
point?”

Gary Null, six foot two Viet Nam vet with a
173rd Airborne patch, Combat Infantryman Badge, and
master blaster jump wings proudly displayed on his beat up green
field jacket: “Then you should just shut the fuck up about this
war.”

In a deceptively quiet tone.

Part of me wanted to let it run, and let Fat
Boy aka Silly Motherfucker get the schooling he was asking for. Big
Gary was just the man for the job. But Gary was good people, a
fellow paratrooper, albeit a generation older, and Big Dick’s rules
were iron-clad -- except when he made an exception: ALL
participants in a fight get eighty-sixed. No ifs, no ands, no
buts.

And getting 86d from Moby’s was really
scraping the bottom of the barrel.

Which is where I come in.

I eased up on the big man. “Gary, how you
doing, brother?”

“Jimmy,” Gary said.

Fat Boy turned away quickly when he saw what
was coming down.

“Everything all right, Gary?” I said.

“No problems with me, Jimmy. This guy…”

“Don’t need to say a thing, brother. Just
leave it alone.”

“Thanks, Jimmy.”

The big man turned back to his drink, hunched
his shoulders. Thieu, the tiny Vietnamese bartender, picked up his
beer glass, thicker around than her tiny wrist, and topped it off
expertly from the Leinie tap.

“Free for you, Gary. Thank you for no
trouble,” she said.

Gary glanced at me, at Fat Boy, back at
Thieu. “I don’t want no trouble.”

“You good man, Gary. Drink beer,” Thieu said,
smiling with everything but her eyes.

But that’s Thieu.

Which left Fat Boy.

“Hey bud,” I said. “Come over here, will you?
Bring your beer, I just need to talk to you for a second.”

“I’m not allowed to speak my mind? This is
America last time I checked…” he started.

I just laughed and held up my hand. “Hey, no
worries, dude. Just come here for a second, 'cause I need your help
with something. There’s somebody on the phone and I think they’re
asking for you.”

That always gets them.

“Oh,” he said. He picked up his drink and
followed me to the end of the bar where the house phone sat.

“What’s your name, bud?” I said.

“Joe. Joe Konner.”

“What do you do, Joe?”

“I’m a writer.”

That stopped me short. “What do you
write?”

“Romance novels.”

“Get the fuck out," I said. "Really?"

We stood at the end of the bar.

I had to laugh. And I decided, just for that,
I wasn’t going to kick his ass. There was too much hurt little boy
looking out of him.

I his drink and set it on the bar.

“Joe, listen to me. You’re working out some
stuff in a place you shouldn’t be working out in. You’re out of
your lane, you follow me?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look at this as material, friend. You were
three words away from getting your ass kicked by a guy who’s killed
more humans than you’ve had sex with. In your entire life. Go home,
sleep it off, and you’re welcome to come back and try again. But if
you insist on indulging your death wish in here, somebody is going
to take you up on the offer, and I might just let them. Go home,
Joe. Cool out. Come back tomorrow and buy Gary a drink and keep
your opinions to yourself. All right? Cool?”

His façade of bravado flickered, and he toyed
briefly, with the thought of challenging me. It was in his eyes,
his shoulders. But he came to his senses, and I think he sensed
that I saw what he really was, a fat little boy crying out for some
attention, the need to be taken seriously, even if it meant taking
a beating.

He went quietly out the side door, my
favorite place for taking people out. Less ruckus at the front that
way. I let him go, and then turned and surveyed my domainMoby
Dick's: A long battered bar, the top acrylic yellowed with age,
spilled booze and cigarette burns, with a selection of coins and
bills from all over the world trapped beneath the surface; the
front peeling green paint flaking down over the tarnished brass
rail; chipped wooden tables and light chairs, light for a reason,
so nobody would get killed when they got hit with them, the same
reason (besides that it’s cheaper) Big Dick got rid of the glass
pitchers and replaced them with plastic. You can still get a
glassing in Moby’s, but at least you won’t have your skull
fractured by a heavy glass pitcher like one yo-yo did a few years
back.

The early week night regulars, the crew that
settled in at the same tables every night, paid no attention at
all. Being low-pro is one of the criteria for being a competent
door man/bouncer/cooler/security, whatever you want to call what I
did in here. I like to think of it as exercising my interpersonal
communication skills in a high-stress environment, as one of the
psychiatrist-counselor types I’d had occasion to interface with
once said to me in a previous life. I took satisfaction in bringing
those skills to bear in here. Most guys in my position would be
happy crashing heads off the bar and throwing people out into the
street. The problem is that most guys in my position never
encounter any type of serious bad guy, who might get a hard on
about that kind of treatment, and come back with his friends or a
shotgun when your shift was done.

Yeah, okay. I’m overqualified for this
shit.

But it keeps me in beer and cigarettes.
Occasionally I even get laid.

Deon Oosthuizen waved a skeletal hand at me
from his usual corner table, in the gunfighter’s position, back to
the wall and a clear line of sight (and fire) to the front door and
the bar. He and Big Dick sat together. Big Dick, as always, was
perched in a surprisingly dainty fashion on one of the spindle leg
vinyl back seats. He looked as though someone might snatch him up
out of the seat. His dad, Little Dick, used to do that. LD used to
snatch BD by the scruff of his neck and fling him out when he was a
kid. Little Dick was always hanging around here. What kid wouldn’t
find be fascinated in a bar? Booze, smoke, sleazy women to dote on
him, big men to fetch cigarettes for, and the chance of making a
buck or taking one off a drunk. Hell, it was a kid’s
playground.

“Oi, oke, you handled him well,” Deon said.
His Afrikaans accent always became pronounced after a beer or six.
He was well into his second six already. He didn’t look like he’d
been drinking, except for a more brilliant sheen to his ice blue
eyes set deep in a long, thin, white face topped by an unruly
helmet cap of lank black hair. Deon was thin to emaciated,
testament to his remarkable physiology, since he ate enough and
drank enough beer to render your usual ectomorph grossly obese.

To the trained eye, there’s more to Deon than
a thin South African huddled in the back corner of a rough bar. On
his right hand there was a pad of callus and a series of long scars
in the web of his hand, between his thumb and index finger. Someone
who knew about such things might recognize the scarring of a very
serious hand gunner, someone who shot a lot with automatic pistols
in a high hand grip that would on occasion catch the flesh on the
recoiling slide.

As would his seating selection, but any fight
savvy devotee of rough bars likes to have that same position. The
5.11 tactical pants he wore, favored by cops and federal agents and
SWAT teams, those might be a clue, but lots of people wear cargo
pants, and lots of them wear baggy denim shirts out over them, and
not necessarily to conceal a handgun or two and a set of magazines,
and a knife or two. Sometimes three.

But I see those kind of things, and so does
Deon, which is why in the way of bars we had a sort of
friendship.

“He’s a writer,” I said. “Romance novels.
Who’d have thought it?”

Big Dick laughed. His literary taste ran to
the sports page and whatever he found on the floor of the crapper
when he went in there. “Fuck a writer.”

“A fuck would serve him,” Deon observed.
“Serves me.”

“Yeah,” I said. Thieu walked me over a Negra
Modelo with a wedge of lime cut small and pushed down into the
bottle. She handed it to me without a word or a smile and went back
to the bar. I watched her go, her angular hips falling into the
round hardness of her ass, and thought about how long it had been
since a fuck served me.

I tipped up the Black Lady and took a long,
cold draught. Here was one woman that never said no in the middle
of the night. She and I had a long, long relationship.

Not just on the rocks, either.

“I would like to talk some business with you,
oke,” Deon said.

“What’s that?” I said.

Big Dick looked at the two of us. “You know
you’re not supposed to have your fucking guns in here.”

“You see a sign to that effect, Deon?” I
said. “Conspicuously displayed in public view?”

“No, oke.”

“Did you hear the owner of the public
establishment directly saying that he is unwilling to allow any
specific individual to carry his legally owned handgun properly
concealed in accordance with his lawful concealed carry permit?

“No, most certainly not, oke.”

“I wonder what any such owner of any such
public establishment might do if one of his best customers and his
whole security staff decided that he was full of shit, and took
their business elsewhere?”

“Good point, oke. I might wonder too.”

“What do you think, Dick? Think there’s some
mileage for a well served owner of a public establishment to worry
about things that don’t concern him?”

“Damn well concerns me if I got a couple of
gun nuts slinging lead in here. Wouldn’t be the first time and I
been there, done that. As you know.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said. Little Dick had been
killed in a shooting, behind the bar, arguing with a customer who
came out of nowhere and, after the killing, went back to wherever
he came from, for the law never found him. “Don’t worry about it,
Dick. You know me.”

“I know you?” Big Dick said, standing.
“Nobody knows you, Jimmy. Till it’s too fucking late.”

He walked off, went behind the bar and
disappeared into the office.

“He’s sensitive,” Deon observed.

“Right. What’s up?”

“Bit of work. Interested?”

I tipped up the Dark Lady, sucked her dry,
regarded the empty and the sad slice of lime left in the dregs. Set
it down on the table.

“Do I have to kill any one?” I said.

Deon smiled, and tilted his glass in my
direction. “Only if we get lucky, oke.”

“Well then. We got the talking part
done.”

We laughed together, a dark sound in the bar,
and everyone looked at us, then turned away.

 


 


Interlude

Here’s a little secret about killing the
virgins will never know.

There is a Mark of
Cain. It’s invisible to the civilians, all the polite sheep who
wander peacefully through their day, concerned only with punching
the clock and getting home to mama and the kids, shutting the door,
and putting out of their minds any concerns about the wolves among
us.

I’m a wolf. Me and my brother wolves, we can
see the sign, the Mark of Cain. We can smell the blood on one
another.

The scent of a killer. The look in the eye
only the initiated will ever know.

Killing a human takes you into another
country.

Killing dangerous humans for work, as a
warrior, a soldier, a cop, a hired killer --that’s the ticket into
a special fraternity.

Your life is different once you cross that
line and step through that dark door.

You lose an essential innocence when you’ve
snuffed out a life. No matter how not-innocent you might have
thought you were before you pulled the trigger or inserted the
knife or tripped the switch or swung the blow.

You’ll never look at anyone in the same way,
and all the rest of us who’ve done the same will know you.

We’ll smell it on you.

And you’ll know the secret we all know.

It wasn’t really all that hard to do. And the
next time, not only was it easier, but it might even have been a
little…fun.

I found that to be true.

After the first two or three times.

 


 



Chapter Two

“Put it in my ass if you want to, Jimmy,”
Lizzy said. “There’s some KY in my purse.”

She’d already taken off her clothes. She
turned and braced herself on my dresser, and looked at me in the
mirror.

She was so white. Whiter than milk, albino
white. Long red hair fell across her back like a wing. Lean and
hard bodied. Long legs. The most phenomenal breasts money could
buy. Brilliant blue eyes -- large, strangely predatory -- gleaming
as she watched me in the mirror stand behind her and study her as
though she were up on a stage. Lizzy danced for a living. It was a
good one. $800 bucks a night being an untouchable goddess up there
in the light, on the stage, surrounded by fat and pathetic losers
who held up folded ten dollar bills for the moment she bent before
them and they tucked it into her thong.

She wasn’t a whore. I’d kill anyone who
called her that.

But she whored for me.

For $200 each time, twice a month, she came
to my apartment, smiled, touched my face, took off her clothes and
let me do whatever I wanted to her.

“This way I’m not your girlfriend, Jimmy,”
she said. “This way you don’t owe me any feeling.”

“What if I wanted you to be my girlfriend?” I
said.

Her face -- except when animated with her
professional smile -- was flat and lifeless except for the luminous
blue pool of her eyes, where something dark swam and looked back at
me.

“You don’t want a girlfriend,” she said. “You
don’t even want a friend. You’re my friend, Jimmy. But I’m not
yours. We have a work relationship. There’s some karma in
that.”

“Fuck a bunch of karma,” I said.

That got a genuine smile out of her, a rare
thing on her smooth, unlined face.

“Watch out that karma don’t fuck you,” she
said.

So I looked at her ass, round and hard and
white, gleaming like the marble ass of a beautiful faun I’d seen in
the National Archaeological Museum in Athens. I’d never fucked her
in the ass.

“Go ahead,” she said. “If you want to. It
doesn’t hurt me if you use the KY.”

She stepped away from the dresser, teetering
in the high heeled Manolo Blahniks she favored, her breasts swaying
just the little that the best saline implants allowed, and bent to
her purse, sweeping back the mane of red hair from her face as she
rummaged through her bag.

“Here,” she said, offering me a tube. “Use
this. Do you want me to put it on you?”

“Yeah,” I said. My cock throbbed against my
belt and zipper. “Put it on me.”

She came to me, knelt. Swept her hair back
over one shoulder. Didn’t look up at me.

“Do you want to keep your pants on? Should I
open it, or do you want to take them down?”

“Take them down.”

She unhooked my gun belt, unsnapped my pants,
slid them down to pool around my ankles, then eased my cock out of
my boxers and slid them down. She had long fingers, a strong hand,
a crooked scar on the back of her right hand. She squeezed me and I
pulsed in her fist. Lizzy opened the tube and pressed some clear
jelly into her hand. She took me in her hand, the cool jelly a
distraction. She stroked her hand up and down the length of me,
taking her time, rubbing her thumb over and over my inflamed
glans.

She recapped the tube and set it aside.
Turned back to the dresser and leaned on it. Pulled her hair back
over her shoulder, leaving the white, smooth, muscled expanse of
her back and ass bare for me.

“Go ahead, Jimmy,” she said.

I stood behind her. She watched me in the
mirror. She reached around and took my cock in her hand and guided
it to her ass.

“Gently,” she said. "Please."

My knees trembled. I pushed into her hard.
She gasped, tightened around me, then relaxed. She stared,
expressionless, at me in the mirror.

I gripped her hips firmly, thrust deep into
her. Her thighs rippled as I ran my hands down her legs then over
her hips, held her tight, thrusted hard.

It was over quickly for me.

I held her to me as I shot and shot inside
her. My face in the mirror didn’t look like me. It didn’t look like
anyone I knew. She watched me come.

I stepped back and pulled out of her.

She straightened. “Just a minute.”

She walked into the bathroom, her ass and
legs a symphony of smooth white muscle. The water ran, and then she
returned to kneel and wipe me off with a warm wet washrag.

“There,” she said.

I pulled up my pants when she went back into
the bathroom. There was the sad domestic sound of her washing
herself. She came back into the bedroom and took her panties from
the bed and stepped into them, added her skirt and blouse, brushed
her hair. From time to time she looked at me, not directly, but in
the mirror.

Lizzy ran her hands over her clothes,
smoothed out the wrinkles. She looked like a runway model dressed
as a top shelf business executive. She took up her oversized
leather carry-all that served her as a purse, the $9000 one she’d
bought in Paris at the House of Gucci, opened it up and took out a
thin book.

“I bought you a present, Jimmy.”

I took the book. There was a picture of
shattered ruins on the front, Indian, maybe Thai or Cambodian.
REFUSING HEAVEN by Jack Gilbert.

“What’s this?”

“Poetry. I saw some on your shelves…I thought
you might like this.” She seemed embarrassed. “Here. Listen…this
one reminds me of you…

 


THE MAIL

What the hell are you doing out there

(he writes) in that worn rock valley

with chickens and the donkey and not
farming?

And the people around you speaking Greek.

And the only news faint on the Armed

Forces Network. I don’t know what to say.

And what about women? he asks. Yes,

I think to myself, what about women?

 


Her voice was high and tremulous. I’d never
heard that in her voice before.

“I think you’ll like it,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said.

Her face was an expressionless mask; the only
movement that deep, deep ripple in her blue eyes.

“You’re welcome, Jimmy,” she said.

And she left, closing the door softly behind
her, leaving behind only her scent and the smell of stale
semen.

 


 


Interlude

What about women?

What about the solace of flesh, the intimacy
of glance and gesture that only happens between a man and a woman
after an investment of years?

I’d never had that. I'd only bought moments
of it. High priced moments purchased for the semblance of
fidelity.

Some of the men I’d worked with had it.
Sweethearts became wives became mothers; a base to return to, warm
ports in the storm of war.

Those men had someone to leave the lights on
for them.

Outsiders peering into my world see the
streak of misogyny, the homo-erotic appeal of men banded together
against the world. In our world, women would always be outsiders.
They never saw the keen loneliness that we felt. Not all of them.
Some of us were truly wedded to the art of war and faithful only to
their brothers in arms and their weapons. But I always felt, and
suspected to be true, that somewhere in there, those men too longed
for moments when they could lay in a woman’s arms, arms that
weren’t rented, arms that opened only for them.

Those were one kind. There were other kinds:
the ones that married young and forever, went and warred and came
home to their women and children, Odysseus to their Penelopes,
always faithful, always loving. And then the men like me, with a
long succession of women who came and went, brief inhabitants in
the rooms of our days, marriages that didn’t last.

We told ourselves we were better for it. But
we never give up. We return again and again to the altar of the
Divine Feminine, looking for the woman that will make us complete.
Sometimes we're lucky. Or our karma turns in our favor.

Or we don’t. And it doesn’t.

Mostly, it doesn’t.

 


 



Chapter 3

Nina Capushek looked at the bartender. “What
the fuck are you looking at?”

He sized her up. Felt her anger like an
overworked heater in a Midwestern winter. “Sorry,” he said.

“You like my nose?” She tapped her callused
right forefinger on the broken sprawl of cartilage. “I like my
nose. I like it just fine.”

“You’ve had enough, and so have I,” the
bartender said mildly. “Time for you to take it someplace
else.”

Nina reached under her black leather jacket
and drew out a Glock 21 .45 automatic, grip reduced to fit her
hand, and set it on the bar-top. With her other hand she took out
her cred case and flipped it open to her badge.

“I’ll go when I want to, sweetheart.”

The bartender stuck to his story.

“I’m sorry, officer. I can’t serve you any
more.”

“Fuck you.” Nina holstered her pistol, felt
the snick as it settled into the CTAC speed scabbard. She picked up
her creds, slid off the bar stool and wavered for just a beat. “And
this faggot bar.”

The bartender smoothed the close trimmed hair
that rimmed his mouth, looked around at the few other patrons in
the bar. The few following his discussion turned away.

“I’m sorry,” he said, careful to let just a
hint of regretful apology into his tone.

“Faggot,” Nina said. She gave him her back
and took her time walking out the door. She never looked back. But
then, she never did.

Outside, afternoon fell into evening.

Nina scowled up at the sky, wished for a
cigarette. Drinking did that to her. She scratched the bridge of
her broken nose, where the knitting cartilage still itched.
Eventually, she’d get the surgery, but part of her rebelled at
that. She’d earned that nose.

Her friends, and especially her partner
Herbie, back in Minneapolis, had all urged her to get it done. They
found it jarring, that sprawl of scar on a face that most agreed
could have been on a magazine cover. Nina had never thought much
about her looks, though she knew and understood the impact she had
on men.

She wielded it like a weapon, just as
skillfully as the big Glock on her hip.

And she liked her nose, and how she’d gotten
it.

Nina ignored two big teens shambling by her,
white niggers from the suburbs dressed up in an expensive
approximation of ghetto style. The tactical part of her brain
calibrated distance, trajectory, deception and surprise, and she
smiled, openly, a beautiful gash beneath her broken nose, at what
those two wannabes would think right before she shot them in the
face.

Assholes.

She crossed the street and got into her
G-ride, a dull blue Taurus. Turned up the radio and exhaled into
her hand, sniffing her breath. Took a Clorets from a pack on the
dashboard and popped it in her mouth. Started the car and pulled
out into traffic, ignoring the horns blaring at her.

Went out looking for the man she wanted to
kill.

 


 


Interlude

I’ve never known any women warriors. Heard of
them, heard men I trusted speak respectfully of women cops, women
operators with CAG or the CIA’s MPU, or some of the other alphabet
soup agencies, women federal agents…

I’ve never known any.

I heard a friend tell a story about a woman
cop he knew, an open lesbian who was a stone pro shooter and had
dropped the hammer on a dangerous human. She was in The Club. It
was her opinion that women were better than men at the
interpersonal stuff, at reading the situation better, and, until
after they had kids, just as good at being violent if properly
trained. But something happened to them after they had kids. They
weren’t as fast to get hands on, to clear leather, to drop the
hammer.

Something about bringing life into the
world.

I didn’t know anything about that. But I
could write a book about taking lives out of the world.

I’ve wondered, sometimes, what it would be
like to work with some one you could fuck. Or even make love to, if
you wanted. What would that be like? I knew all the arguments about
women in combat – that men would be distracted from the task at
hand by the sight of wounded women, that they would take actions
that they wouldn’t take to protect a man to protect a woman…

That was true of me, I knew.

That always seemed part of it to me, part of
being a warrior is to protect the women and the children of the
tribe. There’s something primal that rises up in a true warrior
when he hears women and children screaming in pain or fear;
something primal that makes us run towards that sound. Good cops,
good firemen, good soldiers, good men, they all have that gene.

But then, maybe some women did, too.

I’d never seen it.

Yet.

 


 



Chapter 4

“Automatica Kalashnikova,” Irina Komarov
said. She stroked her manicured finger slowly back and forth on the
oily barrel of the AK-47. “You like?”

“I like,” Steep Ride LaRue said.

Irina fucked him up. But then a six foot tall
Russian beauty queen in spiked Manolo Blahniks and a body hugging
black Armani pants suit, ivory blonde hair swept up in a beehive
straight out of the 50s, would fuck up any one, especially a Lake
City gang banger with a 95 IQ. It doesn’t take much IQ to pull the
trigger on a drive by, which was Steep Ride’s specialty. The AK was
his tool of choice, folding stock only, handy for getting in and
out of the car.

“How you say that shit?” Steep Ride said.

“Automatica Kalashnikovaaaaaa,” Irina drew
the words out. She handed him the weapon, incongruous in her
manicured hands, the fingers long and white and clean, like bone.
Steep Ride worked the action, shouldered the Kalash, scanned left
and right, then folded the stock down. He took a bungee cord out of
his Dickie’s jacket pocket, hooked the loops through the metal
stock where it folded under, then looped his strong arm through the
bungee cord and thrust the rifle out. The taut cord at full
extension held the rifle almost as steady as shouldering the stock
would.

“Yeah, this my bitch,” he said. Challenged
her with his eyes, looked her up and down the black pant suit that
clung to the long muscles of her body.

“And that’s mine,” Sergey Komarov said from
behind him.

Steep Ride laughed, turned slowly and looked
at the bulky Russian standing behind him, immaculate in a tailored
suit. “Just playing, Sergey.”

“How many units today, my friend?” Sergey
said.

“Ten.”

“Cash and carry? As usual?”

“That be the way I do bidness.”

“And that’s the way we do ‘bidness’, my
friend,” Sergey said. “$900 per, correct? That is what we agreed
on?”

“$9K. That’s right.” Steep Ride reached into
his inner pocket, paused with a knowing smile at Sergey, slowly
pulled out a bulky envelope and tossed it to the Russian. “You want
to count?”

“Always,” Sergey said. “It avoids
misunderstandings, don’t you find?”

Sergey took his time flipping through the
bundles of bills squeezed into the envelope, nodded, smiled.

“Do you need some help loading?” he said.

“I gots my boy,” Steep Ride said.

“Then shall we?” Irina said.

Steep Ride let his new AK slip off his
shoulder into his hand, extended the stock, slipped it back into
the oilcloth packing sheath and placed it on the table with the
other rifles. He took a cell phone out and pushed the radio talk
button and said, “We ready.”

The door opened and a tall slim black man
dressed in a loose fitting hoodie and sweat pants slouched in.
Sunglasses and the close drawn hood buried his face. Without a
word, he gathered up an armful of sheathed rifles and went out,
returned a moment later to get the rest.

“Good doing ‘bidness’ with you all,” Steep
Ride said.

“Any time, my friend. We look forward to
seeing you again,” Sergey said.

Steep Ride stood and looked Irina up and
down, then at Sergey. “I be looking forward to seeing someone. Later.”

He gave them his back and swaggered to the
door.

Irina turned and smiled at Sergey.

“When it’s time,” she said. “I want to kill
him.”

“As you like,” Sergey said.

Her blue eyes gleamed with delight. She
skinned her lips back. Her front incisors were crooked, one just
slightly discolored.

“I like.”

***

“That’s their warehouse,” Deon whispered to
me. “And that’s one of their regular customers.”

I was flat on my stomach. I braced my elbows
so the night vision binoculars wouldn’t wobble. The bulky black man
in the Dickies jacket paused beside the Cadillac Escalade and asked
his companion in the hooded sweatshirt something I couldn’t
hear.

“What did he say?” I said.

Deon whispered without shifting his grip on
his parabolic mike, “We gots what we want.”

“I guess so,” I said.

“How many you reckon?”

“Ten. Pretty sure it was ten.”

“You doing business with these people?”

“Will be, oke. Will be.”

“Why?”

“They’ve got good sources for the hard to
get, oke.”

“Like?”

“Like those full auto AKs they walked out of
there.”

I laughed. “Oh, hell yeah. Just straight up
security, right?”

Deon smiled. “I never lie to you, Jimmy.”

This is how it goes down: you never do a deal
without a recon first. Check the players out, know the ways in and
out of the meet -- the front doors, the back doors, the fire exits,
the places where if it went to shit you could drive a car right
through the wall, where the shooters would hide -- then we’d know
where we’d put our shooters, cover the meet under our long guns,
bring the deep serious heavy shit down on them when -- and if -- we
decided to do it. Lurk in the bushes, watch how they do business,
keep track, look for any changes.

Then you set up the meet so that everything
is stacked on your side.

That’s the only way you last long enough in
this business to get gray hair, which was something I aspired
to.

So while Deon toted enough hardware to equip
a 3rd world army, he still needed a set of eyes with a
skill set to watch his back.

That would be me.

Security.

Especially with Russian arms dealers.

The Komarovs had a rep. Nothing flashy,
nothing dramatic. Just if you fucked with them, you disappeared.
Not right away, though I’d heard that someone had once tried
something dramatic. Sergey Komarov showed that individual something
dramatic from his whispered about military service in the old
Soviet Union Army Special Forces, the Spesnatz.

Or so I’d heard.

But in the regular course of business, you’d
just…disappear.

One of the disaparacidos, as my Argentinian
friends would say.

The Komarovs were people to be dealt with
cautiously, with respect, even if you were a known player like
Deon.

And that’s just what we were going to do.

Since we were going to steal from them.

 


 


Interlude

There is no honor among criminals.

That’s a romantic notion drawn from noir
novels and Hollywood movies.

Edge dwellers, for the most part, think only
of themselves, and, sometimes, their closest friends and
families.

But the truth is that most would sell out
their friends and families in an instant if it came down to that
“me or them” moment.

Some like to comfort themselves with the
illusion that they’d never roll over, never give up their friends
-- and there were some, not many, but some, that would stick to
that. Most of them were more motivated by fear than honor,
though…fear of reprisal, against them or their families, fear of
what might happen to them inside if they were known as rats.

The edge dwellers live in a world where
strength, measured by the ability to do harm to others, was the
prime virtue. Honor was a fantasy indulged in comic books and
movies.

The ones with honor were dangerous.

The ones who lived by a code were even more
dangerous.

The other might mock them, maybe even, if
they had the guts, to their faces. But whether they acknowledged it
or not, there was a grudging respect, often anchored to a deep
resentment, because in their encounters with those who held on to a
concept of honor and a code, they had to look at themselves.

And where they fell short.

 


 



Chapter Five

Lizzy Caprica sat with the erect posture of
the trained dancer in her make up station in the back of The Trojan
Horse. The other dancers chattered among themselves but their
conversation washed over her. She studied her face in the cracked
mirror. Said nothing. Thought nothing.

In her station, between the neatly arrayed
jars and tubes and brushes, there was a small framed photograph of
a white Hindu goddess dancing. Surrounded by leering demons with
multiple arms reaching out at her. The goddess’s face was still and
serene.

Lizzy studied her face.

Like a broken gong, be still, be silent.

The steady bass and drum beat from ZZ Tops
Legs filtered through the thin walls.

Lizzy stood up, her red satin robe open over
her sleek body, her breasts high and proud, the ripped line of her
belly, the low cut of her thong.

Smiled, licked at her red lipstick, a dart of
her pink tongue.

It was time.

***

She opened with Christina Aguilera’s
Dirty.

Her regulars lined the runway. Her following
seemed to grow every night, and Lance T., the owner, liked to
half-joke that he’d have to open a new club just for Lizzy. When he
said that, she just smiled, said nothing.

She was a quiet woman when it came to
words.

She let her body talk.

Her customers loved to watch her enter. She’d
stand, still and small, in the deep part of the stage, while the DJ
set up her CD and announced her: “…and here she is, Ms. Lizzy!”

She liked how Christina led into the song,
and her body followed it, she dropped the red satin dressing gown
in a bloody pool at her feet, threw back her shoulders and flung
her long hair like a red wing across her milk white skin, strutted
out and kicked into her routine, carefully choreographed with the
help of her friend Katey, a professional ballerina…sexy, hot,
jazzy, but with lots of kicks and bends to show off her long limbs
-- and everything else she had.

Classy, her customers said.

Hot as fucking hell.

They liked how she smiled, but never said
anything, never came out to mix with the customers on the floor,
never did any lap dances or specials that they knew of. It made
each of them feel that when they slipped a one or a five or a ten
or a hundred into her thong, that it was from him alone to her
alone, and that was the substance of her fantasy, what she sold
there every night, the fantasy that when she danced, she danced for
each one of them alone.

And she did.

Alone in her head, consumed with music and
the rhythm of her body, Lizzy Caprica moved in a world of her own;
a world where each gesture of her limb, each thrust of her hips,
was an offering to something unseen, something she offered up to a
Spirit or a God that was silent as she was, a Spirit that watched
her dance, white in the bright lights on the black stage,
surrounded by leering men thrusting money at her.

Sometimes when she danced, she would make
brief eye contact, just a heart beat’s worth, if there was a
particular customer who acted with more decorum, or had a hint of
gentleness about him, or sometimes if it was just someone she
didn’t recognize.

Like now.

Into Get Busy, a Jean
Paul piece, and a glimpse of a long white face, vulpine, and she
knew that word, could spell it, use it in a sentence, narrow
slitted eyes and just the briefest glimpse of it sent a chill
through her, a chill that cut through her sweat warm body, raised
goose bumps on her belly, a warning chill, one she was all too
familiar with.

At the break, she waved over Kai Song, the
Chinese bouncer, and said, “In the back, the big guy, blond hair
combed straight back?”

“I see him, Lizzy. Problem with him?” Kai
said, his perfectly round and bald head gleaming with sweat.

“I don’t like him.”

Kai tilted his head, a bowling ball in the
gutter. It was unusual for the silent beauty, as he thought of her,
to speak at all, and he could not ever recall her saying anything
about any of the customers.

“I look at him, Lizzy. I tell you what I
think.”

“Thank you, Kai.”

Kai moved through the crowd, parting sweaty
men like the rod of Moses parted the Red Sea. He looked fat, was
not. He stopped ten feet from the table where the big man whose
looked bothered Lizzy sat.

This one could be trouble.

Big. At least six feet two inches, maybe
more. Two hundred plus, but no fat on him -- broad shoulders
cutting down to a lean waist and hips, big hands like spading
shovels resting on either side of a half-drinken bottle of Negro
Modelo, a small plate with extra wedges of lime beside it. It was
the face that bothered him. Long, pointed at the jaw, pale skin
with pale blond hair, a long old scar beside the left eye, cold
blue eyes.

The eyes were the problem.

Cold, yes. But more than that.

Empty.

Something stirring deep in the back.

Like Lizzy’s eyes, Kai thought.

But mean.

“How you?” Kai said. “Everything all
right?”

The man’s thick blond hair was combed
straight back like a skull cap. Long. Greasy with some kind of jel.
He took his time answering Kai, no expression on his face.

“I am fine. Thank you.”

Accent. Russian, central European, something
Slavic.

“We want everybody happy. No problems.”

“No problems from me, my friend. Is there a
problem?”

Kai bristled, just a bit. Nothing that the
untrained eye would see passed between the two of them, but the
lack of fear and due respect from the Russian sent a message, loud
and clear.

“No problems. We like it that way. Have a
good time.”

Kai stalked away, but at an angle where he
could watch the man in the corner of his eye.

He wanted to keep his eye on that one.

Kai went to the dancer’s door, nodded to his
Hispanic counter-part Diaz, a spiderweb tattooed across his face,
posted beside the door. Went in, stood behind Lizzy who touched her
lips with a gloss brush.

“Stay away from that one, Ms. Lizzy,” Kai
said. “Tonight, I walk you to your car, maybe follow you home.”

Lizzy’s blue eyes met Kai’s black-brown eyes
in the mirror. “He’s a bad man, isn’t he?”

“Very bad, I think. We watch him.”

“Thank you, Kai.”

Kai whispered into his headset terse
instructions; a member of the security staff was to keep an eye on
the Russian at Table 22 at all times, rotate in and out. Kai
himself went back out, stood with his back against the wall to one
side of the dancer’s runway, and stared at the Russian, who met his
eyes with indifference, and then turned his attention to the next
dancer.

A very bad man, Kai thought. A man who hated
women but hid it. A dangerous man in a place like this.

 


 


Interlude

There are several varieties of the dark breed
of men.

There are some who nurse a hidden rage
against women -- maybe something born from their relationships with
their mothers, maybe something dark that chose that particular
vehicle of flesh to incarnate in -- it comes out in bitterness and
resentment sometimes, that women have something that men want, and
maybe they hate themselves for being so weak as to want that
thing…or maybe it’s because in the face of Every Woman they see
That One Woman that did them wrong or harm once upon a time…

You can find that particular dark breed
hanging out in porn shops, where they gravitate to the real heavy
duty S+M, taking sex tours to Eastern Europe, the new Thailand --
sex clubs and strip clubs, and cruising the streets where
prostitutes stroll.

Rough sex leads to violence, rape, and
sometimes, murder.

It’s a track as steady and predictable as the
arc of a falling star.

Or a fallen angel.

They are dark men, and women in that world
learn to sense them, to see past the careful façade the dark men
build around them to hide their intention, their desires, their
lusts.

It’s a survival skill.

 


 



Chapter Six

“So why don’t you just buy them?” I said.

It seemed reasonable to me. Deon wanted some
SAWs, Squad Automatic Weapons, nomenclature M-249, a fully
automatic light machine gun that spat out 5.56 rounds, lightweight
and easy to tote. He had some friends that needed them, for what I
didn’t know and didn’t care to ask, not that Deon would tell me
anyway.

Need to know and all that.

“Not enough money, oke,” Deon said. He
grinned, skinning back his thin lips, animating his skull-like
face. “What fun is there in paying? What is that St. Francis said?
‘To beg is best, to steal the next, and to buy is worst of all.’
Isn’t that right, Catholic boy?”

I splashed some Dark Lady on my hand and
sprinkled him with it. “In the name of the Father, the Son and the
Holy Spirit, I cast out your demons.”

“Need more than Negro Modelo for that, my
friend.”

“Seems like what we’re buying is a lot of
long term trouble, Deon. The Komarov’s won’t take this kind of shit
laying down. We roll heavy on them, the first question they’re
going to ask themselves is who has the weight to pull that off?
Around here, it’s you -- and only you.”

“I owe some people, Jimmy. Owe them in the
way you understand. Not money. The other thing.”

I sighed. The Other Thing.

Blood debt.

Saved a life or took one. Either way, didn’t
matter.

I looked over to the bar and held up my
bottle. Thieu nodded, pulled a fresh Negro Modelo out and another
Harps lager for Deon, carried them over, the bottles bleeding ice
and condensation.

“Thank you, my beauty,” Deon said.

Thieu regarded him.

“You don’t think I am beautiful,” she said.
“You only want what you will never have.”

“You’re wrong, my beauty,” Deon said. He
tipped the bottle at her, a gallant gesture. “Some day you will
weaken.”

“Ha,” she said. And went back to the bar.

“Thanks, Thieu,” I said to her back.

“You welcome, Jimmy.”

“You welcome, Jimmy,” Deon said, grinning. “I
love you long time, Jimmy. Oh so good, I love you so much long
time, Jimmy.”

“Fuck you.”

“Get in line, oke. Get in line.”

“Back to the Komarovs.”

“How would you do it?”

I squeezed the lime into the neck of the
bottle, touched my tongue to the lime, set it down, sipped. Nothing
like the Dark Lady with lime.

“We don’t roll like we would. Not heavy.
Nobody else. We do it quiet. A stealth job. B and E. Get into the
warehouse, take what we need, slip away. We do it right, they won’t
know we’ve been in there till they do some inventory.”

“Bloody warehouse has better security than
most banks, oke. I thought we’d take them on the back of a deal,
pawn it off on the other player.”

“Too risky, Deon. You run shooters against
shooters, you end up shooting. That’s all they know. We don’t come
the way they expect you to fight. We don’t want a fight, we want
the goods and to get away to steal another day. Right? And the
fewer faces involved, the less chance of word getting back to the
Komarovs. We do it right, they’ll blame their inventory control.
They’ve got more shit in their warehouse than the National Guard
armory.”

Deon considered this. I watched his face, for
the small tells I’d come to know in him. He’d probably already
considered this, but he was a contrary son of a bitch, and would
pose the exact question to me just to see how I’d work it out. He
liked to go in shooting because he loved to shoot. He was a
gunfighter, a real one, and there wasn’t much opportunity for a
gunfighter on our side of the fence to rock and roll unless he
rolled heavy on somebody. That’s why he would take off on his
“holidays” and disappear back to South Africa, where you could
gunfight on any given day just by walking down the street with a
gold necklace on, or in the right neighborhood, with new tennis
shoes on.

Or Iraq.

Or Afghanistan.

Or Bosnia.

Or Chechnya.

Or hell, anywhere in Eastern Europe for that
matter.

Deon drew fights like rotting meat draws
flies.

And of course, he drew me.

So he’d want the gunfight, especially against
some heavy weights like the Komarovs.

But then, that’s why he had me. The voice of
reason.

“Stealth, Deon. By way of deception. That’s
the ticket.”

“So how we going to get into the bloody
warehouse, oke? Not to stealthy to drive a truck into the damn
place, now will it?”

I considered that for a moment. Bringing in a
technical expert to bypass their alarms, stealth us through the
infra red perimeter systems and then to breach the access controls
into the warehouse itself, that would be another face, someone else
that might talk.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Let me mull on
it a bit.”

Deon laughed, the Grim Reaper with a beer to
his lips. “An idea is a dangerous thing.”

 


 


Interlude

Heist movies and books always make me
laugh.

There’s this mythology that there are master
criminals who spend millions to take millions, who look like Cary
Grant or Colin Ferrell or Sean Connery or, God help us, Catherine
Zeta-Jones, or my favorite, Rene Russo, that hot wench.

Not.

Art thieves, specialty high rise jewel
thieves, yeah a handful.

But most “heists” are just variations on the
smash and grab.

You kick it in, stop anybody who tries to
stop you, take the shit and run.

Simple.

Keep It Simple, Stupid.

Armored car? Same thing. Stop it, crack it,
take the shit and run.

Bank? Stop anybody who tries to stop you,
crack it, take the shit and run.

Drug rip off? Shoot anybody who moves, take
the shit, and run.

See a pattern?

Not much to it. The key is to stay not
caught. What gets most guys caught is sheer stupidity and/or a big
fucking mouth. Play with smart people, very few of them, who know
how to keep their mouths shut, and understand low profile, and you
might just spend a whole lifetime ripping off people and walk away
with grey hair, a pot belly and a retirement home in Boca
Raton.

Or Costa Rica, my personal fave.

I’d spent years in the military doing
operational planning. When we went on a mission, we went into
isolation for weeks before hand (if we had the time), drew up
infinitely detailed plans, broke them down, turned them around, put
them back together, endlessly rehearsed them, all the phases of the
mission, and then, you know what?

We’d get out in the field and it would all go
to shit, and we came back to the same damn thing.

Kick it in, kill anybody who tries to stop
us, do what we came to do, and run like hell.

See the pattern?

 


 



Chapter Seven

“We need death camps for these rape camp
assholes,” Nina Capushek said. She blew into her hand, sniffed her
breath, satisfied with the thick sweet smell of multiple breath
mints. “But that would be too much infrastructure, come to think of
it. Just line them up and shoot them. Like the Chinese. Send their
family a bill for the bullet. I’d do it. For free.”

Her supervisor in Sex Crimes was a short,
stocky Italian named Fabruzzi, Oozy Fabruzzi on the street because
of his thick black hair oozing hair dressing. He was a good cop,
street wise, tough, made gold shield in a hurry, but since his
promotion had morphed into a glad handing ass kisser with an eye on
a captain’s slot.

“How come this kind of shit comes to me from
the Chief with your name already on it, Nina? Who the fuck you know
over at State Department, tosses you this good shit already? Tell
Fabruzzi, 'cause I want some of this too, you know. I want some of
the good.”

“You can’t handle the good shit, Oozy. You
scare them diplomat boys in their expensive suits and Yale ties. I
scare them too, but then they feel bad about it. I make them think
it’s about the nose. The nose knows, you know?”

“Get that shit fixed, you’d get more pipe
than the plumber’s union.”

“I get what I want when I want it, not that
you’d know, Oozy.”

“You should show respect to your lieutenant,
Detective.”

“Show some to get some, Oozy. You could
always send me away. See what the fuck happens to your stats
then.”

“Point taken, Capushek. Big point taken. Go
out and kick somebody’s ass. Find me this internationally wanted
bad guy. Take somebody with you.”

Nina turned her full attention on him, and
was satisfied that even the tough Fabruzzi quailed, though he hid
it well, with the weight of her glare. Something about the broken
nose did it, added to her mad dog in a way that the guys couldn’t
pull off.

“Don’t start with me on that. I need back up,
I call for it. That’s the deal. You want to change the deal, I can
find someplace else to work. Homicide likes me, so does Street
Crime…”

“Okay, okay, just a thought, all right? Jeez,
Nina, quit busting my fucking balls already. Go, do your fucking
lone gun woman thing.”

Fabruzzi started to walk off, stopped.

“Speaking of gun woman thing, did you get
down to the range and qualify? I got a memo…”

“I’ll stop by there before I hit the
street.”

“You don’t wanna practice first?”

“You ought to dust that pistol off sometime,
Oozy. You never know, you might need to shoot a shift commander or
something.”

“Fucking crazy, that’s what you are, Nina.
Disgruntled employee, I got a DVD about people like you.”

“Let’s get a pizza and watch it together some
time, Oozy. I’ll squeeze Brylcreem in your hair and rub it in, real
slow.”

Fabruzzi laughed. “Sick twist. I’d like that.
Get the fuck out of here.”

Nina shrugged into her leather jacket, a
souvenir from her days with Minneapolis. She liked the heavy
leather, and the dark marks where she’d stripped her sergeant’s
stripes and the Minneapolis patches off. Black nylon cargo pants, a
jersey long sleeve T in a tasteful cranberry, black Kramer
horsehide belt cut with the female bias -- Kramer being one of the
few gun leather artists who understand how to fit a woman -- and a
CTAC speed scabbard and double mag pouches. She drew her Glock 21,
press checked the chamber, reholstered it with a snick. The CTAC
wasn’t authorized for a duty rig with Lake City, but she didn’t
give a fuck. It was a gunfighter’s rig, and all the DT yo-yos who
preached about it not being a retention holster and the risk of
losing the piece in a struggle didn’t even bother to say shit to
her.

Nina didn’t wrestle.

She shot.

Period.

She stomped her foot once, encased in
Converse SWAT boots, checked the lump on her left ankle. Glock 30,
took the same mags as her 21, in a Kramer ankle holster. Clunky,
but she didn’t give a shit. One is none, and two is one. Tucked in
between her breasts was a Hideaway knife, and another one was on
her belt, just left of the navel, where she could get at it with
either hand.

Wrestle?

As if.

She took out her Oakley’s from inside her
leather jacket and slipped them on, checked her look in the glass
as she went out into the hallway, satisfied, as always, as the
street soldiers parted and said, “Hey, Nina, how’s it going?”

It was good to be a street animal.

But now she needed a drink.

In the UC car, a beat up Taurus with a jacked
up engine, and a bullet hole in the rear left panel she insisted
they leave alone, roar out of the garage past the patrol guys who
looked after her with envy.

Down to Marvin Bell’s, a local cop bar that
opened up at 6 a.m. and closed at 2 a.m., just like clockwork,
everyday of the year including Christmas.

Inside, she slid up on the bar, nodded to the
gray lump that passed as bar keep early mornings, said, “Cuervo.
Salt and lime.”

The gray lump, named Corso, retired cop who’d
spent his whole career in Traffic, said, “Sure thing, Detective.
You want some coffee with that?”

“Why would I fuck up good tequila with
coffee?”

“It being early and all.”

“Fuck early.”

“Fuck late, it’s all the same to me,” Corso
said wearily. “Here’s your fucking drink.”

Nina tapped some salt on the back of her left
hand, touched her pink tongue to it, slammed the shot, bit into the
lime.

Yeah.

Breakfast of champions.

That thing being done, breakfast being the
most important meal of the day, she turned her mind to the file
Fabruzzi had foisted off on her. A request from the Bureau and DOS
to look into reports that one Vladimir Darko, like Donnie Darko the
movie, but darker. Darko was derived from the Slavic “dar” which
meant gift. This guy had been no gift to the women he’d raped while
working as a guard in one of the rape camps set up by the Serbs
during that unpleasantness that took place in Bosnia and those
other places she couldn’t recall the names of that sprung up in the
rubble that had been Yugoslavia.

She didn’t give a fuck about politics, never
voted. Her favorite political slogan was on one of her T-shirts:
VOTE FROM THE ROOFTOPS. With a logo of a sniper on it.

She liked that.

She rolled the thoughts around in her head,
took out the picture she’d crammed into her pocket, looked at the
long face, like a fox’s (what was that word…vulpine, what that it?)
the thick hair combed straight back. He looked like a vampire rock
and roller.

Those eyes, though…Nina recognized that
look.

She saw it plenty in her job. Woman hater.
Mean. Working it out. Probably abused by his mother, too much love
or not enough. Or just born that way. It happened like that. Evil
just was.

And this one was evil.

She smiled.

Maybe he was a gift.

To her.

She hadn’t killed anyone in months.

 


 


Interlude

You know how women can always tell something
about another woman by the choice of her clothing, her accessories,
her jewelry?

Street fighters do the same.

Body language, physical condition, visible
scarring -- those all send a message.

But in the hierarchy of professional
shooters, there’s certain things that stand out like skill
identifier badges on the chest of a professional soldier --
paratrooper, pathfinder, Ranger, Special Forces, combat diver, Navy
SEAL -- they all got badges, right? Tells you what they know?

Same thing with a street gunfighter.

There’s some that favor the fancy customized
guns. That’s cool, till you shoot somebody with one. Then that
fancy gun goes into Evidence, maybe to get lifted by some underpaid
cop sitting in there, or to disappear behind a rack for thirty
years, and anyway, you don’t get it back till Forensics has had its
way with your custom piece, and the opposing counsel if there is
one (and in most shootings, if there’s a criminal proceeding or a
grand jury, there most def will be a civil case) and where’s your
$2500 Custom Combat Commander as done by Wilson then?

Shooters like Glocks. Customize it a little,
mostly whittle on the grip till it fits you right, maybe fuck
around and drop a different trigger spring in, you’re good to go.
Forensics takes it, go get another one, shoots just like the
first.

Gun leather, now you can get downright
medieval with that shit -- Sparks and Kramer from the good old
days, nowadays they like all this cheap nylon shit, but real
shooters like the leather.

And knives…ooooohhh. Shiny. Sharp. Nothing
quite as intimate as a knife. All about penetration, right? Stick
it in, wiggle it around. A guy thing, but some hot women like
knives. Angelina Jolie collects knives. She’s hot, don’t you think?
I think so, hell most anything with a dick in the Western world
does. Nothing better for the up close and serious interpersonal
interaction. Especially for women, because it’s always about up
close and personal for them. That Hideaway was built for just that
reason…

 


 



Chapter Eight

“They will come for you,” Irina Komarov said.
She opened her mouth in a perfect O, obscene contrast between
scarlet lips and pink inside her mouth, puffed out a symmetrical
smoke ring. It crept slowly towards Vladimir Darko, who stood in a
semblance of attention before the desk where Irina sat, her long
legs crossed, feet up, where she could admire her shoes.

Sergey stood to her side. He stayed on his
feet when they had visitors.

“We can buy you the women you want. Don’t
freelance, Vladimir. It will bring us trouble, and you are not
worth that trouble.”

“Then why am I here?” Vladimir said.

Sergey smiled and looked down at his wife.
She curled her lips in distaste, drew again on her Sobranie.

“You’re a skill set, Vlady. A skill set with
a very bad habit. Don’t let the bad habit outweigh the value of
your skill set.”

“They are probably looking for him now,”
Sergey said. “His paper was not as good as we thought. The port of
entry in Detroit picked it up, and our man had to be involved.”

“That was not my fault,” Vladimir said.

“True,” Sergey said. “It was ours. But we
require you to do certain things for us in order for us to do
certain things for you. This is one of them. Do you
understand?”

“Da,” Vladimir said.

“Speak English, Vlady,” Irina said. “You need
the practice.”

She smirked as she drew on the Sobranie, blew
smoke at him. She liked watching him struggle to maintain his
composure.

He hated her.

She enjoyed that.

She uncrossed her legs, crossed them again,
making sure that Vladimir’s eyes shot towards the flash of panty
between her thighs.

“Would you like me to buy you a woman,
Vlady?” Irina said. “Find one. I’ll buy her for you. My treat.
Price is no object. What do you say? Is there someone you have your
eye on?”

There is a stillness between a stillness in a
dangerous man. A drawing inward that sucks light and feeling and
all the warmth out of a room. As though a door had opened into the
vacuum of deepest darkest space, and the chill of utter blackness
washed over those who were there in the presence of that
darkness.

There was such a stillness now, radiating
from Vladimir Darko.

Sergey shifted his weight forward on the
balls of his feet, his hands loose at his side.

Irina just smiled. “Well?”

“Yes,” Vladimir said. He smiled, and Irina
thought, just for a moment, had she the ability to be frightened of
a man, that she might be frightened by the chill in that smile. For
her or some other woman? Or both. Or all women.

“Yes,” Vladimir said. “There is a woman I
want.”

 


 


Interlude

Do you believe in evil?

Not evil with a small e, like Hannah Arendt
said. Evil with a capital E, the Big E.

Evil.

Is it a force, a presence, an entity that
lurks outside our world, makes inroads into those it senses
weakness in, or those who welcome it, or those who lust for the
power they think is in that acceptance?

Or is it the manifestations of dark beings,
Fallen? Dark things from another dimension or fallen angels, thrown
down in flaming perdition and ruin in Milton’s dream?

There is Evil in the world.

And evil.

I’ve seen both. Seen it in the smooth faces
of the perfectly possessed, seen it in the sidelong glances of mud
dark eyes, carefully concealed.

Seen it in my face before.

Cast it out.

But I know what it is when I see it.

And when I see it, I want to kill it.

As I have so many times before.

 


 



Chapter Nine

“This is your idea of subtle?” Deon said.

“Can’t do anything about the color, bro,” I
said. He didn’t approve of the purple metallic flake paint on the
stolen tow truck, but repainting it would be too much of a problem
and involve too many people.

I looked at the weapon he laid out on the
bench seat between us.

“That’s your idea of ‘light’?”

He had a Galil .308, the folding stock
version the Israelis and the South Africans favored for their
paratroop units propped up next to his knee, another one, stock
folded back, for me, a US claymore bag filled with spare magazines,
a sawed off shotgun with a sidesaddle laced with what looked like
lock busters and a SAW ammo carrier stuffed with buckshot and more
lock busters.

“How many pistols do you have?” Deon
said.

“The usual.”

“Want a third?”

“There’s more hardware in here than most
3rd world police forces, Deon. I’m fine.”

“Suit yourself. Don’t come crying to me we
get into it.”

“Right.”

I geared the truck up, and rolled down the
highway. It was a short drive to the warehouse, but before we
rolled down the street, I pulled down my balaclava to cover my
face. So did Deon. We both wore goatskin mechanic’s gloves, great
for fingerprints, DNA and keeping our hands protected while we did
what we needed to do.

I drove past the warehouse with its secured
roll up door and the heavily barred windows beside it, backed the
tow rig right up. Jumped out while Deon covered, hooked the tow
cable through and around the barred window, jumped back in, gassed
the truck and pulled the whole damn window structure right out of
the old wooden walls. Thick, hell yeah. But no match for that tow
truck when revved up.

The window structure clattered behind me. I
jumped out and undid the cable, hit the rewind, grabbed the Galil
and held a position beside the window. Deon ran forward and vaulted
lightly through the gap. I stood by, an earphone from my police
scanner hooked on my belt in place, listening.

The internal alarms rang and rang, but hell,
they wouldn’t be ringing at the police station, now would they?

Inside, Deon hit his head lamp, jogged down
the aisles, right to where the SAWS were, looped two over his
shoulder, ran back and handed them out to me.

I threw them inside the truck.

Deon ran back in, then came back with a
lugbox of ammo boxes. Hell, I could hardly lift that box, but the
skinny bastard carried it as though it weighed nothing, and threw
it up into the truck bed.

“Shall we?” he said. Not even out of
breath.

“We shall,” I said.

We jumped into the truck, gassed it. I looked
in the rear view mirror. Coming up fast and growing in my mirror
was a Chevy Suburban.

“Deon,” I said. “We got company. It’s
Komarov’s armed response.”

Deon grinned, twisted in his seat to look
back. He opened the door -- the speedometer said 75 mph -- and
stepped out onto the wide running board, braced his Galil against
the passenger side panel and fired his weapon three times.

Most of the blast was behind me, but I felt
the concussion even within the cab of the truck, through the metal
roof and walls.

Behind us, the Suburban swerved sharply.

And kept on coming.

“Oh, he’s game, is he?” Deon shouted. “All
right then, oke. Don’t expect any less from the likes of you.”

He disappeared from sight and the door
slammed shut. I craned my neck and saw him steadying himself in the
truck bed, right up against the crane of the lift.

“Oh, this is just fucking wonderful, “ I
said.

Keep it between the lines and let that
lunatic tend to the shooting.

A steady cadence of fire from behind me, the
boom boom boom of a .308 in the hands of someone who knew how to
run one.

The Suburban swerved, slowed, pulled to the
curb.

Still under control.

The door opened up and Deon swung himself
back into the cab, quite unconcerned by the pavement whizzing by at
80 miles per hour.

“Did you do him?” I said.

“No,” Deon said. “Calm one, that. But I let
him know we were here and unhappy.”

We both laughed then.

***

Vladimir Darko walked quickly away from the
Suburban leaking steam at the curb. Rounds had pierced the
windshield, the engine compartment; one had narrowly missed his
head and punched through the headrest. He pulled out his cell
phone, ignored a trickle of blood on his cheek from glass
fragments.

“Sergey?” he said. “We have a problem at the
warehouse.”

 


 


Interlude

Here’s another secret that bad guys know.

Bleeding hearts like to go on and on about
how crime is the result of poverty, lack of opportunities, social
injustice.

Bullshit.

You know why we like to break the law?

For easy money? Sometimes.

But the real reason?

Because it’s fun.

There are few rushes anything like breaking
the law in a big way and getting away with it. Just like Teddy
Roosevelt said: “There are few things as exhilarating as being shot
at and being missed.”

I remember, when I was a kid, running like
hell from the cops through an orchard near my home. Running and
running, because if that cop caught me, I was in for a beating at
least and jail at worst.

And I remember laughing like hell at the same
time.

I’d never felt so alive.

Adrenaline is the most addictive drug there
is, forget about coke and heroin and ecstasy and tobacco and crack
and cold beer and warm whiskey.

There is nothing like the rush of danger.

That’s what kept me in the Army for so long.
Where else could you go and get paid, make
some decent bank, to jump out of airplanes, shoot guns, blow shit
up, travel around the world -- and kill people?

That’s the biggest rush of all.

Remember, it’s all about breaking the law in
a big way…with a big rush.

And stealing from dangerous operators on the
wrong side of the fence was breaking a big law in a big way.

 


 



Chapter Ten

Nina was a woman who hunted men who hunted
women.

She enjoyed the twisted symmetry of that.

There was something about unraveling the dark
twists in the brain of a sex offender that appealed to her. And she
had a gift for sniffing out stone crazy, as most sex offenders had
serious screws loose.

It led her down some dark paths, both at work
and at play.

And in her attempts at serious relationships,
whatever the fuck those were supposed to be.

She sat in the UC car and looked at the
entrance to Moby Dick’s.

Touched her nose.

Thought about serious relationships.

“Fuck that,” she said.

She’d spent the whole day trolling. Darko was
a dark boy, that’s for sure. According to State and Interpol, he’d
escaped trial. Been spotted in Slovenia working as muscle for one
of the Russian outfits. With his military background and a
reputation for ruthlessness and a body count to bolster his street
cred, he was in some demand. But the boy had a habit he couldn’t
shake, and that was a taste for brutal rape.

Nina curled her lip as she ran through the
facts in her mind, and tapped her trigger finger against her thigh,
tap tap tap, rat a tat tat, the Glock drum roll to stitch a bad boy
up the middle and in the head.

Darko liked to prey on sex workers -- no duh
on that, easy access, availability, and often not missed. But he
had a taste for the very best, the crème de la crème, so he
targeted high buck courtesan types, expensive gentlemen’s clubs,
the best strip bars. In Eastern Europe, the new mecca for sex
vacations, he had his choice. But apparently even there his tastes
were too extreme, and he was damaging -- sometimes killing -- the
goods.

Mind you, he paid for his pleasure, but
professionals in the business of selling sex think about longer
term -- you have a prime piece, you want to milk her (or him) for
all you can get over their effective lifetime at the high end,
before you drop your product down the line to the progressively
less costly venues.

And Darko had ruined some expensive
product.

He’d come to the attention of the UN War
Crimes Tribunal, and he’d run when the serious hunters worked their
way down the list to his name -- a smart thing to do when you had
the US Delta Force and the British Special Air Service and the
Norwegian Special Forces and a medley of high end shooters and
looters sniffing at your heels. His paper had gotten him into the
country, thanks to a bent immigrations and customs inspector, who
had the misfortune of being under surveillance when he let Darko
through. That was the last straw, though, and said former inspector
was singing and singing in federal custody, and one of the tunes he
sang pointed Darko in the direction of Lake City.

And to Nina Capushek, huntress.

She laughed. Oh, hell yeah. She was a
huntress, all right.

The sky was gathering dark. She’d worked all
day on tequila, lime, a burrito and a handful of snacks taken from
the lunch time buffets of the strip clubs and massage parlors and
sex shops in Lake City. A few nibbles, but nothing big, food or tip
wise.

And she needed a drink.

Moby’s would be the ticket.

She entered the way she entered any place --
she walked right in and kept walking, got deep inside before she
looked around. Nothing like lingering at an entrance to let
everybody know you didn’t know your way around. Just go deep. She
walked to the bar, paused, looked around. Late afternoon trade, the
usual drunks and day time losers who hung out now, right before the
after work rush, if this fucking dive got it.

The punch bowl center front on the bar got
her attention.

It was full of AA coins.

She dipped her hand in, stirred them around,
plucked one out. Six Months. There was another one that said Two
Years.

“You want drink?” the tiny Vietnamese woman
tending bar asked.

“You collect these?” Nina said.

“Yes. Boss like. You have? You have AA coin,
put it in. All night you drink for free.”

Nina laughed. “That’s fucked up.”

“Good business, I think,” the bartender said.
“Long time the boss do that here.”

“Jesus. I need a drink to get my mind around
that.”

“What I get you?”

“Tequila. Cuervo Gold, lime, salt. You got
food?”

“No. You can order Vietnamese, they bring
here.” The bartender reached under the bar and handed Nina a dog
eared take out menu. “Very good food. My family.”

“What’s your name?”

“Thieu.”

Thieu poured a double shot into a tumbler,
set it beside the lime and salt. “On the house, first drink. Your
first time here.”

Nina nodded, lifted the glass. “Thanks.”

She did her ritual with the salt, downed the
double shot, tasted the lime. The gold burn settled into her flat
stomach, hung there. Yeah.

“Once again, Thieu. Your family, they make
good pho?”

“You like pho?”

“Best noodle soup there is.”

“I get for you. Get the special, beef and
meat balls. Large or small bowl?”

“Large bowl. With spring rolls.”

Thieu nodded, set up the double shot again.
“You want tab?”

Nina looked around. Dark, gloomy, low lifes
everywhere. Grease on the tables and the hint of violence past and
future.

“Yeah, I’ll need a tab. This is my kind of
place.”

***

Three hours later and Nina was riding the
wave of the Gold Rush. The pho was perfect. She’d developed a taste
for the Vietnamese noodle soup with its complex flavors when she
lived in Minneapolis, when she was with…

She didn’t think about him anymore.

But she still liked noodle soup, and the soft
spring rolls, wrapped with mint and basil and cilantro around pork,
dipped in peanut sauce.

That went better with beer, so she did five
or six of those before she went back to the Gold.

She was into sipping her shots now, that
comfortable glaze settling over her. She watched her back in the
mirror behind the bar, looked from side to side to keep track of
who was filtering in. Bar did good business for a week night --
crowd of regulars, a real sorry mix: students looking for the
cheap, suburbanites looking for the street, and then the street
crews, each and everyone who made her for who she was and gave her
a wide berth, except for a couple of cocky ones who came by and
said -- respectfully, mind you -- “Good evening, Sergeant Capushek,
how you doing tonight?”

Thieu clocked that, as she clocked
everything, and whispered an aside to Little Dick who came
straggling in and braced himself at the end of the bar, where it
turned into an L right where the service arm came up. Little Dick
watched Nina slam her drinks and thought, hell, here’s my newest
regular.

And while he was thinking that, Nina was
thinking: This is a real player’s bar.

She’d heard that. Moby Dick’s was a tough nut
for the undercovers to crack. Street Crime was in and out of here,
Narcotics too, and Vice of course. She’d never been in here, but
then she was a Lake City newbie and, until now, a Moby Dick’s
virgin. This was one of those places where the so-called underworld
did a lot of business. Not necessarily hand to hand buys; Nina saw
the guy at the end of the bar clocking her and everything else.

Real bidness.

The bouncer came in around eight o’clock,
hung out, chatted with the bartender, ignored Nina, which didn’t
fool her for one minute. He was some kind of player. Average
height, just under six feet, in shape without making a big deal of
it.

The eyes gave him away.

He was too careful about not letting anyone
know he was clocking them; he had that grey man thing down. Funny
for a bouncer, and that kind of funny she clocked.

He was packing, too.

The law prohibited civilians from carrying in
a bar -- cops could do whatever they wanted to, that was the law
written or unwritten -- but a business owner could authorize an
employee to carry armed in a security function even if booze was
being served, as long as the armed employee didn’t drink. She
didn’t see him drink, but then, wasn’t her problem any way.

He packed like a pro.

Some kind of lo pro holster, in the waistband
probably, appendix carry right hand, stylish shirt out and untucked
as was the style, over faded jeans and low cut hikers. Appendix
carry was the new locale of choice for gunfighters -- the standard
FBI carry, back of the hip on strong side was fine for cops who had
to tote all kinds of shit on their belts concealed -- pepper spray,
expandable batons, handcuffs -- the whole fucking use of force
spectrum. But civvies and UCs didn’t have to worry about that shit,
and appendix carry was handy if you were sitting down in a car or
in a bar, fast to the hand for a draw.

Nina laughed.

She was some kind of fucking expert, that was
for sure.

She lifted her glass to her reflection.

Here’s to the only blooded woman cop in the
whole fucking Lake City Police Department.

Here’s to the only cop in the whole fucking
Lake City Police Department who’d killed four men.

Here’s to the only cop in this fucking town
who don’t give a fuck about anything except killing -- oops, excuse
me -- catching bad guys.

The bouncer moved in on her.

“Can I get in on that toast?” he said.

Up close he looked good. Or maybe that was
the tequila talking. Brown eyes, lined, nice crows nest. No facial
hair, that was good. Level gaze, friendly, at least professionally.
Watchful.

“Fuck off,” she said.

“I get that a lot,” he said. “Why do you
think that is? Is it my cologne?”

“You don’t wear cologne.”

“Maybe I should? Would that help?”

Nina grinned. “No. I think you’re beyond
help. Now fuck off and let me finish my drink in peace with all my
friends here.”

“What friends?’

“The voices in my head.”

He grinned now, nodded.

“I have that very same problem. Is there a
support group for that?”

“Sex Without Partners. Meets every Wednesday
down at the Y. We get together and hold hands and sing Kumbaya.
Stand up and testify about the joys of solo sex.”

Laughing now. Good laugh, hearty. Heads
turning to check him out. Maybe he didn’t laugh much.

“I got to make that meeting. Ever get lucky
down there?”

“No. They kick you out for that shit.”

“They give out medallions?”

Nina laughing now, an even rarer sound,
though he wouldn’t know that. “So what would I get I toss that
medallion in the punch bowl? That, by the way, is seriously fucked
up.”

“I hesitate to offer an opinion on that. I
wouldn’t want to get shot.”

She set her glass down and gave him the light
mad dog. “You got something to say?”

He kept the smile, kept it light. “What’s
your name?”

“Sergeant Capushek.”

He shrugged. “I’m not working now, and I
don’t think you are too. You got a not working name, or you one of
those on the job all day all night types?”

She dropped the mad dog, curious now. “Nina.
You?”

“Jimmy.”

“Jimmy….”

He wagged his finger, something she would
normally snap if anybody else had done it. “Just Jimmy for now,
Nina. Cool?”

She nodded, slowly. “Cool.”

“Drink?”

“Always.”

She drank the Gold, he had a Negro
Modelo.

Silence between them, companionable. She
liked that. Most guys talked too fucking much.

“You ever draw that thing in here?” she
said.

He didn’t play like he didn’t know.

“No need. I just charm them, and if that
don’t work, I gut them with my rapier like intellect.”

Nina laughed. “You do talk some shit. Does it
ever work?”

“No. But I keep trying.”

“A shrink told me once that the definition of
insanity was doing the same thing over and over again and expecting
different results.”

“You are a fount of knowledge.”

“Fount?”

“Fount.”

“Some vocabulary for a bouncer.”

“I read a lot.”

She nodded. Looked at the clock. “Time for me
to go to work.”

“Split shift?”

“Sex crimes. People don’t usually start
getting laid till after dark, say nineish. You find that?”

“I start at nine cause it gets busy then. And
yeah, you’re right. That’s when the moves get going, but rush hour
for bottom knocking is around closing time here.”

“Yeah,” she said. Suddenly serious. “You know
a club called The Trojan Horse?”

“There a problem there?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I got friends that work there.”

“I’ll bet you do. Good place?”

“They’re straight up. Good club, run well.
Some of the girls might do some things on the side, but they don’t
bring it in there. Quid pro quo?”

“I’m not into the licensing shit and I don’t
care what a bunch of strippers or hookers do on the side. I’m
looking for a guy.”

“Yeah?”

“Bad guy. Russian guy.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Like this.” Nina took out the picture she
kept crammed in her cargo pants pocket, smoothed it out on the bar
top. Jimmy leaned close in to her, close enough for her to smell
the clean smell of him, just a hint of body odor and soap, feel the
warmth of his skin radiating just under the rayon shirt he wore.
She watched how his eyes narrowed, how he clocked the guy, scanned
the face.

“What do you want him for?”

“Rapist. War criminal, guy ran a rape camp in
Bosnia.”

She noticed how he stiffened when she said
Bosnia. “You in the service?”

“A long time ago.”

“Bosnia?”

“No.”

He was lying.

She backed it off a little. “You a bouncer in
the service, too?”

Something slammed down in him. “I got to go
to work, too. Nice talking with you, Nina. Come around more
often.”

“I’ll do that. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t
do.”

That got him laughing. “I think that might
leave me plenty of lee way.”

“Got that shit right.”

He went to the door, perched himself there on
a spindle stool, faded into the background.

He had a skill set.

She stared into the mirror.

Just like hers.

 


 


Interlude

There’s a funny dance when real shooters and
operators meet. It’s bad form to ask straight up, “What did you
do?” or “How many people have you killed?”

You elicit.

Make a joke, an insider comment. See what
they say. Call them on the subtle details that only an operator or
a shooter would know. Fine points of carry. Body position in
public. Test them.

That’s how you find out the truth underneath
the truth that they want you to see.

That’s the secret of deception, you know.
Layer upon layer, mix up the lies with the truths and the
half-truths, get them so they don’t know what is true and what is
not.

Or at least, maybe that’s what you think is
going on.

That’s the fun of the dance.

And it’s good training, too.

You want to be polite and friendly to
everyone you meet.

But have a plan to kill them just in
case.

 


 



Chapter Eleven

“Who would do this?” Sergey said.

He stood in the litter-strewn street and
watched a crew of workmen repair the torn out window frame.

“Block it up completely,” Irina snapped at
the crew foreman. “We need no window here.”

Vladimir Darko clasped his hands behind his
back and rocked on the balls of his feet.

“Someone who knows your business,” he said.
“They know where the warehouse is. They know exactly what they are
coming for. They don't take anything except for the SAWs and some
ammunition. They were fast and sure. They knew what they were
doing. They were not the blacks. The gang men, they are not good
shots. There were only two, and the one with the rifle was very
good. So the question I have for you would be this: Who knows your
business, is very good with weapons, maybe military, and would have
either a specific purpose or buyer for the SAWs?”

Sergey studied his security man. “Those are
good questions, Vladimir.”

“Yes,” Irina said. “Those are good questions.
And how do we get those answers?”

“All our customers know our business,” Sergey
said. “We have never had this happen before. No one dared to.”

“Yes,” Irina said. “But now that it has
happened, it will happen again. We must show that we will not
tolerate this. This requires blood.”

The men nodded.

Blood was called for.

And that was Vladimir’s skill set.

“Who are your competitors?” Vladimir said.
“This would be a rival. They could have taken more, but they did
not. But this shows you as weak. So others will try you. Chip away
at your business. Bring more violence to your door. No one would go
through this much effort to steal two machine guns from a warehouse
full of them.”

Sergey nodded in agreement.

“There are not many. Only two I can think of
that have military training. One man is a supply sergeant in the
National Guard. Actually, he has provided me with product before.
He has a sideline, though, and does well, even with some of my own
established customer base.”

“The other?”

“A South African. Military. He has a local
security company, sells legally on the side. Makes a good business
from both, but has another business, off the books, like ours. Wide
range of customers, some of them ours.”

“I need to look at everyone, not just those
with military training. I’ll look at these first, but it’s possible
that someone else hired the talent necessary. These two -- you’ve
had problems with them before?”

“No,” Irina said. “They are good business
men, both of them. This is not the sort of cowboy play they would
try.”

“The South African…” Sergey said. “He has a
reputation.”

“Yes?” Vladimir said.

“He likes to shoot…and he spends much time
traveling, working as a mercenary. Also, in South Africa, I’ve been
told he’s killed many people in gunfights. Security work.”

Vladimir stared off into the distance. “He’s
good?”

“I don’t know,” Sergey said. “He has his
reputation. His gun store, there is an indoor range there. He
shoots there often, I’m told. I have never been to his store. Too
many police frequent it.”

“Ah,” Vladimir said. “Perhaps I will go.”

“Perhaps I will go,” Irina said. “You have
only a false green card, and no local identification. They will
want to see your driver’s license to rent a gun or shoot.”

“We could go together,” Vladimir said. “Like
a date.”

“You turn my stomach,” Irina said.

Sergey shrugged. “You are security, Vladi.
Make up your mind.”

Vladimir turned away from the mocking smile
Irina stretched across her flawless face. His mind filled with the
images of what he would like to do to her.

“Where does this South African live? Where
else can I find him besides his store?”

“There is a bar,” Sergey said. “Moby Dick’s.
Not a good place to ask too many questions. But a good place to do
business.”

“Moby Dick’s,” Vladimir said. “That is near
the gentlemen’s club The Trojan Horse?”

“Yes,” Irina said. “Have you been
shopping?”

“Yes,” Vladi said. “I have been
shopping.”

 


 


Interlude

I like to read. Anything, really, but
especially mysteries, thrillers, suspense novels. PI books, too. It
always amuses me how much these writers try to make of the whole
investigation thing.

Investigation is just asking questions.

The thing that cuts out the losers from the
pros is the quality of the questions they ask and how they ask
them.

Somebody much smarter than me once said, “The
quality of your life is shaped by the decisions you make.”

I always thought that the quality of any
investigation is shaped by the questions you ask. Military special
operators have to ask questions, different ones from, say, cops or
private investigators, or a couple of criminals figuring out who
just ripped them off so they can hunt them down and bring doom down
on their heads.

Any good hunter knows that there’s certain
essential elements of information -- as we called it in the intel
biz, or the military -- that you need to have in order to find your
game.

To play the game.

Hunting humans is a game, one of the best
there is.

Try it some time. Don’t sit at home.

Come out and play.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

“Who’s the lady cop, oke?” Deon said. “Pretty
one with the beat up face, like?”

“She’s interesting, isn’t she?” I said. “No
bullshit in her.”

“She can drink a bit, eh?”

“No shit.”

“Want another?”

“Sure.”

Deon waved one skeletal hand at Thieu,
pointed at me, then himself. He leaned back in the chair he’d
dragged next to my stool beside the door.

“Not a waver in her. Walked right out like
she was on the parade ground,” he said.

I nodded. I liked and didn’t like what I saw
in Sergeant Nina Capushek. Tough, tough, tough…no doubt. Wounded,
too, deep inside, something she kept at bay with the booze. She
must spend all her time not drinking working out to stay in shape
with that much alcohol floating in her veins.

She saw right through me when it came to the
talk about Bosnia.

That bothered me.

“She sees things,” I said.

Deon gave me a look. “Don’t like that, do
you, oke? Me either. Might want to give that one a swerve.”

“Swerve?” I laughed. “Is that like a
jump?”

Deon stood, slid his chair back against the
wall. “Oke, when you’re through for the night, come over to my
office there and I’m going to tell you about your death wish. You
and these women you see…”

“Right,” I said, testy. “I’m probably due for
South African counseling right about now.”

Deon laughed. “South African counseling means
the woman beats you about the head and shoulders, oke. We’re very
direct that way. Later, my friend.”

Deon ambled off, bones barely held together
by taut flesh and sinew, shambling inside his baggy tactical
clothing in a way that hid the grace he moved when under fire.

Under fire.

Nina had been under fire.

She had The Look.

That nose, though…easily fixed, but it had
been smashed, almost flat, opened up just enough to breath through.
It was obscene in a face as pretty as hers, but she wore it like a
badge. And it was. There was a story there that would lay open her
every secret.

And she’d never tell it, except, maybe, to
someone who could find the chink in her eightfold armor, cross the
drawbridge over the moat she’d dug around her soul.

Hmmm.

I like a challenge.

Customers came in. Regulars, a smattering of
the usual wanderers or thrill seekers who came down this way. E
Block drew a certain proportion of people who thought they had
something to prove by coming into the bad part of town and making
an appearance in Moby’s, so they could go back home or to school
and brag about being in the bar that the Herald Review had said was
the most dangerous bar in town. Truth was, we didn’t have much
trouble in this place. I’d be lying if I said it was because of me,
because for the most part, the clientele here was self-policing.
There's a lot of business conducted in here, the kind of business
that didn’t account for taxes and regulations. Those business men
and women had their own ways of settling accounts and keeping the
peace.

I just helped out in my own way.

An instrument of the peace.

Or of karma, as Lizzy would say.

I glanced involuntarily at my watch, the beat
up G-Shock my old crew I put that memory away had given
me…

Lizzy would come by my apartment tonight,
after she got off. She’d be in there, waiting. Sometimes she came
here, had a drink, sat like a gleaming icon alone at the bar, and
the regulars made sure nobody came near her.

I never had to do anything that way.

I felt something, looked up.

And recognized the big man coming through the
door.

Nina had shown me his picture.

Something I learned, a long, long time ago,
was about presence. Some people have it, some people don’t. It
doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with charisma, charm, any
of that -- it’s a palpable force, a presence you can sense with
your eyes closed, the feeling of someone’s energy, their life
force, impinging on your own, a presence…

It can be good, it can be evil, but it is
always there to some degree, and some have it far more than
others.

This guy had it.

A big guy, and the whole package spelt
trouble. There was something beneath the surface with this guy -- a
hidden part of his presence that spelt out a whole different kind
of trouble.

Evil, you could call it.

“How you doing tonight?” I said.

He stopped, became more obvious in his
evaluation since I’d called him on it by speaking to him. “I am
fine, thank you. May I come in?”

“Sure,” I said. “Everybody’s welcome. This is
a peaceful place, we don’t have any trouble in here. You’re not
looking for trouble, are you?”

He smiled, and I felt the part of me where my
rage lived stirring. A cruel curling of the lips, a narrowing of
the eyes.

I wanted to kill him right there.

And somehow, I knew, that some day I would
have to.

Part of me wanted to just do it right there.
Sometimes it happened like that -- you encountered someone, and a
long line just rolled out in front of you, and you saw the
inevitability of what was going to happen.

Why not just cut to the chase?

But life and fate were full of changes, and
after all I’d been through, all I’d lived through, I’d learned that
nothing was certain…the only certain thing was that everything
could change.

Didn’t mean it would.

Just meant that it could.

“No,” Vladimir Darko said. “I don't look for
trouble. Just a drink, maybe some talk. I am new here.”

“Slovenia?” I said. “Bosnia?”

I liked the stiffening in him when I said
that.

He recovered quickly, though.

“Yes, I lived in Bosnia.”

“In the military there?”

“No,” he lied. Not well either. “My family
sold cars. We were fortunate enough to leave before the fighting
got too bad. You? You are military?”

“Hell no,” I said. “That shit scares me. I
have enough trouble when the boss tells me to come to work. Who’d
want somebody telling you what to do all the time?”

I didn’t fool him one bit.

“That is the truth,” he said. “My thinking,
too. May I buy you a drink?”

“Maybe later,” I said, tipping up my Dark
Lady. “I don’t drink on the job.”

His smile was a little flatter, and he moved
more carefully than he might otherwise have when he went to the
bar. He took a place by himself, stood beside the stool instead of
sitting, where he could see me as well as the whole bar. I watched
Thieu watching him, and the rigor of her posture told me that she
got the same read. She looked over, caught my eye, and I
nodded.

Yeah.

Shark in the water.

***

My attention was split all night. It was
slow, but a tense night. Any one who has ever worked in a bar can
tell you that there’s always a feeling, an ambience, to a place,
and that ambience changes with the crowd. Some nights it’s happy
and light; other nights dark and gloomy, just like a bad novel;
sometimes edgy and violent. Those were the nights I actually had to
work, and that encompassed everything from dragging an irate
girlfriend off her date to convincing a couple of hitters from the
Somali Boys to delay their job and take it elsewhere.

Vladimir Darko brought some of that with
him.

It was like there was a ring around him that
no one wanted to enter.

Some of the young guns, pumped up with gym
weights and too much beer courage, gave him a look.

But that was all.

Survival mechanisms at work.

No woman went near him, not even the hardened
street hookers who’d duck in for a drink or a cup of coffee to take
the chill off.

After a few hours, while he sat and sipped a
long series of beers, paid cash every time instead of running a tab
so that he was always ready to leave, he got up and went to the
corner where Deon had his “office,” the same table he sat at every
night, where those in the know knew how to find him and what he
offered.

I watched them with interest, too far away to
hear what was being said.

Wasn’t much.

Vladimir stiffened at something Deon said,
then turned, almost robotic, and marched toward the door, a grim
drummer.

“Leaving already?” I said.

He shrugged. “Not so friendly a place.”

“Just takes people a while to warm up to a
stranger. Stick around, I’ll buy you a drink.”

“Another time,” he said. He didn’t look at
me. Something on his mind. He gave me his back and stalked
away.

There was a palpable relief in the bar; a few
of the regulars nodded at me, one gave me the thumbs up as though
I’d had something to do with him leaving.

He’d be back, though.

I got up, stretched out the kink in my back,
walked over to Deon’s corner.

“What did you say to him?” I said.

“It’s what I wouldn’t say, oke,” Deon said.
His face was sour. “That man has no subtlety.”

I laughed.

“The pot calling the kettle black?”

Deon didn’t laugh.

“I think the Komorav’s are sniffing about,
oke.”

That got my attention.

“Why do you say that?”

“Russian oke, screaming muscle, asking me
about guns? No intro, no go between, just hey, how you doing, I’m
interested in buying? No, oke. Komarov is coming round, having a
look.”

“Did he say anything else?”

“No need to, oke. I told him I didn’t know
what he was talking about and sent him on his way. He just wanted
to see my face.”

That made sense to me.

But Nina Capushek, my new best friend, she
might be just the one to take that potential problem off the books
for me.

***

Lizzy was wearing black tonight.

When I came in, she was standing at the
window that looked out over the quiet street I lived on, second
floor flat.

Still. Silent. Red hair falling across the
black of her dress. Armani, simple and elegant and expensive.

She turned, framed there, black dress against
the window, pale skin, so white…those deep blue eyes.

I just watched her. No words for it.

“Hi, Jimmy,” she said.

“Hey.”

“I like having your key. Does anyone else
have it?”

“No. Only you.”

She smiled, one of the rare ones that reached
her eyes. “Like the Himalayas, good men shine from afar.”

She always made me smile.

“What does that mean, Lizzy?”

“It’s from the Dhammapada. The sayings of
Buddha.”

“I’m not a good man.”

She shrugged. “You are, whether you believe
it or not. Your actions will always overcome your doubts.”

“Is that the Buddha?”

She moved away, stood a hand's breadth away
from me, breathed my breath, her eyes luminous.

“The Buddha in me.”

I throbbed everywhere. The heat of her washed
over me.

She turned her back and said, “Undo me.”

My hands trembled. I stilled them, touched
her shoulders, unzipped the dress. She stepped out of it, turned,
in heels and a thong, nothing else.

“How do you want me, Jimmy?”

“I want to look at you.”

She pirouetted in her heels, took two steps,
turned back to me and swept her red hair over one shoulder, hands
on her hips, a challenge.

“Look, then.”

I drank her.

We stood there for what seemed like a long
time.

“The voluptuousness of looking,” she
said.

“What is that?”

“Wallace Stevens. A poet.”

“That’s good. Voluptuousness. I like that
word.”

Her belly rose, fell. The crease of muscle
that fell from her rib cage to her pubis flexed.

“Sensual,” I said. “Rich, as though with
flavor.”

“Yes.”

“Why do you come back to me, Lizzy?”

“Do you know what dharma means, Jimmy?”

“No.”

“It means work. As in life tasks. The things
we are meant to do.”

“You’re meant to be with me? I don’t think
so, Lizzy. You can do better.”

“I’m supposed to bring something out in you,
Jimmy Wylde.”

I went to her, trailed my fingers across her
flat belly, through the swoop and hollow of her hip where her waist
fell away.

“What do you want to bring out of me?”

Arms around my neck then.

“What you’re afraid of. What needs healing in
you.”

I froze then, for just a heartbeat, but she
felt it. As she always did. She tightened her hands, wouldn’t let
me pull away. Touched my face, trailed her fingers across my
cheek.

Stepped back.

“How do you want me, Jimmy?”

“This is your work? This?”

She stood straight and still, hands crossed
in front of her like a Botticelli, or an obedient school girl. “I
define us one way. You define us another. What you will is what you
will. I’m here. How do you want me?”

My heart beat in a way I wasn’t used to.

“In bed.”

She turned, a flow of muscle across her back
and her ass and her long, long legs. Stepped out of her shoes.
Walked barefoot across the floor and into my bedroom. The swish of
sheets thrown back, the sound of skin in my bed.

“Come in here,” she called. “Come in to me,
Jimmy.”

The siren’s song.

 


 


Interlude

Lizzy left a book in my apartment once. It
was called Hands of Light, an illustrated
text about energy healing, something she was into. There were
pictures in there of what the author called the human energy field,
the aura.

Though she never mentioned it, Lizzy knew I
felt things about people, knew things about people -- in the same
way she did.

She knew about the wall I kept up between us
for that reason; the way I defined our relationship.

It was safer that way.

For her or for me, I didn’t know.

That was how I sensed the evil in someone
like Vladimir Darko, how everyone sensed it -- it was palpable
because it was real, something that couldn’t be seen, only
felt.

And knowing that was real made me question
myself, about the things Lizzy said about me, because I knew she
could see, see in a way that others might
not.

Walls, barriers, boundaries…

Lizzy brought me a print once -- a black and
white print of a rock wall in New England some place, the wall
crumbling in one spot, with a line from a Robert Frost poem: Good
fences make good neighbors.

She said it was my life, a usual enigmatic
Lizzy-ism.

But tonight, I felt something crumbling
between us.

And I didn’t know if I wanted that wall to
come down.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

Deon wondered what it would be like to kill
Vladimir Darko.

Darko was a big man, physically competent,
but Deon sniffed the soldier on him, and could tell by the chilly
air of the man that he had hurt, and he had killed, often.

Probably for pleasure as well as for
work.

He signaled for his bill, and Thieu came to
his table. “No tab?”

“Not tonight, my beauty. I want to have a
clean slate. Never know what might happen, eh?”

“$32 dollars,” she said.

Deon peeled off a $50 from the roll he kept
in his pocket. “For you, my beauty.”

“Thank you.”

“As always, you are welcome.”

He watched her walk away, her sharp hips
accentuating the roundness of her ass. She was built like the Xhosa
girl he had kept for a long time in a house on the edge of the
Tembesa township. A beautiful girl, a quiet girl. She still lived
there, though he’d given her the house and her freedom and enough
money to start the tailor shop she wanted.

He shrugged off those memories.

Got to his feet, stood for a moment and made
sure he knew where all his weapons were on his person. Went out to
the parking lot, empty now except for Thieu’s Mustang and a few
other cars, probably belonging to someone who’d wake up in a
strange bed tomorrow morning. Got into his Cherokee, started it up,
pulled out slowly onto E Street and turned left. Clocked in his
rear view mirror the Town Car parked that pulled out slowly, then
turned on it’s lights.

Deon grinned at himself in the mirror.

“Persistent, aren’t you, oke?” he whispered.
“C’mon then, let’s see what you’ve got.”

He drove carefully, under the limit, rolled
through a yellow light.

The Town Car followed right through.

“Ah, oke, that’s an oldie,” he said.

Deon made a right turn on 7th,
went a block, turned right on C Street.

The Town Car followed him.

“No subtlety at all with this one,” Deon
said.

Time to up the ante.

Deon turned again, left this time. Pulled
into an empty lot, turned quickly around so that the Cherokee was
facing out. The Town Car slowed to a stop in the street. There were
no other cars out. Then the Town Car pulled away. Deon looked for
the plate number. SARGANT 3. A custom plate.

Easy to find.

Deon waited a few minutes. Pulled the
Cherokee out into the street, drove away.

Tonight he’d sleep at the shop, in the
backroom he kept there.

There were hunters about.

 


 


Interlude

What do I remember about South Africa?

The bush, the veldt…long grass parting as
unseen predators prowled in the dusk and dawn…the cries and growls
in the dark…the thorny trees, the stars strewn across the night sky
like diamonds tossed carelessly across black velvet…

…the cities, teeming…

…violence, unspeakable violence sometimes, as
though every dark spirit in the universe had found a fleshy home in
the criminal world there, in the bodies of things that called
themselves men, eaten up with no hope, dying from AIDS, red glared
eyes, fueled by amphetamine and alcohol, into attacks fueled by
nothing more than boredom, quite often…

…killing…

Deon strode through that landscape like the
Grim Reaper.

He still ran a security company in
Johannesburg, a branch office in Durban, another in Cape Town, and
he made two trips a year at least down there, where he geared up
like just another shooter and went out trolling for gunfights…

…not hard in a place where 230 police
officers were killed each month…

…not touching the numbers of murders and
rapes, the highest number in the world…

…and Deon, he went there for fun.

It was his laboratory, his training ground,
his proving ground.

But he always welcomed the opportunity to
exercise his skills closer to his new home in Lake City.

 


 



Chapter Fourteen

“I have a feeling about the South African,”
Vladimir said.

“So?” Irina said.

She looked back over her shoulder at him, one
foot on the desk as she smoothed her stocking. It amused her how he
wouldn’t look at her.

“People will not talk about him,” Vladimir
said. “It is hard to develop information about him.”

“It is because you are new,” Sergey said.
“Use my name.”

“I have. The National Guard sergeant, he’s
not the one. Too out of shape, I would have recognized him. His
operation depends on his low profile -- he’s a paperwork man. Not
this kind of man.”

“What about the South African?”

“Nothing specific. Only a feeling. It does
not seem right that he would go in there and take only the SAWs. He
could have taken much more.”

“Not on a smash and grab,” Sergey said.

“Why do it like that unless he was only after
the SAWs? Are they so hard to obtain?”

“Yes,” Irina said. “Very hard to obtain here
in America. Easier overseas, and that’s where we got those. They
were stolen in Iraq and shipped back to us in returning diplomat
household goods. Brand new, in the wrap.”

“Would he have a customer or customers that
he would go through that length for?” Vladimir said. “Run the risk
of angering us, for only two items? Why not just buy them?”

Sergey smoothed his tie, tugged at the lapel
of his Hugo Boss jacket.

“The South African has a reputation,” he
said. “He likes to take risks. He has a sense of humor. It might
amuse him to steal from us if he thought he could get away with it.
Just to have done it.”

“Is he that stupid?” Vladimir said. “He would
not be in this business if he were that stupid.”

“It’s not stupidity,” Irina said. “It is
being a man. The South Africans are like that.”

Sergey and Vladimir looked at her.

“I will go to him,” she said. “I will get the
answer we need.”

“I don’t like that,” Sergey said.

“Business,” she said. “Or ‘bidness’…”

She smiled, and touched the tip of her pink
tongue to her crooked incisors. “Remember our promises to each
other.”

She and Sergey looked at each other as though
they were alone in the room.

“To the death,” she said.

“Yes,” he murmured.

Vladimir looked away. She looked at him and
laughed.

“Look, Sergey. We are embarrassing our Vladi.
Vladi, have you had a woman yet? I don’t think so. Here.”

She went to the desk, opened a drawer, pulled
out a gleaming Browning High Power, set it on the desk top, then
pulled out a canvas cash bag. She took out a bundle of bills, all
$100s, tossed it to Vladimir who snapped it out of the air, not
bothering to hide his resentment.

“Buy yourself a woman, Vladi. But don’t break
her. We don’t want the problems. Do you know where to go?”

“Yes,” he hissed. “I know where to go.”

“Then go,” Sergey said. “You’ll think better,
after. Then we will discuss what to do if it is the South African.
And we will do this soon. Irina?”

“I’ll go tonight,” she said. “He knows of me,
though we have never met. I’ll ask him, and I’ll know the truth
when I look in his eyes, when I see his face. No man can hide his
truth from me.”

Vladimir stood there. His face burned.

“The security man, at the bar…” he said.

“Yes?” Irina said.

“Nothing,” he said. “He may be more than he
seems.”

Irina curled her lip. “I do not worry about
bouncers in bars.”

Vladimir shrugged. “Can I go now?”

Sergey flipped his hand in dismissal. He and
Irina watched him leave the room.

“Is it necessary, the way you work him?”
Sergey said, mildly.

“I enjoy it,” she said.

“Yes. I know this. I don’t.”

“He’s not as good as we were told.”

“He is preoccupied with sex. He has not had a
woman since he came here.”

“If it affects his thinking and his
performance this much, he is a problem.”

“When he is working, he is better than anyone
we’ve had. He was very fast getting to the warehouse, and his
thinking is good on this problem. He will not be completely useful
until is familiar with the area and our network. More so than he
is.”

“You could go with him.”

“No. His job is to insulate me from that. We
need to remove ourselves, back out. We attract too much
attention.”

She shrugged. “I’m telling you know, we will
have to kill him. Sooner or later. He is a problem. He has a
glaring weakness. We should send for someone else.”

“Listen to me!” he snapped. “We asked for the
best and that is what they sent us. We’ll work with him till we see
otherwise. Stop toying with him and let him work. We do not have
the luxury of waiting around for someone else to come over. We need
to protect our next operation more carefully than anything we have
ever done before.”

She smiled. “I love it when you raise your
voice, Sergey. You need to do that more often.”

He gathered himself, paused.

“Perhaps it’s been too long since you’ve had
your woman,” she said. “Should we do something about that?”

She watched the play of micro-expressions on
his face, leaned forward and cupped his growing erection beneath
his suit pants.

“Only if you’re a good boy,” she whispered.
“Will you be my good boy, Sergey?”

His voice was throaty, shook. “Yes. I’ll be
your good boy.”

She squeezed his testicles, brought him up on
his toes with a gasp. “Then get in the bedroom, boy. Get ready for me. Now!”

His face flamed red.

“Yes,” he said. “Now.”

She watched him hurry away into the back
room, heard him unlocking the door that hid their little pleasure
room, the one they kept here in their offices, a smaller version of
the one at home. He’d be changing out of his clothes, laying out
her leather, her whip.

Just like a good boy.

She smiled at the thought, looked at her
shoes.

Men.

They were all just little boys.

 


 


Interlude

When I was working during the First Gulf War,
I spent some time in Brussels, at the NATO European Headquarters. A
friend of mine, a Major in Intelligence, took me to an exclusive
bordello run by a Dutch woman, who catered only to the elite of the
international community -- general rank officers, diplomats,
spies.

After sampling some of the pleasures of her
house, I had an opportunity, one morning, to sit and take coffee
with her, to talk about things, but mostly to listen to what a
woman had to say about the foibles of men. She was very discreet --
an essential part of her job description -- but her generalities
were gold.

“Men in power,” she said. “They are not so
impressed with power in the way that you think. Submission,
submission is something they are used to. They get it everyday in
their work, their business, whatever that might be. It is those who
are without power who are excited by submission, the submission of
others. The weak, who are excited by the spectacle, the appearance
of weakness. The strong…it is something new, something different,
for them not to be in control. To be
submissive. That can be…exciting…if it is staged correctly. That is
my job, to stage that correctly.”

She giggled, a delightful sound, especially
from a beautiful mature woman in her fifties.

“You would not believe how readily the
strongest man will submit to a dominant woman for pleasure…it is
something that women know, but men will not believe, until they
themselves experience it. A guilty pleasure, sometimes shameful,
but that is part of the pleasure, is it not?”

I smiled over my coffee cup at her.

I relished my pleasures. Life is too short to
feel guilty.

 


 



Chapter Fifteen

The Russian was back, and Kai didn’t like
it.

The big man with the brushed back hair took a
table at the back, ordered Stoli, sipped and sat, sat and sipped,
watched the girls. Two of them approached him for a private dance.
He waved them away.

He was waiting for someone, and Kai knew
who.

“She not dancing tonight,” Kai said. He
crossed his arms like a massive Buddha, squat and powerful beside
the Russian’s table.

The other man ignored him, sipped his
vodka.

“I say she not dancing tonight. I think you
find somewhere else to go,” Kai said mildly.

The other man ignored him, sipped his
vodka.

Kai allowed himself a small smile.

“Time to go,” he said.

The other man ignored him, sipped his
vodka.

Kai reached down for the vodka glass. The
Russian shot his free hand and wrapped it round Kai’s like a
manacle.

Game on.

Kai pressed his hand forward instead of back,
stepping behind the Russian, then snapping his arm back, shooting
for the rear naked choke…

…the Russian kicked back from his table, and
slammed all 220 pounds of him into Kai -- it felt as though he’d
slammed back into a very large and strong wall. But it bought him
the distance he needed. He darted his hand to the small of his
back, pulled out a CZ-75 and twisted to face Kai, the pistol held
high and tight against his pectoral muscle.

“Let go of me, motherfucker,” the Russian
said.

The expression on Kai’s face never changed.
He stepped back, shifted his eyes to the left.

It worked.

When the Russian darted his eyes to the left,
Kai hit him with a power slap with his right hand, an open handed
blow that took the Russian on the side of the head and snapped him
over, brought him to one knee. Kai plucked the pistol from the
Russian’s hand.

“Nice pistol,” Kai said. “Thank you very
much.”

The last thing the Russian saw was the pistol
descending on his head.

***

There’s a science to an educational
beating.

Amateurs, high on rage, crack or booze, will
beat you till they get tired or somebody comes along or they get
scared when they see how much damage they’ve done.

Professionals look at administering the
maximum amount of punishment with the least amount of effort and
the most amount of gratuitous fun.

Kai didn’t really enjoy beating people the
way some of his co-workers did; for him it was a chore, just like
taking out the garbage or cleaning a toilet.

For him it was scientific.

The first thing is to get them down and out.
Unconsciousness with one shot or less was the goal; hence his
practice on one-shot knock outs or the fast “go to sleep, now”
choke holds. Once they’re down and out, you can do whatever you
want to them. Kai liked to stomp on their ankles -- easy, fast,
breaks well, and they can’t run away then. You have to do the face
next -- that way, when they come to, they’ll be reminded of their
foolishness every time they look in the mirror, and one thing you
can definitely count on, is that someone
who’s taken a bad beating is going to look in the mirror to assess
the damage. This guy was a shooter, right handed, so his trigger
finger had to go, actually all his fingers. Kai toyed with the
thought of cutting them off with his hand shrub clippers, the size
that fit right into the hip pocket of his cargo pants, but decided
just to stomp them into mash under his boots, and for good measure
break the index finger on the left hand. That left him something to
eat with, but would fuck up his ability to shoot if he was one of
those ambidextrous types.

The other guys on the security crew wanted
some, so Kai let them put the boot in to the ribs, stay away from
the spine, we didn’t want to cripple him, but put a few in the
kidneys so he’d piss blood for awhile, maybe bust a spleen…

Shred his clothes, already covered with piss
and shit, that happened even if they were unconscious if you
stomped on their lower belly, so he’d wake up naked, that is if he
woke up someplace other than the emergency room.

And you have to take his shoes.

Kai collected those, the left shoes. He had
more left shoes than Imelda Marcos in his trophy room in his
apartment. This guy had some cheap ass K-Mart specials, strange for
a guy who carried a nice pistol. That Kai kept, too, though in a
lock box with other goodies he’d taken away during his years on the
door.

He waved his guys away, and they drug the
unconscious Russian to the end of the alley, threw him half way
out. Lenny had an arrangement with the locals -- free drinks, free
pussy (but not too much -- that was a prescription for trouble)
free buffet and the occasional party -- so when he made a call to
complain about trash pick up, his friends knew where to pick up the
bodies.

The ones that were still breathing, that
is.

Kai went in, surveyed his domain.

His girls were safe tonight.

Especially the quiet, red headed beauty.

He’d have to tell her about this, though.

He hoped she wouldn’t be angry with him. He
hated it when she was angry with him.

***

The cops took one look at the bloody heap in
the alley and called for the meat wagon.

The paramedics shook their head. They knew
how things went down in Lake City.

“Tell those guys to ease up,” the senior
paramedic said to the cop. “They’re going to kill one of these
guys.”

The younger cop shrugged. “He knows what he’s
doing. Guy wants to file a complaint, he can. Wouldn’t be the
smartest thing for him to do, but hell, it’s a free country.”

The paramedic shook his head. “Assholes.”

In the ER, the beaten man came to for a short
spell.

“Is there someone we can call for you?” the
attending nurse said.

He whispered a number.

She hurried off and dialed it.

“Hello?” Sergey Komarov said.

 


 


Interlude

People not in the life don’t understand
professional violence.

People who hurt people for a living, for
money, for a profession, don’t approach it in the same way that the
fantasists who think violence is a movie or something they see on
TV. Professionals understand that anybody can be hurt, anybody can
be got -- so when it comes time to do violence, you do it in a
professional fashion -- maximum violence brought against the point
of maximum weakness at the time and place of your choosing.

There is no such thing as a fair fight.

Except in the mind of wankers and
testosterone drunk and beer addled college boys and
twenty-somethings.

I remember a lecture when I was in Ranger
School, a long time ago, on ambushes and ambush techniques.

“If you do your job right, do your planning
and your set up the way I’m going to show you, then your definition
of an ambush is premeditated murder. If you do your job right, as a
professional, then the only people who walk away are you and yours.
Anything less is unacceptable. Do you understand?”

I understood.

That applies in the jungle, in the desert,
and on the asphalt of the urban battleground.

Or in a bar room.

I knew Kai, respected him. He understood that
in the world of bar room (or strip club) security, disrespect can
never be allowed to go unpunished. Any sign of weakness is blood in
the water, and while it takes time to build credibility and a
reputation, the wrong decision in the face of a confrontation can
cost years of build up…and then you have to start all over
again.

Kai taught the Russian a lesson.

But sometimes, there’s blow back…

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

I recognized Irina Komarov when she came to
the door.

She was close to six feet tall before she put
on the spike heels she favored, some expensive designer -- like
those Lizzy wore on and off the job. Sprayed on denim jeans, black
silk blouse that set off her gleaming platinum hair, pale skin,
blue eyes, a leather car coat that probably cost more than Moby’s
brought in on a good night.

Her walk set her off.

Some women ooze sexuality in their walk,
wield it like a weapon.

Her’s was straight up in your face, nothing
subtle about it -- she was a woman and she wanted you to know right
up front that she knew how she affected you, there was no hiding
it. Strength. And a cruelty that showed in the way her mouth curled
when she smiled. There was no girlishness there. Maybe there never
had been.

I’d heard she was White Russian, whatever
that meant.

I’d also heard that she was a shooter.

Or so rumor control said.

“How you doing?” I said.

She stopped, looked me up and down. “There is
a cover? For what?”

“No cover,” I said. “Just being
friendly.”

She thought how to play it, and I thought it
was interesting that she didn’t bother to hide that from me. The
arrogance of the mighty -- or the insane. I’d seen both. Sometimes
in the same face.

“Thank you,” she said. Brushed by me.

She went straight to the bar, perched herself
with the erect back and long neck of a dancer or a gymnast, took
out a cigarette, Sobranie from the box, lit it. Thieu went to her,
they spoke, and Theiu brought back a bottle of Premium Stoli,
poured it straight into a tumbler. Irina held the glass up to the
light, set it down, demanded another, got it.

Thieu gave me a look, which Irina pretended
to ignore.

Things were heating up.

She sat at the bar, froze any man who got
close with a Slavic glare, drank glass after glass of vodka without
blinking.

When Deon came in, he paused to say
hello.

“Check out who’s at the bar,” I said.

Deon glanced over, appraised her openly. I’d
known him for years, seen him under the kind of stress that would
break most men, and he rarely, if ever, showed any sign of stress.
Instead, he’d often just grin and laugh all the more.

Like now.

He grinned and said, “Fine bit of woman
there, oke. Think I’ll buy her a drink.”

Death wish. Women and guns and booze. A bad
combination unless you were an addict to the rush.

Like Deon.

He went to her, stayed the careful one stool
away for respectful distance. I couldn’t hear what he was saying,
but it made her smile, the first one I’d seen all night.

Deon could do that. He got more ass than a
toilet seat when he bothered to.

But somehow, I didn’t think that Irina
Komarov was in here to cruise some strange. And from what I’d heard
of Sergey Komarov, I wouldn’t want to be the man who took her up on
the invite, if invite was what she was up to.

The thought of that probably encouraged Deon,
though.

He settled onto the closer stool, straddled
it, tipped up a Leinenkugel. His shoulders hunched and shifted like
a kid playing pin ball, and Irina leaned forward into him, touched
her hair, his forearm, preened…

It was interesting to watch the reversal
there…the hunter who thought he was hunting in fact hunted. And
this huntress was deadly, deadly indeed.

I thought about going over, joining the
conversation, but it was what it was. I thought about what Lizzy
told me, in bed, in the dark sometimes, about karma and dharma and
the path of the Buddha. The stillness she carried with her, the
inner calmness that nothing seemed to touch, that calmness that I
bought little pieces of, or that she brought me, she told me that
came from her Buddhist studies. Sometimes she would read me little
passages from the Dhammapada, The Sayings of the Buddha. I thought
of one now: “Never neglect your work for another’s, however great
his need.”

His work was my work.

But right now it was his, and I had mine.

I turned my back to the cruel parody of the
mating dance behind me, with its hidden promise of future violence
and thought about a still place, deep inside me.

***

“So I am told we are in the same business,”
Irina said.

Deon shrugged. “Buying, selling. Boring
business.”

Irina knocked back her vodka. “I enjoy it.
There is more excitement.”

“Excitement is dangerous in this
business.”

“Yes,” she said. “Excitement is dangerous.
And exciting. Don’t you feel that way?”

He made no attempt to hide his grin. “You’ve
caught me, woman.”

“What do you mean?”

He waved to Thieu for another beer. “Do you
feel that way?”

“What way?”

“That you’ve caught me.”

“Caught you for what? I don’t
understand.”

“Just playing, maisie. You’ve caught me out
about why I like this business. So many interesting people, that’s
what keeps me coming back.”

“What is this maisie?”

He reached out and tapped her hand with one
finger. “Missie. That’s what it means.”

She trapped his hand, drew a red nail down
the back of his long pale hand, studied the crease it left.

“Claws like a big cat you’ve got there,
maisie,” he said.

She turned her eyes on him, and even through
the play Deon felt something dangerous stab into him. “Have you
ever gone after a big cat?”

“Once or twice.”

“Lately?”

“Not lately.”

“You don’t strike me as someone who could go
long without…”

“Without what?”

“Excitement. Going after…”

“After what?”

“Something big.”

He looked down at his hand, pinned between
hers. “Doesn’t necessarily have to be big.”

“Could be great. That is the same as big, in
English, no?”

Deon laughed. “Great is good.”

“Are you alone in this life?”

“Only when I want to be.”

“I mean, do you work alone? In your work?
What about the rest of your life? Do you have a woman as well?”

“You ask a lot of questions for someone I’ve
just met.”

“Like you say,” she said. “There are so many
interesting people in this line of work.”

 


 



Chapter Seventeen

“So how did this happen?” Irina demanded. She
stalked back and forth in the office they kept at the warehouse, a
Sobranie smoking between her fingers. Sergey sat behind the desk,
drumming his fingers on the worn top, while Vladimir stood at a
semblance of parade rest.

Vladimir’s face was a picture of black and
blue and the whole spectrum of bruising; his right hand was wrapped
in plaster, and he supported himself on a cane.

“He was in the club, looking for a woman,”
Sergey said. “The security man beat him.”

“Oh, and this is our security?” Irina sneered. “This
is who we rely on to protect our interests? Beaten by a doorman in
a strip club? This is what we paid for? A fool who cannot control
his sexual appetites, who cannot handle himself in a simple bar
room fight? This? This we have to tolerate? No! I will not!”

Vladimir made as if to speak, stopped.

“Yes,” Irina said. “Shut up. Nothing from
you. Nothing!”

“Sit down, Vladi,” Sergey said.

Vladimir limped to the couch and lowered
himself gingerly.

“What of the South African?” Sergey said.

Irina stopped, turned, drew on her cigarette,
was silent for a moment herself.

“He did it,” she said.

“How do you know that?” Sergey said.

“I saw it in his eyes. He is the only one in
this city with the courage to do such a thing.”

“That is not courage,” Sergey said,
deceptively mild. “That is foolishness on par with this one.” He
cut his eyes toward Vladimir.

“Courage,” she said. “He is a man.”

Sergey shrugged. “A dead man. You like
him?”

“Yes,” she said. “I will not enjoy killing
him.”

“Do you want to fuck him first?”

She blew smoke at him. “I haven’t decided
yet.”

Sergey inclined his head at Vladimir, spoke
as though he wasn’t in the room. “And what of this one?”

“Useless.”

“And so?”

She turned, rested one hand on her hip,
shifted her weight to that side like a model on a runway. “What can
you do, Vladi? Are you of any use?”

Hatred radiated from the man on the
couch.

“Yes,” he said. “I am of use.”

“How? You cannot fight, can you shoot
anymore? You cannot move. Why should I not just kill you like a
broken dog?”

Vladimir stood. “I am a man. I will not
listen to this anymore.”

Sergey held up his hand. “What can you do? We
cannot send you after the South African like this.”

“I can do this thing. I will need helpers.
The Cambodian. He is good.”

Sergey and Irina studied their Slovenian
assassin. He didn’t have the physiology of the beaten; his back was
straight, and he glared at them through the ruin of bruise around
his eyes. He pointed the cane at them.

“I can do this. Give me the Cambodian.”

Sergey nodded slowly, ignored the look Irina
gave him. “Not tonight, Vladi. But I begin to believe in you again.
I’ll put Ho with you. You need time to heal. Tell Ho what to do,
the work up.”

“We can’t wait!” Irina said. “Everyday the
street looks to us to see what we are going to do. Every day the
whispers grow. This will not wait.”

“It will wait for another day. Our people are
out asking questions; there is no doubt on the street that we are
looking. This will give the South African time to relax, to wonder
if we know about him.”

Sergey dismissed Vladimir. “Go. Take Ho with
you.”

Vladimir stumped out of the room.

Irina watched him go. “Why are you doing
this?”

“Because he will go with the South African.
We’ll be shut of both of them. And we will look for a new security
man. Perhaps Ho. If he learns enough.”

She drew on her Sobranie, crushed the butt
out into the marble ashtray on the desk.

“Did you fuck him?” Sergey said.

She stared at him. “No. But I thought about
it.”

 


 



Chapter Eighteen

Three a.m.

I sat with Deon in the dim light of Moby’s,
alone over drinks. Beer for him, as always. Tonight I was ready for
the melancholy of a Bushmills, straight, slow for sipping. I love
the Irish whiskies; I like to imagine that all the melancholy and
the poetry of the Irish is blended together in the slow fire of the
drink. I like Bushmills for that, the green label single malt, hard
to find in the States, except at the premium liquor storesor
airport duty free shops.

“I thought you were going to leave with her,”
I said.

Deon grinned, a skeletal bareing of his lips.
“Thought I was too, oke. But that’s the fun of the game -- nothing
is certain.”

I inhaled the rich bouquet of the Bushmills,
sipped.

“She knows, doesn’t she?”

“Yes,” Deon said.

“When do you think they’ll come?”

“Soon. They won’t let it hang for long. Can’t
afford to let that happen, can they, oke?”

“So now we’re going to war with the Komarovs
over two SAWs?”

Deon shrugged. “Sometimes things need to be
shaken up, oke.”

“We can’t do this alone.”

“We’re never alone, oke. My mates I got the
SAWs for, a little quid pro quo might be in order.”

“You wanted this all along.”

“Thought of it. Wasn’t certain.”

I studied him over my drink, the deep blue of
his eyes. So many blue eyes I’d looked into recently -- his, Irina
Komarov’s, Lizzy…

“I believe you,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“For your life, or for believing you?”

He nodded, no smile. He knew what I meant.
“For both, oke. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

We locked eyes for a moment.

Then I laughed.

“Well, as the blind girl said, life is either
a great adventure or it is nothing.”

“Blind girl?”

“Hellen Keller.”

Deon shook his head. “You are a fount of
useless information, my brother.”

“Hardly. Better get on the phone.”

“Yes,” he said. He took out his cell phone,
glanced at the time, entered numbers.

I went to the bar, pulled out the handset of
the land line, dialed Lizzy’s number from memory. It only rang
twice before she answered it.

“Hello?”

“I want to see you tonight,” I said.

There was a long pause. She had been awake, I
knew. She rarely slept before three or four in the morning, then
late into the day. A creature of the night, of the floating world,
just like me.

“I’ll come to you,” she said. “I’ll be
there.”

***

I’ve always loved the night.

The dark of the night, especially now, that
magical time at three or four in the morning, when you can feel
everyone else sleeping, feel the pauses between their breaths, when
you can walk alone down a dark street and look up at the windows,
see the occasional light, wonder who was doing what in there…

I’ve always loved the night.

The stillness of this time.

After I came back from Afghanistan, I had a
hard time sleeping. Fitful, I tossed and turned. And every night,
at 3 a.m., I sat up in my bed, wondered where I was.

Drinking helped me sleep, or so I thought. It
just disrupted my sleep patterns more. After a while, a regimen of
exercise and regular dosages of melatonin helped me get back on
track. But working in the bar was the best thing for me. I didn’t
need the money; I had a small medical retirement annuity, and more
money than anyone dreamed of stashed away.

But a man needs something to do, and since I
was up already, and liked to drink there, Moby’s was the perfect
spot.

The small parking lot behind my building was
full, as it usually was when I came home. Sometimes I’d take a cab,
other nights, restless, I’d walk for an hour to stretch out the
kinks and get myself home. Tonight, I parked on the street, got
out, looked up at the sky. The city lights washed out most of the
stars; I could drive out of the city and up into the low hills that
ringed it and see the full array of stars, but tonight I just held
the thought of it, knew that beyond the pale smear on the face of
darkness were all the stars I’d ever want or need.

There was a spot a half block away. Lizzy’s
car was two spaces ahead of me, a gleaming midnight blue Mercedes
Benz. Her vanity plate read DHARMA. I smiled at that, turned and
walked up to my building. I paused outside my door for a moment,
entered.

There’s something I do, whenever I enter a
room, something a friend showed me long ago. Just for a moment, at
least in the beginning, pause long enough to feel the ambience of a
room as you walk from one to the next. As you train yourself,
you’ll become sensitive enough to notice the difference in how one
room feels from the next…that sense of ambience is one of the
foundation blocks of the awareness that keeps the professional
alive.

I felt her in the apartment. Before I saw
her. Sitting in my recliner, dressed in black lounge pajamas, sheer
silk, long legs curled beneath her, feet bare, a book in her
lap.

“What are you reading?” I asked.

She brushed her long hair back, stroked her
fingers through it. “Rumi.”

I came to her, sat cross legged on the floor
beside the chair. “Read me some.”

She fixed her enigmatic blue stare on me, no
smile. Looked at the page she was on, flipped forward through the
pages with dexterous fingers.

“This, I think,” she said.

 


You are the king’s son.

Why do you close yourself up?

Become a lover.

 


Don’t aspire to be a general

Or a minister of state.

 


One is a boredom for you,

The other a disgrace.

 


You’ve been a picture on a bathhouse wall

Long enough. No one recognizes you here, do
they?

 


God’s lion disguised as a human being!

I saw that and put down the book

I was studying, Hariri’s Maqamat.

 


There is no early and late for us.

The only way to measure a lover

Is by the grandeur of the beloved.

 


Judge a moth by the beauty of it’s
candle.

 


I looked up at her. Behind the glory of her
hair, behind the chair, the window behind her framed in black, the
promise of stars in the night sky. She looked down at me, and in
the light and the shadows, I saw the faint hint of lines beside her
eyes and, for a moment, got a glimpse of the woman she would be as
she aged, a woman whose beauty would only deepen as the years
passed by.

“Why are you here, Lizzy?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I don’t understand.”

“It’s not necessary. Is it?”

I thought about that for a moment, closed my
eyes. I smelt her, a clean warm smell, just a hint of fragrance, a
lavender bath soap perhaps, nothing else.

Just a clean smell.

“No,” I said. “It’s not.”

I stood, took her hand. She laid her book
down on the chair and followed me into my bedroom. She had already
turned down the comforter, fluffed the pillows. I turned to her,
and looked deep into her. She tilted her head to me, touched my
lips with hers. I darted my tongue to taste her, closed my eyes,
drank in the warm scent of her, felt the brush of her hair on my
face. We stood there for a moment, mouths together. She pulled
away, put both hands on my face, drew the outline of my bones. Kept
my hands in hers, turned and pressed her back against me, put my
hands to her breasts, full and warm and alive. Guided my fingers,
shaking now, to the oversized buttons, opening the top, guiding my
hands to the hot skin beneath, up to cup her breasts again, stray
over her erect nipples. Slip the top down, and I touched my tongue
to the hollow between her shoulder blades, to the deep ridge left
by the muscles of her back, the hollow of her spine. Was rewarded
with a rich wash of goose pimples rising across her back, a tremble
of her own. Drew my fingers slowly across the flat of her belly,
felt her intake of air. Hooked my fingers in the waistband of her
bottoms, slid them down and she stepped out of them with artistry
and grace, no awkward fumbling, naked underneath those as well.

Then my turn, her expert fingers working my
shirt over my head, placing me back on the bed, kneeling before me
to remove my shoes, take down my pants, me throbbing and erect, and
she pushed me gently back onto the bed, swung one leg over me, not
in her yet, she wanted to look at me deeply in the eyes, then
reached down with one hand and eased me into her, hot and wet and
tight, and then she leaned forward, her hands resting on my
pectorals, the nails just a hint of pain as she dug in and slid
herself up and down, her inner muscles a symphony on my cock, up
and down, and her hair slid forward like a curtain around both of
our faces, and it was like that for awhile, and just as we came she
said, “I’ve always loved you, Jimmy…”

***

After, I let her sleep.

She liked to wake in my bed, and I liked to
watch her wake. I liked the way her eyes opened, the tousled hair,
how she blinked awake and let sleep slip away from her.

I eased out from under her arm, stood naked
beside the bed, went into the bathroom. Then I put on my shorts and
sat and watched her sleep till the sun rose outside.

 


 



Chapter Nineteen

Nina liked strip clubs. Good ones, anyway.
She liked to look at beautiful women, and as a woman, she enjoyed
watching the exercise of feminine power. She stalked across the
floor of The Trojan Horse and enjoyed the discomfort she radiated
like a bow wave from a speed boat across the men seated on the
runway and the tables set all across the floor. She liked how they
snuck a look at her ass when she went by, and how the security men
snapped to attention as she made her way to the big Chinese who was
so obviously in charge.

“Good evening, officer,” the Chinese
said.

“What’s your name, big man?” Nina said.

“I am Kai.”

“I am Sergeant Capushek.”

“Can I help, Sergeant? I can find
manager…”

“No manager. I want to talk to you.”

“Is there problem?”

“Depends on you.”

He shifted his weight a little, but Nina
didn’t flinch. She saw that he liked that.

“How about you buy me a drink and we have a
nice little chat?” Nina said.

The big man relaxed. “Please, sit over
here.”

He ushered her to a table just off the
runway, where a young Asian girl with overdone breasts jiggled back
and forth to some Euro-pop trance tune. A waitress, topless in
black spray on shorts, hurried over.

“Cuervo, double shot, lime and salt, please,”
Nina said.

“Got it,” the waitress, whose name tag on her
shorts said Patty. “Kai?”

“Dr. Pepper, lots of ice.”

“Right away.”

Nina said, “Dr. Pepper?”

“Very good drink. I like it very much.”

Nina grinned and nodded. “Pretty good gig you
got here, Kai. Get to run with the ladies, listen to the
tunes…every once in a while throw an asshole out…not bad, huh?”

Kai shrugged, carefully noncommittal.

“You know what I do, Kai?” Nina said. Patty
brought the drinks, Nina nodded thanks. “How much do I owe
you?”

Patty looked at Kai, who shook his head
no.

“On the house,” Patty said.

Nina nodded, reached into her pocket and
pulled out a roll of bills, plucked out a fiver. “Then put this in
your pocket.”

“Thank you, officer,” Patty said.

“You’re welcome.” She looked back at Kai.
“So?”

“You are police woman.”

“What kind of police?”

“I don’t know.”

“Sex crimes, Kai. I hunt men who hurt women.” She sprinkled salt on
her hand, touched her tongue to it, did her shot, sucked her lime,
sighed in satisfaction. “I hear you don’t like men who hurt
women.”

“No,” Kai said. “I don’t.”

“Me neither. So you and me, we have some
things in common, huh?”

Kai considered this while he sipped his Dr.
Pepper.

“So maybe there was this guy,” Nina went on.
“Pulled some shit here the other night. Got some of that wall to
wall counseling I hear you’re good at.”

“I don’t know anything about something like
that.”

“Now me,” Nina went on as though he hadn’t
said anything. “Me, I think a guy that would hurt women deserves
what he gets, somebody takes it into their head to throw a beating
into him. Wasn’t that long ago, cops like me, we didn’t have to
worry so much about this kind of shit. Girl’s dad, or brothers, or
just the right thinking men would take care of business. Today’s
world, that kind of shit, well, lawyers and the so-called justice
system and civil liability,” she said the last as though it tasted
rotten. “So called civil liability fucks things up. See, that kind
of thing is best sorted out in the street. You know what I mean? So
if a guy, say a guy named Kai, or something like that, in the
course of doing his job, dishes out a little street justice to a
shit head, me, personally, I don’t give a shit. I look the other
way. The only thing is this, see? I might have an interest in
finding this guy myself, if this was a Russian guy, big, long hair
combed back, looked liked this…”

She took out the photo of Vladimir Darko,
spread it out on the table, held up one finger and waved it at
Patty.

“See,” she said. “This guy might be a real
serious guy when it comes to hurting women.
Now, he might be a pussy when he runs into somebody who knows how
to throw a beating, somebody like a certain tough Chinese guy, but
he might have been hell to pay on some women. So I’d want this
guy…and I wouldn’t really give a shit how I got to him, or what
happened to him along the way…you follow my meaning, Kai?”

Kai stared off at the far wall, sipped his
Dr. Pepper.

“Yes,” he said. “That man was here.”

“He come here before?”

“Yes.”

“How many times and when?”

“One time before I notice him, three days
ago.”

“He do anything?”

“He follows one dancer with his eyes. Not
good way. He is a very bad man, I think.”

Nina took her drink from Patty. “Wait, hon.”
She fished out another fiver, tucked it into Patty’s pocket. “Keep
‘em coming.”

She went through her tequila ritual, blinked
rapidly, then looked at Kai.

“He is a very bad man, my friend. Very bad
indeed. He talk to this dancer?”

“No,” Kai said. “She doesn’t talk to
anyone.”

Nina laughed. “Must not make much money
then.”

“No. She make more money than all the other
girls.”

“No shit?” Nina said with interest. “How
so?”

“She is special.”

“Really? What’s her name?”

“Miss Lizzy.”

“When does Miss Lizzy come on?”

Kai looked up at the wall clock behind the
main bar. “Two hours.”

“Lucky me,” Nina said. “How’s the food in
here?”

“Buffet very good. Please, go ahead. On the
house.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice. Stick around,
let’s chat, Kai.”

***

The buffet was good.
Steamship round, ham, all freshly sliced by red cheeked
twenty-somethings fresh out of catering school, potatoes, chicken,
steamed vegetables -- lots of good hearty comfort food, and then a
whole seafood cold box with shrimp and oysters, even whole crab and
lobsters. A separate table was nothing but hors dourves -- high
quality cheeses, Camembert, Brie, crackers, savory meats, salami
and proscuitto.

Nina hit it all.

Big plate of ham and potatoes and vegetables
to balance out the tequila and lime food group, then she hit the
shrimp and demolished twenty of the big Gulf prawns with hot sauce,
did a double platter of oysters, burped in contentment and set back
at her table with an ice cold Harps Lager and some sliced salami to
fill in the corners.

Life was good.

She kicked back in her chair so that the
Glock wouldn’t bang so much against the back of the chair, crossed
her ankles in satisfaction and, as always, scanned the room to
check out any opposition. Even the big biker boys knew who -- or
what -- she was, and left her alone. A half way drunk stock broker
type, egged on by his buddies on the after work let down their
carefully coiffed hair circuit, came over to her table.

“Do you work here?” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Are you a dancer?”

“No. I’m in charge of asshole patrol. Are you
an asshole?”

“Uh, no.”

“Move along then, sonny. Move along. I’m
patrolling for assholes.”

Nina laughed at the look on his face,
finished her beer, signaled Patty.

“Another Harps?” Patty said.

“No, Patty. I think I better go back to the
Cuervo. I need to clear out my head.”

Patty laughed. “You call it, Sergeant.”

When Patty brought her drink, Nina went
through the ritual, did her shot, set the glass down. Squared her
feet on the floor.

It was almost time.

It was something all her partners had always
commented on. She always knew when it was going to kick off.
Always. Never failed.

Something wicked this way comes.

Or words to that effect.

She made the Asian who came through the door.
Big, bigger than most Asians, but lean muscle big, not the sumo big
like Kai. Probably almost six feet, flat faced. Korean? Maybe.
Maybe a Hmong, there were a lot of them here in Lake City. One of
the old timers told her that the reason there were so many Hmong
resettled in Lake City was because the Lake had one of the highest
concentration of retired CIA agents in the country, and a lot of
them were Viet Nam era, and pulled strings to have their private
armies resettled here in the sometimes frozen Midwest. Made sense
to her -- that was the way of the world. You took care of your own,
pulled strings, used your juice. That’s what it was for.

But this guy had The Look.

Killer.

Civilians might not know it, but they sensed
it, in the way sheep would get anxious when the wolves were
prowling.

And he was prowling.

Kai saw him too. He looked over at her,
caught her eye. She nodded.

He’d take her back, and she’d take his.

If it came to that.

The Hmong man took a seat on the runway,
where he could see the door. Took out a cell phone, tapped a text
message out, studied the screen, closed the phone.

Music changed, and the DJ said, “And now…the
girl you’ve been waiting for…Miss Lizzy!”

Christina Aguilera’s “Dirty” with that rapper
Nina could never remember the name of. Spotlight.

And even Nina had to admit that Miss Lizzy
was something special.

Tall, model tall, but with a body sculpted
from an adolescent fantasy -- improbably large breasts on a curved
rib cage, muscled like a ballet dancer or a gymnast, and she moved
like a real dancer. Long red hair, skin paler than milk, and green
eyes.

Something about her face though…almost no
expression, a serene, not quite there quality to her, not even
looking at the audience, and Nina saw that the audience had
swelled. This girl had a following.

And Nina could see why.

The Hmong man studied her the way a butcher
might study meat, and that sight both chilled her and heated her
with anger in the same instant. The man took out his cell phone,
flipped it open, texted again, closed it.

She saw Kai working his way towards the
runway. The big Chinese doorman stopped beside the Hmong man,
murmured something, pointed at the cell phone.

Probably no cell phones allowed.

The Hmong man made a big show of an apology,
hands up, shrugging.

There was a disturbance at the door.

Nina saw one of the other doorman, the
tattooed Hispanic, an OG if ever she saw one, stumble back, clutch
at his belly. She was already on her feet, moving towards a pillar,
get behind hard cover to suss it out…

Vladimir Komorov stalked in, if you can say
that a badly beaten man with a cane and a limp and a bloody bayonet
in his left hand stalked. He came right across the room at Kai,
ignoring the other security men working their way fast across the
crowded floor. None of the civvies saw what was happening, but Nina
had already found her pistol, plucked it from the CTAC, and held it
down low against her thigh, half hidden herself behind the
pillar.

Did he have a gun? He wouldn’t come here for
revenge with just a knife…

Kai turned, his sixth sense kicking in, and
his eyes widened as he saw the Russian coming at him. But as he
turned, the Hmong man grabbed Kai’s wrist with both of his hands,
tugging at him…

…and you don’t have to completely stop a man
to kill him, you only have to slow him down enough so that he can’t
defend himself properly…

…and that slowed Kai just enough, split his
attention for just a moment as the Russian advanced, bayonet held
high, but still too far to stab him…

…Kai chopped with his free hand at the other
man’s hands, turned to face square at the Russian closing, the
knife extended like a fencer’s foil…

…and then Nina saw the flash as the blade
flew out of the grip (Spesntaz ballistic knife…spring loaded
handle…) and the seven inch blade buried itself deep in Kai’s
throat…

…and the big man still kept coming forward, a
moment of confusion on his face as Nina stepped out from behind the
pillar, her Glock coming up, steady in her hand (thank God for
tequila, it settles the nerves…) but then a waitress screamed
and obstructed her sight picture…

…and the Hmong stepped up, drew a pistol
(Glock 23, baby Glock, Nina thought) and fired twice at
point blank range into Kai’s head, the blood spatter dotting his
face like pox, or freckles…

Nina acquired him, pressed the trigger, rode
the front sight up in her vision, reacquired, reset the trigger,
pressed it -- one second or less, she was sure, her internal clock
assured her.

The first round creased his head, the second
tore a hole in his cheek.

He swung and fired wildly in her direction,
the muzzle flash bright, but no sound, just the sense of pressure
(it was always like this, she never heard the fight) but she
couldn’t get a clear shot, waitresses running, men scrambling and
pushing one another aside as they dove for the floor or for a fire
exit, so she swung back at Darko, who was already retreating fast,
the ballistic knife gone and a pistol in his left hand (left
hand trigger finger splinted, so that was alongside the frame, the
ring finger inside the trigger guard, firing…) muzzle flowering
flame in her direction…

…and frozen on the runway, pinned in the
light like a beautiful statue, the dancer they called Miss Lizzy
stared at Nina with no fear whatsoever on her face…

…and the music rolled on, 50 Cent…I’m into
having sex, I ain’t into making love…

…and in one of those weird little quiet
moments that come in the middle of serious fights, a little fugue,
Nina wondered what it would be like to sleep with that beautiful
woman up on the stage…

Silence.

Then her hearing came back. Screams, ringing
in her ears, the music…you’ll find me in the club…

The shooters were gone.

She flipped out her cell phone, called
Dispatch, got back up and EMS rolling and a shoot team, made her
way cautiously to the door, peeked out. Long gone. She stepped
back, took a deep breath through her nose, out her mouth. Brought
her heart rate down. Played it back in her head. All good. But the
thing that stuck out in her memory was seeing Vladimir Darko as he
backed to the door, his cane discarded (where…) pistol in
his left hand, his injured right hand pointing…

At the stage, at Miss Lizzy, who had watched
him go, face blank and expressionless.

And Darko mouthing the words, You’re mine.

Nina reloaded her pistol, press checked it,
holstered it. Dropped the partially expended magazine in her left
hand jacket pocket, listened for the sirens. Looked at Miss Lizzy,
who looked back at her.

There was a story here.

 


 



Chapter Twenty

I don’t know where Deon found these guys. Or
if they found him. There was a certain hierarchy in the fraternity
of shooters. At the bottom were the “shooting enthusiasts” or
fantasists, found hanging around ranges and gun shows dressed in
too tight army surplus, beer bellies overlapping gun belts, the
kind who liked to handle and talk about their guns; on the other
end were the quiet hard eyed men in non-descript earth colors, who
were polite and distant, and spent their range times behind their
weapons, training, not just pulling the trigger to hear it go bang.
In the middle were all those armed citizens that made America what
it is -- from soccer moms to dentists to gas station attendants
exercising their right to keep and bear arms, busy pulling the
trigger with big grins on their faces, laughing and enjoying the
all American pastime.

These guys were from the far top end of the
spectrum.

Joe (just Joe) was blond in a California
surfer kind of way, fast forward aged to his middle 40s, quiet, and
the only clue he let slip was a discreet little lapel pin in the
shape of something that looked suspiciously like a Budweiser crest,
or the trident of the Navy SEALs.

Marcus was easy going, quick to smile, with
eyes that said little or a lot, depending on his mood. He didn’t
say anything about his past, but he handled his pistols in a way
that led me to believe he did a lot more than fondle them.

“So what’s the plan?” Marcus said.

They looked at Deon. Deon looked at me.

“Your thoughts, oke?”

I shrugged. “Not very complicated, I don’t
think. We can sit here and wait for them to come to us, or we can
go to them.”

“Have you thought about talking to them?” Joe
said. “Brace them, say hey, I heard you thought I had something to
do with this, wasn’t me? Or if that doesn’t work, strike a deal
with them? Pay them off?”

“Never work, oke,” Deon said. “Only blood is
going to clear the slate with these people. That’s the way they do
business.”

“What about pinning it off on somebody else?”
Marcus said.

“That might work,” I said. “They’ve got some
sketchy customers…they didn’t like the bangers. What do you think
about that?”

“Thin,” Deon said. “Comes back to why they
didn’t take more…but a smash and grab is just in line with what
they’d think the bangers would do, which was our thinking in the
beginning.”

“Or you could just give the SAWs back…say you
recovered them,” I said.

“That’s not an option,” Joe said.
“Sorry.”

“Then bring them with,” I said. “We may need
the firepower.”

Joe smiled enigmatically at Marcus.

“Take out the Komarovs, there’s a lot of
product they’re sitting on,” Marcus said.

“They don’t believe in just in time
delivery,” Deon said. “They like to have plenty of product on
hand.”

“Be nice if the bangers could do this for
us,” I observed. “Get them and the Komarovs to punch it out…we lay
low and shoot who ever is left.”

“I was thinking that,” Marcus said. “And when
all the dust is settled, pick up the product…”

“…and the competition is gone, and the coast
is clear…” I said.

“And everybody gets paid,” Deon said.

“Works for me,” I said.

“So then, oke…” Deon said. “What’s the plan?
You’re the planner…”

The three shooters looked at me.

“Well,” I said. “We could…”

***

I heard about the shoot out at The Trojan
Horse from Thieu when Deon and I walked in a few hours later.

“I think you call Lizzy,” Thieu said.

“Did she call?” I said, pulling out my cell
phone.

“No,” Thieu said. “She will not call you. You
must call her. I know this about her.”

I didn’t like the feeling that rose in me
when Thieu told me about what went down. It brought back a lot of
bad memories. There were two movies that I loved and watched over
and over again -- not for the shooting, though it was all good --
but for the way the writer and the director (the same in both
capacities and both movies) captured some essential truths about
ragged edgers, those of us who live on the outskirts of what the
citizens like to think of as the real world. Thief and Heat, both by Michael
Mann. What I remembered as a recurring theme between both of those
movies was the theme of what was necessary in an outlaw: you had to
be able to walk away from everything if you had to.

I’d lived my life that way since I’d come
back from Afghanistan.

But something rose in me that felt like fear:
fear of loss, fear for her. It made me realize I wasn’t ready to
walk away from Lizzy. And that gave anyone who chose to reach for
it a handle on me.

I didn’t like that.

Unacceptable.

While I punched out her number on my cell, I
found myself running a violent fantasy of what I would do to anyone
who hurt her.

“Jimmy?” she said.

“Are you all right?”

Her voice sounded as it always did: serene,
distracted, soft.

“Yes,” she said. “I am.”

“Where are you now?”

“At home.”

“I’ll come pick you up.”

“If you’re free now, I can come to your
apartment, Jimmy.”

“Are you all right to drive?”

She laughed, softly. “Yes. I’m all right to
drive.”

There was a silence between us. The only
thing the whisper of her breath in my ear; the thought of her
breasts rising, and falling.

“What?” I said. “No pithy quotes?”

“I have one,” she said. “Beware of the anger
of the body.”

I felt a heat rise up in me, and some of that
anger was at her. “Someone will have cause to beware of that
anger.”

“There’s no need,” she said. “The police were
there. I was protected. They will find the men.”

“I heard they killed Kai.”

“No,” she said. “He was still alive when the
ambulance took him away. I want to see him at the hospital, but
he’s in intensive care and they won’t let anyone in.”

“I’d rather come get you.”

“I don’t live in fear, Jimmy. I’ll be at your
place shortly.”

She ended the call. I looked at the phone.
Thieu laughed.

“I tell you,” she said. “Lizzy is her own
woman. You no own her, you no tell her what to do. You lucky man,
Jimmy. Nobody can buy her. Nobody can take her. She give herself to
you sometime.”

“You know too much about me, Thieu.”

“I know everything about you. We all do.”

“No,” I said. “You don’t.”

She shrugged. “Not everything about words,
Jimmy. We your friends.”

Friends.

***

Lizzy set down her phone, looked at her guest
sitting on the couch.

“Who was that?” Nina Capushek said.

“My friend.”

“Boy friend?”

Lizzy laughed. “Not in that way. He’d be
upset if I spoke of him that way.”

“You’re not one of those dancers who have
self esteem problems with men, are you?”

“No,” Lizzy said. “I don’t have self-esteem
problems.”

“You’re going to have a problem with Vladimir
Darko, Liz. That psycho has you in his sights.”

Lizzy stared up at her wall. There was a
Tibetan thanka framed there. In the middle of the eightfold maze
was a serene white goddess, surrounded by demons.

Untouchable.

“I won’t live in fear,” she said.

“I hear that,” Nina said. “You got a
gun?”

“No. I won’t use weapons.”

“That psycho comes to your door, you’ll want
one.”

“I’m not afraid.”

Nina sighed. “It’s not about fear, Liz. I can
look around in here and see where you are with your spiritual
belief. Okay, cool. Me, I’m of the eye for an eye school. Only time
I turn the other cheek is to get a better sight picture. You choose
how you live, okay, I respect that. But you’re going to have to get
used to have me or mine around for awhile, because I want Darko,
and I got no compunctions about killing his ass I get him in my
sight picture again. You got your work to do, I got mine,
right?”

Lizzy smiled, a dazzling thing. “The Buddha
said exactly that.”

“No shit?”

 


 



Chapter Twenty One

Sergey Komarov was on his knees, a rubber
ball gag in his mouth, his hands manacled behind him. He wore only
patterned silk boxers and stockings. Sweat dripped down his face.
His eyes tracked Irina as she slinked back and forth in front of
him, tapping a leather cat of nine tails in her red leather gloved
hands. She wore a red leather dress, cut to mid-thigh, a slit
displaying her legs sheathed in black mesh, and high heels.

The cell phone on the table rang.

Irina looked at it, then slashed Sergey
across the face with her whip. His head jerked to one side.

“I didn’t give you permission to look. Don’t
look. Do you hear me?”

He nodded, twice.

She picked up the phone. “Yes.”

Listened.

“Come now,” she said. “I will give you the
key.”

She disconnected, then appraised Sergey.

“Be a good boy. Stay right here. Don’t move.
I’ll be back. Shortly.”

She left the room.

Sergey watched her go. The door closed. He
hung his head. Let tears fall from his eyes.

And his hatred rise.

***

Vladimir was strung tight. Dangerously so,
Irina thought. She would have to handle him carefully.

He stalked back and forth in the room. His
injuries didn't seem to hamper him.

Neutral would be best. “Do you feel better?”
she said.

He glared at her. Muscles trembled in his
legs. “Where is Sergey?”

She brushed past him, swish of leather, let
him smell her sweat.

“He is unavailable right now, Vladi. Did you
get your woman?”

“That’s not what…I have other business. I
will be back for her.”

“Yes. Other business. Like the South African.
Are you two ready to go and see him?”

She sat down in the executive chair behind
the desk, thought about kicking her feet up, but thought it
indelicate.

“Vladi…” she said, a hint of conciliation in
her tone. “Is there anything else you need to take care of this for
us? We are counting on you…”

She watched how his lip curled at her attempt
to manage him, and filed that away in her TO BE RETURNED TO file,
deep in her head.

“Don’t patronize me,” he said. “I have what I
need, I’ll see to it. Then I’ll take my time away. I don’t think
this is going to work out for me.”

“What won’t work out for you?”

“I will not work for those who will not trust
me.”

She took her time answering. “I trust you,
Vladi. To do what needs to be done. I am sorry…sorry that you feel
we don’t trust you. This has been complicated. After you take care
of the South African, perhaps a bonus…some time away. Eastern
Europe, Europe is not a good place for you to indulge your
tastes…here in America, perhaps Las Vegas or Los Angeles…there is a
thriving business there, I have friends…”

That sudden stillness she had noted before
fell over him, an icy cloak.

“Tell Sergey I won’t be back till I have the
South African’s head.”

“Are we sure it’s the South African?”

“It was you who was
so sure.”

“Make sure that you get whoever was with him,
then,” she said. “He was not alone…if it was him. I am not so sure
now. Did you even look at the others?”

“Yes. The army sergeant, no. The blacks are
not good enough.”

“But could they have hired the South African?
Did you consider that possibility?”

He thought about it now, she saw. And cursed
herself for being swayed for taking in this man, a violent heap
driven by his penis and his hatred. He had been nothing but trouble
for them since he’d arrived, and this thing at the club would come
back to her and Sergey sooner than later.

“Where is Ho?” she said.

“Waiting for me. In the car.”

She nodded. “Before you take the South
African, visit the blacks. Look in their eyes. That will tell you.
Ask the right questions, that will lead you where you need to go.
But then, I don’t need to tell you this, right, Vladi?”

“No. You don’t.”

“Well, then…”

She watched him tremble with the desire to
hurt her, and was surprised by the gush of heat in her crotch. He
turned abruptly and stomped away, and she watched the tension rise
in his shoulders and neck as he stalked out of the room. She
dropped one hand onto her lap, cupped herself. Amused herself with
the thought of how she would kill him.

Then she picked up the phone and dialed from
memory Steep Ride LaRue’s cell phone.

“Hello, my friend,” she said, pushing her
accent. “I have something I must tell you about…”

After a short conversation, she set down the
phone, stood, and checked herself in the reflection from the glass
covered surface of her desk. Touched her lips.

And then went back to her husband.

***

“Somebody’s coming who’s got to be got,”
Steep Ride said to his silent partner in the hooded sweatshirt and
sunglasses. “Get me four more niggers and the AKs we got.”

The hooded sweatshirt man, Leroi Tomlinson,
nodded. “Who’s coming?”

“Crazy ass Russian with a hard-on.”

“Why he got something with us?”

“Fool ain’t had none for too long. He’s
backed up to the brain, nigger.”

Leroi laughed. “Word. I been like that.”

“You ain’t never been stupid enough to come
for six niggers with AKs with just a Vietnamese for back up.”

“Who give him up?”

“My little Russian bitch.”

“You hitting that?”

Steep Ride grinned. “Not yet, nigger. But
soon. She promise me.”

Leroi punched the other man’s fist.

“Now get me some niggers,” Steep Ride
said.

Leroi shambled out of the room. Steep ride
adjusted himself, first his crotch and then the Glock 21 tucked
into his baggy pants beneath his Lakers jersey.

Oh yeah.

Be getting some of that Russian bitch.

Real soon.

***

“We need more men,” Vladimir said to Ho. They
sat together in a black Escalade SUV that belonged to the Komarov’s
holding company. The Hmong man stared out the window, thinking.

“I have men,” Ho said.

“Guns we have,” Vladimir said. “How many
men?”

“Many,” Ho said.

“Do they have experience?”

“Yes.”

“We need at least four more, maybe six, and
two more vehicles. Call it six and two cars. We can take one from
the warehouse, you can get another?”

“Yes. I can get six.”

“Do it.”

Ho plucked out his cellphone and went to
work.

Vladimir Darko stared through his reflection
on the side window of the van, looked into the dark. Thought about
what he was going to do to Irina Komorav. Very soon.

And then what he would do to the red headed
dancer, after.

Those thoughts made him happy.

Or what passed for happy with Vladimir
Darko.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Two

I left Deon with his two shooting buddies,
and went home. I pulled the Wrangler into a spot right in front of
my building. I scanned the street -- all clear. Or so it seemed.
High level professional surveillance is very hard to spot if they
have the time to set up properly. But if you’ve been hunted enough
times -- and hunted -- you develop a sixth sense or. rather, you
bring out that sixth sense all humans have. When you can feel the
intention of those who mean to do you harm focusing in on you. It’s
something atavistic, raises the hair on the back of your neck,
tightens the pit of your stomach. It’s a knowing without words
attached to it, at least at first.

You just know.

Nothing here.

At least, not yet.

I didn’t see Lizzy’s car, though.

I bounded up the stairwell to my floor,
paused, listened, went to my door. My nostrils flared at her
familiar scent as I stood outside the door, sensed what was inside there, felt my way inside…

Unlocked the door.

“Hello?” I called. “Lizzy?”

“She’s in here,” Nina Capushek said, sticking
her head into my short hallway from the front room.

I stood stock still. “What are you doing
here?”

Nina stepped all the way into the hall,
squared on me. She looked tired, her face drawn, no buzz. She
scratched the broken expanse of her nose, then propped both hands
on her hips. I noticed there was a streak of something dark, could
be blood, on the right sleeve of her heavy black leather
jacket.

“I’d ask you the same, but then I wouldn’t be
much of a detective, would I?” Nina said lightly. “Thought it was
you in the pictures in here.”

I didn’t know how to feel, seeing her here. I
walked up to her, brushed by her, saw Lizzy curled in my recliner,
a cup of tea steaming in her hands. I looked at her, drank her in,
looked back at Nina who studied me with a carefully impassive
face.

“So you two…?” I said.

“We’re dating,” Nina said, brushing past me
and then sprawling on my couch, where another cup of tea steamed on
my battered coffee table. “Didn’t she tell you?”

Lizzy smiled enigmatically at me, sipped her
tea.

“I think I may need a drink while I wrap my
brain around that,” I said.

“Help yourself,” Nina said. “I didn’t drink
much. Don’t care for that Negra Modelo. Need to keep some Coronas
around here. Or there’s still hot water for tea.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Glad you could make
yourself at home.”

I went into the kitchen, looked back at the
two women smiling at each other.

When the devil can’t get to a man in any
other way, he sends a woman.

Or two.

Not that the devil hadn’t gotten to me
before.

And he might again.

Hell, he might be getting to me right
now.

I took a Dark Lady from the fridge, cracked
it open, went back and leaned in the doorway and looked at the two
women: one radiant and light with hidden darkness, one dark and
tough with hidden light.

There was a poem in that someplace. If I were
a poet.

“Lizzy practices good OPSEC, you know?” Nina
said. “She wouldn’t tell me squat about you. I had to pry my way in
here with her.”

“Why are you here?” I said.

“She’s looking after me,” Lizzy said. “She
was there, last night. She stopped those men, the Russian and the
other…”

“Russian?” I said. I looked to Nina for an
answer.

She nodded. “Darko. He’s taken a liking to
Miss Lizzy here.”

***

Nina didn’t know how she felt, seeing Jimmy
Wylde standing there. She’d taken a liking to him herself, enjoyed
him, and the easy comfortable maleness he radiated in the bar.
Seeing his belongings, the place he lived…that was a revelation.
But then how people lived told you volumes about them. This place
wasn’t what she’d expected, but then, she hadn’t really expected
anything. Nina took everything, and especially men, as it came to
her.

It was easier that way.

Less disappointing in both the short and long
run.

The place was neat, tidier than most
bachelors kept it. Even the bathroom and kitchen were clean,
something unusual as she found that most men who lived alone became
pigs and the first places to degenerate were the bathroom and the
kitchen. It was plain, spare, austere. The furniture was okay,
probably second hand, recliner in front of a 32 inch Sony with DVD
and VHS player, all the cable networks, a rack of movies not as
heavy on action as she’d thought, probably more independent and
dramatic movies than action and thrillers; the long couch she
sprawled on and a battered coffee table with an incongruous lace
doily in the center that held a straw basket with his remotes and
an I-Pod (and the playlists were interesting -- classic, delta
blues, 60s and 70s electric rock, and a long selection of female
folk singers).

The pictures on the wall were very interesting.

Military photos, from the Mideast she’d
guess, probably First Gulf War, the Shield and the Storm. Jimmy
Wylde in desert camouflage, younger, happier, cockier in a huddle
of other men, some of them in mixed uniforms, a couple in what
looked like Bedouin outfits.

Some kind of Special Forces.

A triangular wooden case holding a carefully
folded American flag, and beside it a battle flag of what looked to
be some kind of Arabic outfit.

More pictures, including a close up of Jimmy,
with paint on his face, a black motorcycle or skater’s helmet on
with night vision goggles pulled up, a M4 carbine held at a jaunty
angle, with five other men similarly garbed, in the mountains
someplace…Afghanistan?

Jimmy with a dog, but there was no dog or
indications of a pet in this apartment.

Books: several cases full of them. Novels,
lots of military non-fiction, books on guns and shooting and
tactics (she filed those away in her mind, many of them books she
enjoyed but a few that she’d never heard of), even several volumes
of poetry.

That surprised her.

He didn’t strike her as the poetic type.

He struck her as the private type, and she
relished his discomfort at her ease here in his sanctum
sanctorum.

“You don’t mind me barging in here, do you?”
Nina said. “I wanted to look after our friend for a bit. Somebody
like Darko sniffing around…”

“Are you on him? Who do you have on him?”
Jimmy said.

There was an interesting insight into him,
she thought. A bit of the military, now that she knew what to look
for, crept into his voice, a hint of command voice. Something she
had and used when she needed to.

“Just about every cop in Lake City is looking
for him, Jimmy,” Nina said mildly. “But I just have a hunch, just a
hunch, mind you, that he might be out looking for Lizzy.”

That got to him. She could tell. That told
her something else about Jimmy Wylde…he wasn’t used to being able
to be got to. He certainly didn’t advertise his relationship with
Lizzy…Nina had thought he was a single guy. And the vibe between
him and Lizzy…strange. Different. Not what she’d expect. But there
was something there, something under the surface for the both of
them. If she had it in her to be jealous, she could be jealous of
what she felt between those two. There was a connection with space
in it. Something that tied the two together, but left plenty of
room for them. Nina cocked her head, looked at Lizzy, then at
Jimmy. Lizzy smiled as though she knew what Nina was thinking.

“You wouldn’t want anything to happen to her,
would you, Jimmy?” Nina said lightly. “Me neither.”

“How’d that happen?” Jimmy said.

Nina shrugged. “I told you. He goes for top
shelf. Lizzy’s top shelf in Lake City.”

Lizzy laughed, a delighted sound. “I’m
flattered you think so.”

Nina grinned at her, and for a moment shut
out everything but the exotic dancer curled up in the chair.
Something about her…special.

She looked back at Jimmy and saw that made him uncomfortable too.

She had to laugh.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to steal your
girlfriend,” Nina said. “I’m not trying to pry into your life,
either.”

“Was there surveillance?” Jimmy said. “Was he
waiting for her, what?”

“He’d been in the club before,” Lizzy said.
“I pointed him out to Kai. He came in last night, but I don’t think
he was looking for me…”

“He was looking for you,” Nina said. “And
Kai. Kai first, so he could get at you. He’s done that before.
Targeted a girl on a visit, then came back and took her right out.
Likes the drama, that one. Regular fucking cowboy. Likes to enter
shooting. A caveman. Takes the woman by the hair and drags her
off.”

She weighed her words and watched how Jimmy
took it.

Jimmy could be a problem, one she would have
to watch for. It would be a pity to have to take him down. She
liked him, and Lizzy too.

Lizzy watched her, too, swung her head back
and forth between Nina and Jimmy. Maybe she saw something too.

***

There was a karmic connection between these
two, Lizzy thought. It was there in their energy, and the energy
between them. Electric. Charged. With light and with darkness. Karma.

Lizzy smiled.

She loved it when the universe communicated
so clearly with her.

It was interesting to see Jimmy so. He was
clearly uncomfortable with Nina being here, in his home, and so
comfortable; but there was an attraction there between the two of
them.

Like a warrior king and queen, maybe of rival
countries…maybe allies.

Maybe potential lovers.

She smiled, this time at herself, when she
felt a little pang of something unfamiliar, something it took a
moment to recognize, a little pang of ownership, of…jealousy?

That was funny.

And, after a moment’s consideration, a
wonderful opportunity to exercise non-attachment. A stanza from the
Dhammapada rose in her memory:

 


The master surrenders his beliefs.

He sees beyond the end and the beginning.

He cuts all ties.

He gives up all his desires.

He resists all temptations.

And he rises.

 


That was perfect.

Cut all ties.

Give up all desires.

But the truth was, a small dissenting voice
within her said, she didn’t want to cut ties or give up her
desires.

There was something she was meant to do with
this man, and now, perhaps, this woman.

Bring them together?

Maybe.

Love them both?

Possible, too. She found Nina desirable, and
thought of that moment when their eyes met across the carnage in
the nightclub.

Something there…

Yes.

She would enjoy that.

But would Jimmy?

She looked at her two warriors, and sat with
that thought.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Three

Deon sat across from Steep Ride and Leroi.
They slouched at a table in a club called Soul Palace, which dated
from the 70s disco era and still looked it, but it was a temple for
the OGs who had started the gangs Steep Ride and his crew
freelanced for -- Crips, Bloods, and every other flavor in between.
The DJ would roll classic R+B as well as hip hop, even some blues,
but only during the day, in between lunch time and the fall of
darkness. Then the music had to play to the younger generation, the
young guns.

Deon hated all of it, though he smiled and
nodded his head to the music when it suited the social
occasion.

“You got a problem with the Komarovs, oke,”
Deon said.

“Why you say that, Deon?” Steep Ride
said.

The two of them had an on again, off again,
relationship fostered from commerce in things that went bang, and,
occasionally, in things that went up noses or in arms, though Deon
had drifted out of that as his under the shelf arms business took
off.

“They’re looking at you for the rip,” Deon
said.

“How you know that?”

“Irina Komarov came in the club, tried to
brace me about you,” Deon lied smoothly. “Asking questions about
you, what you bought from me if you bought from me…asking about
whether you like SAWs.”

Steep Ride cocked his head, looked over at
Leroi, laughed.

“I think you playing me,” Steep Ride
said.

Deon let a little coldness rise in his eyes.
That quieted Leroi, who shifted forward in his seat.

“Don’t disrespect me,” Deon said. “I came
here to do you a favor. You don’t want a fucking favor, oke, say so
and I’m on my way.”

“Why you want to do me a favor?”

“Forget what I said, then,” Deon said,
pushing his chair back.

“Whoa, whoa, sit down, Deon. I ain’t dissing
you. Listen…Komarov’s ain’t looking at me for nothing. Not for
nothing. Irina…shit, that bitch gonna give it up for me.”

Deon laughed.

“Why you laughing?” Steep Ride said. “I say
something funny, bitch?”

Deon held up his hand. “Not you, oke. You
see…she’s telling me the same damn thing.”

“Get the fuck out.”

“I’m serious, oke. She was laying the same
line on me when she came to see me.”

“You fucking her?”

“Not yet. Same as you.”

The two of them locked eyes.

And then burst into laughter.

“Fucking bitch,” Steep Ride said. “Playing me
by my dick.”

“She does have a handle on us, doesn’t
she?”

“Bullshit. What you say is going on? What the
fuck?”

“She came to me. Asked about you. Hinted
around that if I gave her something about you, she’d give something
to me. Like some time with her. Made like they were looking to
bring some hurt on you for the rip.”

“We didn’t do no rip,” Steep Ride said. “If I
was ripping Komarov, I’d take more than two goddamn SAWs.”

“Me too,” Deon said reasonably. “You ever
think maybe nobody ripped the
Komarovs…except, maybe, them?”

“You mean they stole that shit so they could
put it on somebody else?”

“Like you. Or me. Or both of us.”

“And that gets us out of the game. You, I can
see. But I’m a customer. Why they do some shit like that?”

“Maybe they don’t like you. Or maybe there’s
something else, some other part of your business they want in
on.”

“I’m not running no corners. I tax some
corners. We’re freelancers.”

“I know, oke. Hit and run. But maybe that’s
what they want some of, too. You got the market cornered, at least
one segment of it. And me, well…maybe I got a piece of that market
too.”

“DeMOgraphics,” Steep Ride said.

Deon laughed. “Right oke. Economics 101. What
did she tell you?”

“Bitch told me that this crazy bastard Darko,
her muscle boy, was gunning for me. Wanted to take me out of the
game for just what you talking about. He needs more money than
Komarov giving him, he wants some of my freelance action, he some
kinda heavy hitter from the old country. He been fucking up since
he got here, they want to be shut of him, but they scared of him.
So they let me know he’s coming for me, him and that Vietnamese he
run around with, Ho. They shoot up that nice strip club the other
night, fuck up the bouncer something bad.”

“I heard.”

“So they playing you and me, huh? Get us to
shooting at one another, and this crazy bastard Darko, maybe then
they pick up a couple pieces?”

“Sure. Hit and run, rips, more guns…leave
them the only major players, everybody else fighting for scraps
from the table.”

“That the case, they picked the wrong
motherfuckers.”

“That’s the point, oke. You get the two
hardest cases on the block going at each other, take each other
out…does all the work without them lifting a finger, firing a shot,
exposing themselves. They get to sweep in and take everything out
all at once…”

“What are you thinking about, Deon?”

“I’m thinking about us combining forces, oke.
Two minds are better than one, you know? Join forces, take the
Komarovs off the table, split the proceeds, rape and pillage the
Komarov village…you follow me?”

Steep Ride and Leroi laughed. “Rape and
pillage the Komarov village…you one funny motherfucker, Deon.”

“Does have a certain ring to it, doesn’t
it?”

The two black men began to bop their heads,
tap out a hip hop beat on the table…”Rape and pillage…the Komarov
village…”

Deon grinned, nodded his head in time.

It would be a relief to kill these
cocksuckers.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Four

Marcus wiped down the barrel of the M-249 SAW
with a silicone cloth.

“Sweet treat, huh?” he said to Joe.

Joe checked the headspace on the SAW he was
working on, slid the gauge in and checked it twice, then reset the
barrel. “Beats the hell out of that old pig I humped on the
Teams.”

“You guys had two of those in every boat
crew, didn’t you?”

“Yep. Humped that and
all the fucking ammo.”

“Fucking SEALs aren’t known for being really
smart, but I’ll give you guys this --- you can hump a load.”

Joe grinned and shook his head. “Weren’t you
a Chairborne Stranger, something like that?” He started to hum the
tune from Strangers In The Night: “Rangers in the night, exchanging
azimuths, which one was not right…”

They both laughed.

“Well, I think we should pop the cherries on
these girls, what do you think?” Marcus said.

Joe locked back the bolt, took a 200 round
belt, opened the top and threaded the belt, locked down the top.
“Make sure you run some magazines through, too.”

“Yes, mother.”

“Eyes and ears.”

“Yes, mother.”

Both men slid Sordin active hearing headsets
on, pushed the button that enhanced their hearing while silencing
the range that would damage their ears, tucked Oakley M-frames over
their eyes, threading the ear pieces under the form fitting
headsets.

“Wock and Woll,” Marcus said. “Be vewy, vewy
quiet…we are hunting I whackies….”

He shouldered the 20 pound weapon, rolled the
trigger to get a short burst to see how the fully automatic weapon
fed. Roll, release, squeeze off a short three round burst. Fine
tune the squeeze to see if he could get just one shot off. The
steel plates at 100 yards rang with the impact of the 5.56
rounds.

“Not bad,” Joe said. “Now let a man
shoot.”

His first burst was long and continuous. The
rounds chewed up the dirt in front of the steel silhouettes and he
expertly walked the rounds up onto first one and then the other of
the two silhouette targets, the ringing a steady clang as the
rounds chewed them up.

“Show off,” Marcus said. “Typical SEAL. Shoot
like a fucking chainsaw. Now me, I have finesse…”

He squeezed off a short burst into first one,
then the other target, walking it back and forth, keeping the
rounds on the plates, short burst of 3-6 as he fine tuned his
trigger control.

“Finesse? Isn’t that a feminine hygiene
product?” Joe said. “When the going gets tough, the tough go
cyclic…that’s what these bad boys are for.”

He had a fierce wild grin and he held the
trigger back and the belt clattered away till the bolt locked back,
smoke rising from the glowing barrel, looked at his friend.

“That was good for me,” he said. “Was it good
for you? I feel like I need a cigarette now.”

“Typical SEAL. I’m sure you fuck like you
shoot, too. Run some magazines through that, dirt bag.”

Joe pulled a 30 round M-16 magazine from his
hip pocket, inserted it into the side magazine well. “Otay.”

He touched the trigger and was rewarded by a
short burst and a stoppage. He turned the M-249 on its side and
checked the magazine well, smacked it sharply, reacquired his
target and squeezed off some more rounds.

“They’re always touchy with the mags,” Marcus
said. “Feed too fast for the magazine springs as issued. We’ll have
to yank the standard springs and put some Wolff +20s in there.
They’ll feed sweet then.”

“Why’s that?” Joe said.

“Cyclic rate is too high, the magazine can’t
feed the rounds fast enough. You put them Wolff’s in there, adds
20% to the spring pressure, that takes care of it. I use them in
all my personal mags anyway.”

“You know, for a useless faggot, you got some
knowledge.”

“Fuck you, water boy. Pick up and shoot.”

They ran 1000 rounds through both guns,
stopping to let the barrels cool, headspacing and adjusting the
spare barrel for each gun, making sure that it worked well with its
matching gun.

“We good?” Joe said.

“Yeah, bro. We good. It’s Miller time, don’t
you think?”

“Hell yeah.”

They left the guns to cool on the wooden
picnic table that served them as a makeshift work station in this
isolated clearing. In the back of the Dodge Ram that Joe drove were
two coolers, one full of iced down beer. Marcus yanked a Miller
bottle out of the ice and tossed it underhand to Joe, who snagged
it on the fly.

“Asshole,” he said. “Now it’s going to spray
all over the place.”

“Just like you, right?”

Joe held the bottle away from him and twisted
off the cap, watched the foam arc out, then tipped the bottle to
his mouth and was rewarded with a long cool draught down his
parched throat. “Now we’re talking.”

“Drink more, talk less.”

Joe did just that. The two men stood in
amiable silence, tipping up their beers, enjoying the quiet in the
forest.

“Life is great and life is good,” Marcus
said.

“Got that right, brother. Guns, ammo, cold
beer. Women later…does it get better than this?”

“I don’t reckon so, my friend. I don’t reckon
so.”

They finished the beer, tossed the bottles
back in the ice chest, took out two more.

“Think we should offer our friend one?”
Marcus said.

“Sure, why not?”

Marcus lifted the lid of the other ice chest.
The severed head of a young black man rested on top of blue frozen
chiller blocks stacked neatly within. The dead man’s skin was
blanched, and the eyeballs a bluish white color.

“Could I offer you a beer, friend? Long
neck?”

Joe spat out beer laughing. “Try no
neck.”

“No neck it is. No? Not to your taste? Pity.
But then, I guess you’re cool enough in there, aren’t you? Suit
yourself.”

He slammed down the lid. Tilted up his
beer.

“It’s a fine day in the forest,
Joe-seppi.”

“Dat be da troof, my brother.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty Five

“So what you gonna give me on this guy?” Nina
asked Jimmy. “So I can get the jump on him?”

Lizzy was sitting in the erect posture of the
dancer-athlete, legs tucked beneath her; Nina sat forward, her
elbows resting on her knees.

Jimmy nodded. “He works as muscle for the
Komarovs. You heard of them?”

Nina thought on that for a minute. “Yeah.
Local Russian mob, move guns and some narco product. Husband and
wife team run the show.”

“Got it. The very ones. Rumor is that this
guy is their security.”

“Rumor?” Nina said.

“I hear things.”

“I bet you do.”

“Komarovs got taken off in a heist…some of
their property lifted. This guy Darko has been around, asking about
it.”

“He come to your club?”

“Yeah. Once.”

“Think he’d come there again?”

“Doubt it. Not with this heat on him.”

“He’s not going to hang with what Russian
community we got here,” Nina mused. “There’s that little bar and
tea-room and the Ukrainian restaurant, a church in the old Lindblad
District…not that he’d be going to those places, but those people
might now something…”

“Did you say he was running with a
Vietnamese?” Jimmy said.

“Yeah. Or Hmong.”

“Big community down around Harriet Street --
that’s the Vietnamese and Cambodian ghetto. Big gang presence down
there…if he’s running with a Viet or Cambode shooter, that’s where
they’d be. Eating down there, hanging with the crews or else holed
up in one of their party houses,” Jimmy said.

“I know Harriet Street,” Nina said. “Not
well. Went down there on a case with the Hmong, rape case.”

“I know Harriet Street. I’ve got friends down
there could point us in the right direction,” Jimmy said.

“This is a police thing, Jimmy,” Nina said
mildly.

He shrugged. “Didn’t say it wasn’t. Just
pointing out that if you think you got better contacts than me down
there, then go for it. But I don’t think you do. And I’m willing to
take a ride down there with you and introduce you around --
provided you make it clear to my friends your only interest --
today, anyway -- is in Darko and his Cambode buddy. I know some
Hmong elders and some Vietnamese folks with standing in the
community, they could sort it out fast. Won’t happen you go down by
yourself, waving your badge or your gun.”

Nina considered this. “A true thing. I could
use your juice. Let’s do it.”

“What about Lizzy?”

“She’s safe here, isn’t she?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m fine,” Lizzy said. “I’d like to stay
here, if you don’t mind, Jimmy.”

Nina watched how he looked at her.

Mind? As if.

And for a moment, remembered what it was like
when a man looked at her like that.

A lifetime ago.

And she killed that thought right there.

***

They took Nina’s car and rode in silence
towards Harriet Street.

“So,” Nina said. “How long you and
Lizzy…”

“It’s not like that.”

She laughed. “Yeah. That’s obvious.”

He turned to look out the window to hide his
smile. “You a trained observer or what?”

“I’m not prying. She’s a beautiful
woman.”

“That’s not it.”

“Shit, you think I’m stupid? Of course that’s
it. She’s a show stopper anywhere she goes.”

Jimmy shrugged.

“I mean,” Nina went on. “You can tell she’s
something special. She’s different…”

Jimmy laughed. “You could say that.”

“No, really. Smart. Sensitive. She’s not like
any other stripper I know, and I know quite a few.”

“You like them, huh?”

“What’s not to like? Beautiful women are
beautiful women. Women aren’t like guys that way, we can appreciate
a beautiful woman, too, you know.”

That got her a long and appraising look.

“What’s up with all that Buddhist stuff?”
Nina asked casually. “She really into that or what?”

“She is. Serious about it. Meditates all the
time, goes to these retreats, there’s a Buddhist temple not far
from Harriet, in Linden Park, near the arboretum. She goes there
for classes.”

“How the hell did you two meet?”

“Long story.”

Nina took the hint.

“Okay, so where we going first?” she
said.

“A place called Pho Palace, right on Harriet
near where Medea Street crosses.”

“Got it.”

They drove in silence.

The Pho Palace was a low, dumpy building,
done in pink stucco with a blue cornice running around the edge of
the roof. A parking lot, the asphalt cracked and crumbling into
dirt in the back, sprouting weeds, sprawled around two sides of the
rectangular building.

Nina backed her squad in, not far from the
door.

Jimmy led the way through the double doors
plastered with advertising bills done in garish colors, most
featuring a beautiful Vietnamese girl in a traditional ao dai and a
backdrop of musicians.

Inside was the hum of conversation, the
lilting rise and fall of Vietnamese and the harsher Cambodian
dialect; circles of grey and blue smoke eddying in the breeze from
the door (Nina thought, smoking? Makes me want one…); the
rich scents of the pho coming from the tables and the back kitchen;
the smell of grilling meat; children laughing and playing near
their parents at a table; the hard eyes of four older men watching
the door as they played some variant of dominos.

Made Nina touch her elbow to her piece, just
to reassure herself that it was still there.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t just the old men…maybe
it was the two tables pushed together that held a collection of
teens, boys and girls, dressed in a strange mélange drawn from The
Matrix and hip hop videos -- long leather coats on the boys, over
black jeans, T-shirts…the girls in skin tight pants and low cut
tube tops, bright colors and fabric like rich satin or taffeta.
Lots of gold around the neck, and on each and every one of the
males, the hint of a tattoo on their left hands…

Nina gave them The Look as she followed Jimmy
right to the table where the old men sat; and they shifted in their
seats with interest, the girls appraising her, making a face or two
at the sight of her broken nose; the boys looking at each other,
internally debating whether this was a challenge they were supposed
to rise to or not, a question that was answered by a hard stare
from the oldest of the old men, bald, with a wispy white beard and
mustache, who reminded Nina, in a moment of levity, of Ho Chi
Minh.

Jimmy nodded, smiled at the oldest man.

“Hello, Mr. Trinh,” he said.

Respect, Nina thought. Important with the
Asians, especially the old OGs that directed the young suicide
shooters like these all eye-fucking her. She thought about how to
play it, followed Jimmy’s lead, but fuck these young punks…she was
Nina Capushek, and if they wanted to rock and roll, she’d play.

“Jimmy, how are you?” Mr. Trinh said, nodding
back, holding out his hand to shake. He didn’t get up.

The other old men studied Nina with interest.
Not the sexual kind.

“Officer,” Mr. Trinh said. “Welcome to my
restaurant.”

“Thank you, sir,” Nina said. “Smells
wonderful. Jimmy says you make the best pho in town.”

“You like pho?” Mr. Trinh said with seeming
delight. “Mine is very good. It is the best in town.”

“I love pho.”

“You must try, then.”

Nina smiled. Jimmy said, “We’d love to have
lunch, Mr. Trinh. But we don’t want to intrude on you.”

“No intrusion, Jimmy. You are a friend.
Please. You and your friend join us.”

Mr. Trinh waved his hand at the waitress, a
young and blushing Vietnamese girl who hurried over and pushed a
smaller table next to the Old Guys Table. He rattled something off
in Vietnamese, then said, “You like Vietnamese coffee? With ice?
Special pho, maybe some spring rolls?”

“Sounds great,” Nina said.

She and Jimmy sat down, Jimmy beside Mr.
Trinh, Nina at a right angle to Jimmy where she could see the young
shooters and the door.

“These are my friends,” Mr. Trinh said. “Mr.
Truang, Mr. Minh, Mr. Dang. We are all old friends from my
country.”

“Pleased to meet you all,” Jimmy said.

“Likewise,” Nina said. “My name is Nina
Capushek.”

“You are Sergeant, yes?” Mr. Dang, a rotund
man who would look like the Buddha were it not for the flat depth
of his dark eyes. “Police Sergeant?”

“Yes,” Nina said. “I am.”

“You help a girl, maybe three months ago?
Young girl?” Dang said.

“Yes.”

He nodded. “I know this girl. Her family.
They were very grateful to you.”

Nina shrugged. “I was just doing my job. It
is what I do.”

Dang turned to the others and spoke in his
language. The four old men appraised her, then Jimmy.

“You are welcome here, Sergeant Capushek,”
Mr. Trinh said.

“Thank you,” she said.

Jimmy sat quietly and let the conversation
ebb and flow. She saw that, and was grateful for a moment, just a
moment, for how he let her work. So many of the men she worked with
felt they had to dictate the flow…and they had no sensitivity, no
appreciation for nuance and subtlety. Jimmy reminded her of…

She put that thought away.

The spring rolls came right away, along with
tall glasses of ice next to chipped coffee cups with a silver
espresso pot dripping the thick black Vietnamese roast into the
sweetened condensed milk in the cup. Jimmy sat and stared at his
for a moment, till Nina reached over and stirred the coffee into
the condensed milk, making a thick light brown confection that she
poured over the ice.

“This will put lead in your pencil,” she
said. “Also, if you get too much hot in your soup, this cuts the
heat right away…”

The four old men laughed.

Mr. Dang said, “You know about Vietnamese
food?”

“My favorite,” Nina said.

“True?” Mr. Trinh said.

“Yes.”

They tasted their coffees, ate the spring
rolls, dipping them in the spiced peanut sauce that came along.
Then the bowls of soup came. Nina again showed Jimmy how to shred
the fresh basil and cilantro and stir into the bowl, season it with
liquid pepper sauce and a dash of fish oil, how to scoop the soup
up in a spoon in one hand and wield chopsticks with the other.

“This is great,” Jimmy said.

“You never had?” Nina said.

“Jimmy likes crushed rice meat,” Mr. Trinh
said. “It’s very good.”

“I’ll try that next time,” Nina said.

Mr. Trinh sipped his straight espresso. The
other men toyed with their cups.

“You must try,” Mr. Trinh said. He paused.
“Mr. Dang told us about how you helped a Cambodian girl. Her family
is very grateful. They are our friends. If there is ever anything
we can do to help you, we would like to be your friends, too.”

Jimmy looked at Nina, inclined his head
towards her. Nina took the cue.

“Thank you,” Nina said. “I appreciate, and
respect, your offer. I would like your help.”

“What can we do?” Mr. Trinh said.

“There is a man I am looking for,” Nina said.
“A very bad man. He hurts women. He is wanted by many people. He is
not American, he is Slovak, but most people think he is Russian.
His name is Vladimir Darko. He is injured, beaten, limping, his
right hand in a cast, injuries to his left. He was involved in a
shooting at a club. He was with a man we believe to be either
Vietnamese or Cambodian. We think this man may be known to
you…”

The four men were silent. They regarded
her.

“My only concern,” Nina said carefully, “Is
this man. For what he has done to women. Anything else…I am not
concerned with. My job is to find this man and to stop him. If I
can find the man he was with, I can find the man I want. I wish to
show you respect, I wish to have your friendship…but I will find
this man. That is the help I want.”

The table of teenage shooters was silent. The
boys watched the old men, the girls watched the boys with a mixture
of apprehension and excitement. The four old men spoke among
themselves. The discussion became heated, with some arm waving from
the two who had not yet spoken to Jimmy and Nina.

Jimmy watched them, his face impassive. Nina,
she ate her soup down to the last morsel in the bottom of the bowl,
expertly fishing out the meat balls and limp basil with her
chopsticks before scraping out the last of the broth with her soup
spoon.

Finally, Mr. Trinh spoke.

“My friend, Minh, will take you someplace.
Show you something. We respect you, Sergeant Capushek. You are
friends with our friend, Jimmy, and you have helped some of our
friends, too. We would like to be your friend…”

Nina was silent. Noncommittal. She’d been
down this road before, and knew what was on the table.

She didn’t play that shit.

And this…she’d see how it played out.

But it was always good to have friends on
both sides of the fence. Because in the real world, friends were
better than money in the bank when it came to getting things
done.

“Thank you,” she said. “What do we owe you
for lunch?”

“No, please,” Mr. Trinh said. “You are our
guest. Please.”

She nodded, rose. Jimmy followed her lead.
Mr. Minh led them out, and the eyes of the young shooters tracked
them like ducks in an arcade. Outside, Mr. Minh, a rail thin man
whose clothes hung on him like a scarecrow, became suddenly
animated.

“I am so happy you came here,” he said, in
excellent, almost unaccented English. “I am to tell you that this
man you are looking for, his name is Ho. Dang Vinh Ho. He lives
here.” He took out a small leather-bound notebook, took out a
silver Cross pen, and wrote an address down, then neatly tore out
the page and handed it to Nina. “The man you are looking for, the
Russian, he is with him. They sleep there. They eat often at this
restaurant.” He jotted down another address and a name: Golden
Rooster.

“I am also to tell you,” Minh went on, “that
Ho has no affiliation with any of our interests. Not any longer.
That we would be glad to deal with him ourselves, if…”

“No if,” Nina said. “That’s my job. I’ll
handle it.”

“But of course,” Mr. Minh said. Something in
his manner reminded Nina of a French waiter, a sneaky
obsequiousness that hid something else. “If I can do anything else,
please call me. Here is my cell phone number.”

He took yet another small page and jotted
down his cell phone number and printed his name in neat block
letters.

“Thank you,” Nina said.

“Thank you,” Jimmy said.

“We’re happy to help you,” Mr. Minh said.
“One can never have too many friends, yes?”

He inclined his head, almost a bow, and
backed away before turning and going back into the restaurant.

“That guy’s a killer,” Nina said.

“Yep,” Jimmy said. “1st ARVN
Rangers in Viet Nam. Company commander, then he was seconded to the
7th Special Forces. He’s a Phoenix grad.”

Nina looked at him. “He’s probably killed
more people than I’ve had sex with.”

Jimmy didn’t laugh. “You could take the Nile,
the Mississippi, and the Amazon rivers, turn them to blood and run
them past his front door. Wouldn’t amount to a drop in the bucket
that old boy carries around in his head.”

“How the fuck do you know all these guys?”
Nina said.

“Another life.”

“You’ve got more lives than an alley
cat.”

“There’s some truth in that.”

Nina fanned out the strips of paper in her
hand like a winning draw at poker.

“Let’s go hunting,” she said. “Feel like
taking a ride?”

“Sure,” Jimmy said, as though it were the
natural progression in things. “Love to.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty Six

Vladimir Darko didn’t like not knowing what
Ho’s friends said. The Vietnamese men ignored him, which pissed him
off, but he refused to ask what they were saying. He relied instead
on the dip and play of their body language to keep him tuned into
the changing tenor of the room. Ho hadn’t even bothered to
introduce them by name. He just said, “These are my friends.”

His four friends dressed like refugees from a
Goth metal band -- black, more black, leather, wrap around
sunglasses. Like that movie, he forgot the name of it, about the
man in the machine. Like the Gorky book, the Man In The Wall.

But they packed heavy heat.

Lots of nines: Glock 17s with the extended 33
round magazine, one of them sporting a matched set in a shoulder
holster rig beneath his long leather duster; a couple of Sig
P-226s; the one loner, who spent a lot of time staring at Vladi
with an expressionless face -- a tiny mole at the corner of his
mouth bothered Vladi. It looked like it might be painted on, and
that the boy might be wearing eye shadow and make up. The loner had
another double shoulder holster rig, but he had a matched set of
Para Ordnance P-14s, the 14 shot .45 automatics built up on an 1911
frame. With one in each hand, he had 28 rounds of .45 to go.

Those were just the short guns.

Long guns: two tricked out M-4 carbines, with
lasers, white lights, and telescopic sights mounted on rails atop
the flat top receiver and on the front hand guards; a Krinkov, the
short barreled AK-47, and then Mr. Loner With the .45s toted a
Benelli M-1, a semiautomatic shotgun that held nine rounds. He
looped a sportsman’s tote bag over his head, the top cut away to
expose dozens of shotgun shells.

Ho had his pistols and an AK-47, with another
tote bag stuffed with ten 30 round magazines. Vladi carried an AK
as well; he was used to working off both shoulders, and would fire
it left handed.

They were loaded for bear.

***

In the back storage room of the Soul Palace
that Steep Ride and his crew used as an office, Steep Ride surveyed
with pride his crew. They bopped and laughed, joked with the rising
excitement.

They liked to shoot.

They liked to kill.

And they were very, very good at it.

Which is why they commanded the prices they
did. If somebody needed to be got, it was widely known that Steep
Ride was the go-to guy. His crew, while not particularly subtle
(the drive by with multiple automatic weapons was their signature
technique), was reliable and reasonably priced as hitters went.

So business was good.

But this was a straight up beef, a head on
fight, an incursion on their territory, their livelihood.

So this wasn’t just business.

It was fun.

Steep Ride had a moment, something he had
from time to time, when he reflected on the life he’d chosen.
Money, bitches, all the bling…that was all good.

But hell, this was fun.

That’s something the citizens didn’t get,
stuck in their fucked up jobs with their fucked up little houses,
with their snot nosed kids…

Steep Ride remembered his own childhood and
grinned fiercely.

Hell yeah. A long way from that, huh,
bitch?

He double checked the bungee cord on his folding stock AK, one of
the new ones he’d bought from the Komarovs. He’d had it out in the
woods outside of Lake City, in a little clearing they shot at. He
put 500 rounds through it, full auto, some semi, too, make sure the
sights were good to go. That’s what was good about the Russian AKs
instead of those piece of shit Romanian WASRs and their fucked up
front sight posts…not that it mattered at the ranges he liked to
shoot at.

He slung the bungee cord sling over his head
and shoulder, let the AK hang, shouldered it once, punching it out
against the tension of the bungee, locking his arms and elbows out,
almost as rigid as using the stock, but a hell of a lot easier to
use inside the Escalades they had pulled up outside.

“Yo, G-Boy,” Steep Ride said. “Hurry the fuck
up with those, huh?”

G-Boy, a huge and hulking banger in baggy
jersey and pants that had to be at least XXXXL, lifted his head and
smiled an almost beatific smile. He thumbed ammunition into the
curved magazines for the AKs and stacked them neatly on the table.
He wore a double set of rubber gloves.

“Yo,” he said.

Leroi worked the action on his AK, sprayed a
little more Break Free into the ejection port. “When you think this
motherfucker coming?”

Steep Ride shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t
matter. We gone go look for him.”

He looked around the room. “Where the fuck is
Doobie at? I tole him to get his ass down here.”

Leroi shrugged. “He’s not answering his
cell.”

“Call that bitch again and tell him get the
fuck down here.”

There was a tap on the door.

Guns were leveled at the door.

“Who is it?” Steep Ride said.

“Gina,” a woman said. “I got a package for
you, Ride.”

Steep Ride opened the door himself. A tall
black woman, her ass perfectly round and hard as a basketball with
sprayed on pants, handed him a cardboard Priority Mail box.

“The fuck is this?” Steep Ride said.

“Just come for you. Special Delivery, I
guess.”

“This Priority Mail.”

“I don’t know, Ride. Motherfucker just gave
it to me, said it was for you.”

The box was heavy. Steep Ride slammed the
door in Gina’s face, set the box on the table.

“The fuck you got?” Leroi said.

“Dunno.” Steep Ride pulled an oversized
folding knife, a Spyderco Chinook, thumbed open the blade, ran the
razor edge over the packing tape, opened the box. A Styrofoam lunch
box was inside. He lifted the top and looked in, jumped back.

“Motherfucker!”

Doobie’s head was inside.

Stapled to his forehead was a wrinkled 3x5
index card. Handwritten in block letters were the words: khuy
tebe v zhopu! Beneath that were the words: “From Russian to
English, a dick to your asshole.”

“Oh, bitch…” Steep Ride breathed. “I’m going
to fucking kill you…”

***

“How about those SAWs?” Deon asked Joe and
Marcus. The two gunfighters fussed over their new toys, double
checking linked belts rolling out of plastic boxes mounted on the
receiver.

“Rocking and rolling,” Marcus said. “Wish I’d
had one of these back in the day.”

“You make that delivery?” Deon said.

Joe and Marcus exchanged big grins.

“Oh, yeah,” Joe said.

“Hope he doesn’t lose his head,” Marcus
said.

He and Joe burst into laughter.

Deon shook his head, guilty pleasure on his
face. “Bloody wankers.”

***

Nina pulled her squad into a NO PARKING spot
four doors down from the address Mr. Minh had given her.

“How do you want to play this?” I said.

“I’m not very subtle,” Nina said. “How about
we go knock on the door, see who answers? If it’s one of our guys,
let’s beat the shit out of him, put cuffs on him, and put him in my
car. If he goes for something, let’s shoot the shit out of him, put
cuffs on him, and call for the Coroner. How’s that for a plan?”

“Are you fucking serious?”

She laughed. “Hang on, cowboy. This here mare
is about to kick up a fuss.”

She got out of the car at the same time I
did, and it was as though she transformed when her boots hit the
pavement. I’d seen it so many times, and it was the validation of
my intuition about her -- this was a fighter, a warrior, putting on
her game face.

I’d never seen that in a woman before.

There were many facets to Nina Capushek.

She shook her shoulders, settling her gear
into place, walked off like a heroine from a manga film. I had to
notice, as she walked away, what a great ass she had.

I followed. When in Rome…

I scanned high and far, low and close as we
approached the house. This was what was politely called a
“transitional” neighborhood; there were plenty of street creatures
transitioning themselves to the windows to take a look at what they
took for two cops closing in on a neighbor’s house.

Nobody poked a gun out a window.

Nina bounded up the stairs, hammered on the
door with the bottom of her fist, stepped to one side. I stood off
at an angle. She swept her leather coat back out of the way,
acquired a grip on her weapon (Glock 21 with shaved grips, I
noted), stood braced.

Hell yeah.

What a woman.

Nobody answered.

Nina hammered again.

Nothing.

“Let’s go around the back,” she said. She led
the way through the side yard, opened up a leaning gate, entered a
trash littered back yard. There were recent car tracks in the back,
out in the snow alley behind the houses. Nina peeked in the back
windows. “Nobody here, looks like.”

She tried the door. Locked.

“Let’s try that restaurant,” she said. “Maybe
they’re looking for a late lunch.”

***

“What do you want to eat?” Ho asked
Vladi.

“Eat? I’m not hungry.”

“You must eat,” Ho said reasonably. “Better
to have something in your stomach. I would think you would know
that.”

“I can’t eat this slop.”

Ho said something to his friends, who laughed at Vladi, setting his
already heated state closer to rage.

“We will eat. I will order you some soup,
some spring rolls. Very good.”

He went to the door, opened it and went up a
flight of stairs to the restaurant above. Came back in a minute
with a tiny Vietnamese girl in black pants and a black sequined
tube top, teetering on absurdly high heels. The Vietnamese shooters
chattered at her as she scribbled their orders down on a slip of
paper.

Vladi stared at her ass as she left.

“Pretty soon,” Ho said. He sat down at a
chipped and battered table with his friends, long guns laid
casually out on one end of the table. Cigarettes came out, and
smoke wreathed the room. The Loner .45 Man, eyes hidden behind his
Oakley wrap arounds, stared at Vladi.

“What the fuck are you looking at?” Vladi
said.

The Loner continued to stare until Ho said
something sharply. Then he grinned, drew long on his cigarette, and
blew smoke in Vladi’s direction.

Vladi turned and gave him his back, stalked
back and forth in the room.

***

“Oh, that’s some nasty shit,” Leroi said. “My
main fucking man…”

“We’re not sitting still for this shit,”
Steep Ride said. “Get the fucking cars.”

“Where we going?”

“Motherfucker supposed to be in this
restaurant down in Viet Town.”

“We going to shoot up a fucking
restaurant?”

“You got a problem, nigger? That’s my homie,
there…”

“Fuck no. You want to shoot up a fucking
restaurant, I’m down. Shit. Maybe we get something to eat,
too.”

There was no laughter in the room.

Only the metallic song of weapons locked and
loaded.

***

The Vietnamese waitress brought down a tray
with several bowls. It took her three trips up and down the stairs
to bring all the food and drinks they’d ordered. Vladi grudginly
accepted the iced coffee that Ho made for him. It reminded him of
sweetened Russian tea, the way his father had made it in an ancient
samovar back in Slovenia. The rest of them dug into their soup,
wielding chopsticks and soup spoons in a deft display of
ambidextrous eating.

Vladi shoved a chair into a corner, beside a
door that led to another basement store room with a delivery chute
for sliding boxes down from the sidewalk above.

He hated to wait.

***

Two black Escalades rolled, a three man crew
in each. One driver up front, the wheelman, two shooters in the
rear seat, one at each window. Weapons were out of sight, and the
tinted windows hid the occupants from other cars and
pedestrians.

“What you want to listen to?” Steep Ride’s
wheelman, Bump, said.

“Classic shit,” Steep Ride. “Give me some
Tupac.”

The massive speakers mounted in the back
began to shake the SUV.

***

“What’s the name of this place?” I said.

“The Golden Rooster,” Nina said. “Should be
half way down the block, left hand side.”

Two black Escalades, windows shaking with
heavy bass, whipped past us on the left, the tinted windows hiding
the occupants.

Nina slowed the car, let the Escalades speed
ahead.

“I don’t like the look of that,” she
said.

I’d already eased my Sokol Combat Commander
out, had it ready in my right hand. Sometimes you just know.

This was one of those times.

I took mental inventory: I only had the one
pistol, with two spare mags, gave me a grand total of 29 rounds
with the two spares being 10-round McCormick’s. Should have thought
about that before -- no such thing as too much ammo in a gunfight.
At least Nina had a .45, though I couldn’t see myself reloading a
mag on the fly.

Fuck.

I hate to be caught short.

Nina slowed more, came to a stop, ignored the
horns from behind her.

“Are they pulling up in front of the
restaurant?”

“Looks like it.”

Fuck.

Nina picked up her handset. “Dispatch, this
is 894. Roll back up to 147 West Lynnette, Golden Rooster
Restaurant. Two black Escalades, looks like a drive-by…tell them to
come heavy.”

“10-4, 894. Rolling heavy to 147 West
Lynette.”

Nina stared, hawk-like, at the two Escalades
as they rolled to a stop right in front of the Golden Rooster. The
rear doors popped open, and two teams of two shooters rolled out,
rifles out and ready; the drivers got out and stood by the doors of
the SUVs.

“Well, fuck me,” Nina said. She hit the rear
trunk release. “Let’s go.”

We rolled out of the squad. Nina ran to the
rear, pulled out a M-4 carbine and an Active Shooter shoulder bag.
“Here,” she said. “You’re probably better with this than me.”

I probably was. I pulled a magazine from the
shoulder bag, slammed it home, racked back the bolt, pulled back
the retaining handle to make sure I had a round chambered, thumbed
the safety to Semi. Slung the shoulder bag, ran after Nina, who was
already jogging ahead, big Glock in her hand…

***

Steep Ride hit the door first, kicked it
open, entered and fired a short burst into the ceiling.

“Get the fuck down! Get the fuck down!” he
shouted.

They got the fuck down -- customers diving
for the floor, tables tilting, soup bowls flying -- screams in
English and any number of Asian dialects, and Steep Ride didn’t
give a fuck about understanding them, everybody speaks gun when one
is pointed at them, and that’s what counts when you enter kicking
and shooting.

He grabbed the nearest waitress by the neck.
“The Russian, bitch! Where the fuck is the Russian!”

She screamed in Vietnamese.

“Speak English, bitch! Where the fuck is the
Russian?”

Leroi laughed from behind him. “Hung duc
thao!”

Steep Ride threw the girl down, turned to
Leroi. “What the fuck is that?”

“Shit, I don’t know. I saw it in a
movie.”

***

In the basement, all of Ho and Vladi’s crew
turned their heads in the direction of the gunfire.

And reached for their weapons.

***

“Fuck me,” Nina said when she heard the shots
go off.

We were almost on the drivers, three cars
away, but the rear guard saw us, pointed his AK and let off a
burst. Windows shattered on the car we hid behind. I popped up,
carbine snug against my neck, centered the front sight post on his
chest, squeezed the trigger once twice three four five times
(Non-Standard Response, my inner coach murmured) watched
with a familiar satisfaction as he fell out of my sight
picture…

Nina rolling out in a crouch from behind the
wheel well of the Ford Escort chipping away in pieces from the
rifleman’s rounds, now joined by his partner, angling out away from
her cover (stay behind, I thought, till I saw that she was
addressing her back stop, civilians on the walk…) the Glock
rising, falling in her grip, brass gleaming in a slow motion arc
from the pistol to the sidewalk…

….I angled to my right, ran forward to the
next car up, muzzle of the carbine tracking, saw the remaining
rifleman take a hit to his hand, a round glancing off the receiver
of his AK (woman could shoot, focused in on the gun, happens all
the time in a gun fight) walked the rounds into his chest,
staggering him, a big guy, her shots a steady cadence punching red
holes in his white jersey, till he toppled, slowly, a building
falling into dust and ruin…

…I put two in him just on general
principle…

…Nina ran forward, tactical reload on the run, dropping the
expended mag in her jacket pocket…

…and I would always remember the look on her
face: grim determination, a face pinched white with adrenaline,
eyes narrowed, fierce, a bird of prey swooping down, fixated on her
target, and under that the exultation of a killer, something you
will never understand till you’ve crossed the line into that
country…

…something we’d both done…

I heard sirens, far off and growing.

“Wait, Nina!” I shouted.

She made no sign that she heard me, ran
toward the screams and the gunfire inside the restaurant. It wasn’t
a question of whether she was going in or not; it was a question of
who was going with her.

Hell yeah.

Lead the fucking way.

We went through the door shoulder to
shoulder.

***

“Downstairs! Downstairs!” the frightened
waitress shrieked.

Steep Ride threw her aside, punched his AK
out to arm’s length, and went down the stairs, emptying a magazine
on full-auto as he went, plucking a new one from his pocket as he
knelt, Leroi shooting over his head, keep up the fire…

***

The thin wooden door shredded with the
bullets coming through it. Vladimir leaped up and grabbed his
rifle, turned to face the door…

…Ho and his friends moved with the quick
efficiency of a military team, began to return fire with
disciplined bursts at the unseen opponents coming down the
stairs…

***

Nina and I entered hard, weapons ready.

The last of the black gunmen, facing to the
rear, a disciplined rear guard, fired in our direction. I never
heard the shots -- hearing was gone -- but saw the flash and felt
the percussion as his weapon went off, saw in the strange slow
motion that comes with that adrenaline dump the graceful arc of
brass casings rising out of his weapon even as I acquired the sight
picture and side stepped clear of Nina, rolled the trigger again
one two three times was all it took before he fell out of my sight
picture, and then Nina was moving forward in an economical scuttle,
pistol locked out, and I saw the flash of weapons firing in a stair
well going down to the basement…

***

“Who the fuck?” Steep Ride said, his
attention split as he looked back as rounds came from behind him
and in front of him…

The rearmost shooter, Pee Wee, turned and
fired a burst back up the stairwell.

“Somebody! I think it’s cops!” Pee Wee
shouted.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Steep Ride screamed in
frustration.

Fucked either way. May as well go straight
ahead.

So he did, shouting, “C’mon
motherfuckers!”

***

Ho and his crew held their line. Vladimir
fell back towards the door that led to the deep basement and the
delivery chute. He ran in, tugged the lever that released the chute
and jumped out of the way as the heavy iron ramp dropped with a
clang that could be heard even over the heavy boom and rattle of
automatic weapons in the next room.

He stuck his head back in the room and waved
his arm.

“This way! Out this way!”

Ho and his crew paid no attention.

Loner .45 Man was laughing, his shotgun
shouldered, spraying heavy rounds of 00 Buck up the stairwell. He
dropped back, grabbing a handful of shells out of his bag and
thumbing them into the magazine of his Benelli.

Bullets tore into the wall above Vladimir’s
head.

He stepped in, grabbed at Ho’s sleeve. The
Vietnamese snarled as he tore his arm away.

“Shoot!” Ho shouted.

“This way! Out to the street!” Vladimir
shouted back.

The blood lust cleared in Ho’s eyes, then he
fell back, his crew, all of them untouched despite the rain of
metal pouring through the funnel of the door, moving back,
discipline still with them, short controlled bursts into the
doorway, and then two of them held a position while the rest
scrambled up the metal ramp…

***

It seemed as though there was a lull, and
that was enough to get Steep Ride running forward. He was hit
someplace on his legs, and he felt wet on his face. He hit the door
and emptied his weapon in a wild spray across the room.

Empty.

And suddenly quiet as the rest of his crew
rushed in, weapons at the ready.

“What the fuck?”

***

I grabbed Nina by the back of her jacket.

“We’re not going down there,” I said.

She spun and knocked my hand away. “Don’t
ever touch me.”

“Easy,” I said.

She was high on the rush, her eyes slitted in
the killer’s glare.

“We’re not going down there,” I said again,
lowering my voice and bringing my hand down slowly and
carefully.

She leaned forward to hear me better, and
that was what I was looking for…break the state just a little to
get her cooled down enough.

“Wait for the big guns,” I said. “Is there a
way out of the basement?”

The gunfire ceased downstairs.

Nina grabbed a waitress. “Look, you’re okay,”
she said. “Is there another way into the basement?”

“To the street,” the girl said. “On the
street behind.”

“Call that in,” I said. “Let the responding
units go around back. We’ll stay here in case they come up, protect
the civilians…”

***

Vladimir and Ho and the rest of the shooters
backed away from the lowered ramp, weapons at the ready.

“Where are the cars?” Vladimir said.

“In the fucking parking lot where we left
them, where do you think?” Ho snapped. He shouted something in
Vietnamese, and his shooters formed into two pairs, making the base
legs of an X around the open delivery chute gaping in the sidewalk.
“They will watch…we will get the cars.”

He walked quickly around the corner, Vladimir
in his wake.

Across the street, laid out prone in the back
of a pick up truck with the gate lowered, a tarp over his head,
Marcus whispered into his headset.

“Should we let them go or take them now?”

Further down the street, proned out beneath a
high clearance 4x4 Bronco, Deon whispered, “They’ll be back for the
others. Wait.”

On the rooftop of the old warehouse across
the street, Joe peered through the Kahles scope mounted on his HK
PSG-1 and whispered, “Roger that. Acquired.”

***

“Motherfuckers went up that!” Leroi said,
pointing.

“No shit?” Steep Ride. “You think? What the
fuck you waiting for?”

Preceded by bullets, up the ramp they
ran.

***

Ho’s shooters were patient as they had
learned to be. Fresh magazines were in place, they rose up on their
toes and back down, controlled their breathing with a sharp in and
hold for two, exhale for two, inhale for two…

They were ready.

They didn’t fire back as the rounds came
whistling up the ramp; they gave themselves plenty of room for the
massed undisciplined pack of Steep Ride’s shooters to come into
their sight pictures.

And now they were there…

***

“SHIT!” Steep Ride screamed as he saw Ho’s
shooters.

And it was on…

***

Marcus couldn’t control his laughter. “Jesus,
what a goatfuck,” he whispered into his headset. “Where’s Quentin
Tarantino when you need him?”

“I think this is more John Woo,” Joe said
over the net. “Dig the guy with the two .45s, will you?”

Deon laughed, then said, “Right then, okes…on
my fire…”

***

In the distance, the sound of sirens,
rising.

***

“They’re coming, just hold on,” I said to
Nina. I could tell she wanted to run outside, to the guns. Run to
the guns.

What a woman.

***

Vladimir dropped the navy blue Cadillac into
gear, backed it up, pulled to the edge of the parking lot, right
behind Ho in a tricked out Honda Civic, just in time to see the
almost nose to nose gunfight on the sidewalk…

***

“Everybody's here,” Marcus said. “Let’s get
the party started…”

“I like that song,” Joe said. “Wish I had my
I-Pod.”

More laughter from Deon, then, “On my fire,
okes…”

***

Inside, I heard the distinctive chatter of
full auto weapons, and the tempo picked up…

***

Marcus lifted the tarp and tossed it to one
side without altering his firing position in the truck bed. Then he
fired a long burst across the huddle of fighting men on the
sidewalk from his SAW…

Deon opened up with his SAW, the intersecting
cones of fire completely covering the Vietnamese crew and Steep
Ride’s men…

…and watched with his usual dispassionate
in-the-moment evaluation how quickly their bodies came apart in the
hail of 5.56 fire…

…Joe centered his cross hairs on Ho’s head
through the windshield, took a breath, half let it out, pressed the
trigger….

…and watched the windshield star and shatter
as the 7.62 round punched in, and without waiting for the red mist,
he fired twice more, just to be sure…

…and saw the splatter inside, then moved to
acquire the second vehicle, blocked now by the first…

***

Vladimir knew, just knew, and he threw the
Cadillac into reverse and hit the gas, squealing tires, backing up
and palming the tire to the left hard, then dropped it into gear
and stomped on the pedal, racing out the far side as rounds tracked
the pavement behind him….

***

“Motherfucker!” Joe hissed into his
mouthpiece, emptying his magazine at and into the fleeing
Cadillac.

A police cruiser came into his line of fire
and he fired before he could stop himself…

***

The responding cop slammed on his brakes and
jerked his wheel too the right, ducked down in his seat and got out
of his squad, shouting into his handset, “I’m taking fire on the
north side of the building!”

***

Deon put a final burst into the last man he
saw twitching on the ground. “Break contact, pick up.”

He rolled out from beneath the Bronco, then
moved quickly to the narrow alley between the warehouse, pausing
only to cover Marcus, who jogged towards him from the pick up
truck, a grin on his face.

“Right, then?” Deon said.

“Never better, oke,” Marcus said.

They walked down the alley, to where a shiny
new blue Toyota FJ Cruiser was parked. A rope hit the alley, and
Joe rappelled down, his PSG-1 slung over his shoulder.. The three
men put their weapons in the back of the Cruiser, shut the back,
got in, and drove slowly away, easing into traffic two blocks away,
just in time to see a parade of police cars and ambulances rushing
down Harriet Street.

“Fucking Russian got clear,” Joe said.

“That’s what we get for sending a SEAL to do
a Ranger’s job, isn’t it?” Marcus said.

“Fuck you,” Joe said.

Marcus just grinned. “You hate to fuck up,
don’t you? I’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

“We’ll settle him later,” Deon said. “He’s
combat ineffective right now. On the run, beat up….we’ll catch up
with him soon enough.”

***

Vladimir dumped the Cadillac a mile or two
away, walked into the Mainstream Mall and went to a pay phone,
dialed Sergey’s cell.

“Yes?” Sergey said.

“We have some major problems…”

***

Nina and I stood on the sidewalk. The
uniformed cops were still going building to building, and others
were taping off the slaughterhouse scene on the street centered on
the delivery chute.

Nina reloaded her pistol and holstered it,
staged her remaining spare magazine forward in the speed pouch,
looked at me.

“Just what in the fuck did we walk into?”

I had a slow look around. Shrugged. “Don’t
know. This kind of shit scares me.”

It had gone down just as we’d wanted it
to.

Except we didn’t get Vladimir Darko.

And I didn’t think Nina was going to be happy
with me when she figured out what had just happened.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Seven

Lizzy was curled up in Jimmy’s recliner, a
cup of chamomile tea steaming in her hand.

Nothing but quiet and her thoughts.

She had The Dhammapada open in her lap. Let
her gaze drop from the open window to the page.

 


Like the Himalayas

Good men shine from afar.

But bad men move unseen

Like arrows in the night.

 


Thought of Jimmy and how often he moved
unseen through the night. All his life, maybe.

But how he shone.

Oh, how he shone.

She closed the book and set it on the floor.
She’d given it as a present to Jimmy, early on in their…whatever it
was that they were in. She didn’t believe in labels. It was what it
was, and that was enough for her.

Quiet.

She thought of a vacation she had taken, one
of her many solitary trips abroad. To Kyoto, in Japan. She stayed
in a ryokan on the banks of the Higashiyama River, right next to
the Gion District. Every day she walked the Path of the Poets
between the Golden and the Silver Pavilions, looked at the green
hills circling the old Imperial City, and spend time in the rock
garden near the Golden Pavilion. There was one stone there in the
carefully raked sand, a stone beautiful in its rugged beauty, worn,
though it had been jagged once before, long years of rain and snow
and wind had softened it’s edges.

It reminded her of Jimmy.

He kept himself so well hidden, at least to
almost everyone who knew him. His friends at the bar, all of them,
they only saw what he wanted them to see. Except, maybe, his
African friend. She smiled at the thought of Deon, who on the one
occasion he’d met her, had given her a long appraising look and
then treated her with gentleness and consideration, never once
referring to her work…

…holy work, though she would never say that.
With the girls, she was quiet and reserved, but never stand offish.
They all liked her, or so she thought, and sometimes hoped.

There was a story that a Buddhist nun had
told her when she was in Japan. They had met in a small tea house
outside the garden grounds of Meiji-jingue-mae in Tokyo, shared a
table and then several cups of green tea.

“It was a long time ago,” the nun said. Her
face was tiny, simian almost, lost in wrinkles and puckish good
humor. “People would come to the statue of the Kwannon, the White
Mother of Buddha, and make offerings. The rich would come and
lavish the statute with garlands, burn incense, make big money
offerings to the priests. And then a young temple girl, a dancer,
came. She was young, and very poor. But she was very beautiful, and
had no husband yet. So she came before the Kwannon to offer her
prayers, but she had nothing to offer but her prayers -- and her
dances.

“So she danced.

“And many of them, they stood there and made
rude comments about her beauty, but they rolled off her unnoticed.
Several of the rich patrons complained to the priests, and one came
to shoo her away, because it was thought to be unseemly.

But the girl danced and danced, so
beautifully, and so hard that the sweat streamed down her brow.

And just as the priest came to shoo her away,
the statue itself stepped down, and wiped the sweat from the young
dancer’s brow.”

Lizzy sat spell bound.

“So you see,” the nun said. “There is nothing
wrong with offering only what you can offer, even if it is only a
dance, as long as it is offered with love.”

She thought about the money Jimmy gave her,
the way he used that to keep distance in their relationship.

Smiled.

Thought about dancing.

With love.

Far off in the distance, she heard sirens,
and what sounded like rolling thunder. But the sky was clear. She
frowned, just for a moment, and then her face cleared.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Eight

“All of them?” Sergey Komorav said in
disbelief? “All?”

“Yes,” Vladimir said. “It was expertly done.
All of the blacks, all of our people except for me…”

“How is it that you managed to get away?”
Irina said. She paced back and forth, her heels clattering on the
floor, as she pulled nervously on her Sobranie. “Are they coming
here?”

“I was lucky,” Vladimir said. “That is the
only reason.”

“They will come…” Sergey said. “We must be
ready for them.”

“You say this is the South African?” Irina
demanded.

“Who else?” Vladimir said. “Who else would
have the skill. Who else would have the desire?

“This is a declaration of total war,” Sergey
said softly. “Are we ready for that?”

“I am,” Vladimir said. “Are you?”

“What about men? We need more…we were
counting on Ho,” Irina said.

“We have them,” Sergey said. “They are on
their way. I have five. They are very good. No one knows them
here.”

“They will be looking for you,” Irina said to
Vladimir. “You are not fit for a fight now, they know who you
are…you need to go away.”

“No,” Vladimir said. “This is my fight,
too.”

“You’re a liability,” Sergey said. “The South
African will be looking for you, or maybe he will come for us and
then look for you.”

Vladimir didn’t want to listen to the logic
of that argument. It was clear to Irina.

“Vladi, it would be best to just go,” she
said, switching tact. “It would be the best thing if you were to
rest up, come back strong…”

“No,” Vladimir said. “I can be of use. I’ll
go, see if I can draw them out, while you position our people
accordingly.”

“Very brave,” Sergey said. “But I don’t think
so.”

“Wait,” Irina said. “Vladi makes a point…let
him be seen…we will follow him, look for those who are looking at
him. The hunters will be so focused on him they won’t be looking
over their shoulders…”

“Yes,” Sergey said. He stared his wife in the
eyes. “That might be the best way to do it.”

Vladimir, in his anger and exhaustion, missed
the significance of that glance between the husband and the
wife.

***

Later, Vladimir drove through the narrow
streets of downtown Lake City. He trolled the streets around the
second and third tier sex shops and strip clubs that dominated the
Wildwood District. He saw a sign, a gleaming neon of a naked woman
and the name THE DEEP BLUE: A GENTLEMAN’S CLUB. He parked his car
two blocks down, fed the meter, walked down the sidewalk. He got
looks from the late night street people, but even with obvious
wounds, they gave him a wide berth. The rage radiating off of him
was apparent even to a civilian, let alone the experienced street
rough artists looking for their next take-off.

They left him alone.

At the entrance, the door men, a matched set
of bulky steroid white boys encased in cheap tuxedos gave each
other the look when he came in.

“How’s it going?” one said.

Vladimir shrugged, suddenly aware of his
demeanor, softening it. “Not bad. I was in an accident,” he said by
way of explanation. “Just looking for a nice seat, you have
loges?”

The one who spoke to him nodded. “Sure. You
have to check your coat with the coat girl…the hostess will see you
to a loge and banquette. Easier on your leg that way, huh?”

“Leg, back…it all hurts,” Vladimir said.

“Car accident?”

“Yes.”

“Enjoy your evening, sir.”

Vladimir smiled, a rictus on his face, and
limped away, exaggerating his discomfort. A Hispanic girl, a real
stunner, sleek with short black hair in a page boy bob, small
breasts and lean hips shown off in a sheer form fitting jersey
dress smiled in welcome.

“Good evening, sir. May I show you to a
table?”

“A loge, please. Towards the back. I have
some injuries.”

“Of course. I’m sorry to hear about your
injuries. We’ll make sure you get taken care of…” she said
solicitously, turning and smiling back over her shoulder at him.
“This way…”

He followed her to the loge, noted her name
tag, Anita. “Thank you, Anita.” He handed her a five dollar
bill.

“You needn’t,” Anita said. “But that’s
sweet.”

She tucked the bill into the strapless bra
beneath her jersey dress and walked away, Vladimir’s eyes on her
ass and legs.

He leaned back against the thick pad of
simulated leather, let his eyes adjust to the gloom inside the
club. It was not particularly busy: few of the loges occupied, a
few tables, most of the men there (and two women, a couple
together) were seated at the runway and stage. Cocktail waitresses
in short black skirts with wide suspenders over skin tight white
shirts opened low over cleavage and tied over stomachs took their
time going back and forth from the bar to the tables. At one table,
two drunken men lolled back in their chairs as they were straddled
by dancers working lap dances.

He wanted a cigarette, but the silly American
laws prohibited him. He thought it typically American, to ban
smoking on one hand and to promote drinking with the other. He was
Slavic, and to drink without smoking seemed not only foolish but
alien.

“What can I get you to drink?” his waitress
said. She was short, busty, plump in a school girlish way, blonde
hair pulled into a pigtail that jutted out at an angle above her
right ear.

“Vodka,” he said.

“Oooohh,” she said. “I like your accent. Are
you Russian?”

“Slovenian,” he said. “It was part of the
Soviet Union.”

“Cool! Do you want a name, or just bar
vodka?”

“Stolichnaya is good,” he said.

“We’ve got it iced,” she said. “Like it like
that?”

“Yes.”

She flounced away and he watched her go.

The music changed to some heavy rap. A blonde
woman, older than he liked, with a long braid down her back and
drooping breasts, came down the runway and began to go through a
desultory routine and work the pole.

Not his type.

But there was one who was just finishing a
lap dance at one of the tables. Tall, black long hair, dark
complexioned, maybe Italian, big enhanced breasts, full hips and
ass, long muscular legs…

He liked that.

When his waitress brought his drink, he
handed her a twenty and said, “Keep the change.”

“Thanks!” she said. “I’ll check back on…”

“Who is that girl?” he interrupted her.
Pointed at the dancer he liked.

She looked. “That’s Monique…you want
her?”

Vladi smiled up at her. “Yes. I want
her.”

***

Nina and Jimmy sat at the bar in Moby’s. A
long line of dead soldiers in front of them gleamed in the dim
light. Theiu kept them coming…shots of Cuervo for Nina, between
Coronas, The Black Lady for Jimmy, and one short Jameson’s.

“Some day, huh?” Nina said.

“No shit,” Jimmy said. “Could have been
bad.”

Nina looked over at him. Laughed. “Fuck
you.”

“I’ve been fucked enough today, thank you
very much.”

Nina held up her glass, clinked it against
his bottle. “I second that emotion.” She slammed the rest of her
shot, signaled for another. “You ever want a job, let me know. You
run that carbine pretty good.”

Jimmy shook his head slowly, in admiration.
What a woman.

“Some kind of date you took me on,” he said.
“You always that much fun on a first date?”

“I thought it was kind of slow, myself.”

“I don’t think I can hang with your idea of a
hot date, then.”

“You want to run with the big dogs, you got
to pee on the big trees.”

Jimmy laughed and tilted his bottle in
salute. “I guess so.”

“Did you check on Lizzy?” Nina said.

Jimmy considered the implications of that
question for a longish moment, then said, “Yeah. I called her when
you were in the bathroom. She’s fine. She didn’t want to come down
for a drink.”

“She like to drink?”

“Wine only. Never seen her drink anything
other than juice, water, and the occasional glass of wine.”

“You don’t take care of her, I might steal
her from you.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

Nina laughed. “Just busting your balls, big
boy. Most of the dancers I know aren’t into men.”

“How about you?”

“I’m into men. Just not most.”

“Choosy, huh?”

“You bet.”

“You got one?”

Her face darkened. She touched her nose. “No.
I don’t. Not in the market.”

“Sorry for asking.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“All right.”

Jimmy turned his glass idly in his hand.
“Thanks for smoothing things over with the PD.”

“What am I supposed to do? Let you twist in
the wind for saving my ass? I don’t think so. You could show most
of the cops on LPD a thing or two with that carbine. I meant to ask
you, too…where’d you learn to run the gun like that? Army,
Marines?”

It was Jimmy’s turn to reflect. “Army.”

Nina saw that, too. “Well, all right then.
Maybe we should just stick to drinking and the occasional gunfight,
huh?”

“Maybe.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Nina’s beeper went off. “What the fuck?” she
said. “It’s past the witching hour…” She checked the number. “I got
to take this.” She pulled out her cell phone, hit speed dial. “This
is Capushek. What you got?”

She listened intently. “Yeah, I got it.
Where’s she at, St. Mary’s? On my way.” She hung up the phone and
said, “I got to go. Work.”

“Thought you had enough for the day?”

“Rape case. The other investigator is off, so
I catch the call.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Better get home to
Lizzy.”

She stood up, hitched her pants slightly and
adjusted her gun belt, smoothed her leather jacket, stalked out of
the bar.

Jimmy watched her go.

Getting home to Lizzy sounded good to
him.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Nine

“So where do you reckon we’ll find him,
then?” Deon said patiently.

“Where else do these fucking Russians hang
out?” Joe said. His humor was gone and his nerves frayed by
Marcus’s constant gibing. Marcus had gone into a Huck’s Convenience
Store to get some bottled water. They had spent most of the night
driving round the Russian neighborhood, checking bars and social
clubs and the few restaurants for any word about Vladimir
Darko.

Nothing.

Nothing down in Viet Nam town, which was a
wasteland tonight after the battle of Harriet Street.

And no hints yet from any of their
informants.

But all three of them had the sense that
Darko was still out there, that he hadn’t left town, that he was
not that far ahead of them. That’s something that man-hunters
do…you keep chipping away at the time you are behind someone, till
finally you are in the same time and place as the man you’re
hunting.

They weren’t far behind.

Not far at all.

Deon stroked his chin. Where to go? What to
do? Driving around aimlessly wasn’t going to get them any further,
and they were all tired. So maybe take a time out and wait for some
intelligence to come in.

Marcus got in the back of the car, handed
over liter sized bottles of water to Deon and Joe. They sat in
silence and hydrated for a while.

“He’ll run to the Komoravs,” Deon said. “He’s
probably there already. Komorov will be getting the rest of his
troops together, and Vladimir will be leading the charge.”

“He’ll be coming after us if you don’t keep
him on the run,” Marcus said.

Joe shrugged. “I don’t think so. We put a bad
scare into him.”

“You weren’t supposed to scare him. You were
supposed to kill him.”

Joe sighed.

“Komorov’s makes sense. He can’t stay out in
the cold now. So it’s wide open now,” Deon said.

“So let’s just go over there and get it over
with,” Joe said. “Hit them hard and fast and violent. Take a
sledgehammer to their egg. Get it over with.”

Marcus shrugged. “May as well. In for a
penny, in for a pound.”

“How very pithy,” Joe said.

“I’ll take the long gun and prime shooter
slot this time, my friend. Since you had your shot and you missed
it.”

Joe turned and looked out the window.

“We’re a little light for a hey diddle diddle
right up the middle on the Komorov crew,” Deon said. “Let’s go
back, tool up, call some friends.”

“I know just who to call,” Marcus said. “No
more SEALs, though.”

“Fuck you,” Joe said.

Marcus laughed.

***

Nina walked into the Emergency Room. Two
uniformed officers stood by the admissions desk. One, a youngish
blond with the burly thick neck of a wrestler or habitual steroid
user, raised a meaty paw and waved her over.

“Detective,” he said, his voice surprisingly
high for somebody so dense in the body. “I’m Rathbun, this is
Erikson, my partner.”

Erikson was rail thin, tall and lanky with a
pronounced Adam's apple.

“You got the call?” Nina said.

“Yeah. She was able to get to her cell phone
after, had 911 on speed dial. We responded, got EMS there in a
hurry, got her down here,” Rathbun said.

“Bad shape?” Nina said.

“Shit yeah she’s in bad shape,” Erikson said.
He had the high in the nose sound of someone from the upper
Midwest, Minnesota, North Dakota, something like that. “This
asshole beat the living shit out of her. Jaw broken, face broken,
nose broken, one arm broken, probably ribs….looks like he stomped
on her. Multiple penetrations, oral, anal, vaginal…that’s what the
doc said a little while ago.”

“She’s out, then?” Nina said.

“No talking to her. She couldn’t talk if she
wanted to. Semi-conscious, they got her all drugged up. You can go
back and take a look, we got all our notes together and we’re
writing it up,” Rathbun said.

“Thanks,” Nina said. “Let me go take a look,
talk to the doc. Then let me have what you got. Who’s at the
scene?”

“Couple of uniforms, criminologists.”

“Thanks, guys. Let me get all that address
and stuff from you.”

“Sure, Detective. We’ll have it
together.”

The two patrolmen watched Nina stalk off and
palm open the swinging door into the patient area beyond
admissions.

“Nice ass, but she got to fix that fucking
nose,” Erikson said.

“She’s supposed to be pretty good,” Rathbun
said.

“Who’s hitting that? How you know?”

“No,” Rathbun said. “She got a good rep with
the detectives, the patrol guys who have worked with her. She don’t
ever talk about that nose, don’t take no shit about it. She dropped
the hammer on that banger not two months after she came over
here.”

“I heard about that. Wasn’t the first time,
either.”

“No,” Rathbun said. He stared in the
direction Nina had disappeared in. “I heard that, too.”

Nina went to the curtained bed where she saw
a young Hispanic doctor and several nurses in hushed
discussion.

“This the victim?” Nina said. “I’m Detective
Capushek, Lake City PD.”

The young doctor nodded. “Yes.”

“What can you tell me?”

He inclined his head. Nina peeked around the
curtain. You could hardly tell that the woman on the bed was
anything more than a mannequin swathed in bandages; her head and
neck were wired in a brace, wrapped in gauze that went around her
head and showed bald patches where the hair had been shaved away to
a black stubble. Her eyes were sunken in blue and black bruises.
One arm was wrapped in plaster and gauze and suspended above the
bed. Multiple IVs ran into her undamaged arm.

“Jesus,” Nina said. “Has she talked? Did she
say anything?

“Not very much,” the doctor said. “She was semi-conscious when they
brought her in, and we’ve been working on her for over an hour.
She’s on morphine now, she’s in a lot of pain, we have to be
careful though because her blood pressure is so low.”

“Did she say anything about who did this to
her? Boyfriend, husband? Who did you call, who’s her contact?”

One of the nurses, a short matronly woman
with permed blond hair spoke up. “She has a girl friend who is on
her way. Her family isn’t from around here, they’re up Menonah way.
We called them, too. I asked her who did this to her, a couple of
times.”

“What did she say?”

“He was a Russian,” the nurse said. “Some
kind of Russian, I think.”

***

Jimmy eased the key into his door, shut it
silently behind him, turned the bolt gently into place, locked the
door. He stood in the silence, feeling the ambience, the charge of
air in the unlit rooms, the hum of the refrigerator, the creak of
the walls, the hiss of tires passing as a car drove by on the late
night street. A faint scent: lilac, warm, hint of musk…

Lizzy.

He set his keys down on the table beside the
door, slipped off his low cut hikers. Walked down the hallway and
paused by the half-open bedroom door.

Lizzy curled in his bed like a question mark,
her red hair swept back over her shoulder, her face relaxed, head
laid back on a thick pillow. She’d left a space for him. His
side.

He remembered the first time, when he’d let
her stay and sleep, how she stood beside the bed and asked him,
“Which side shall be mine?” and waited till he showed her, then
slipped beneath the comforter and the sheets, bringing with her the
sound of skin on cotton and the heat of a naked body beneath the
covers.

Jimmy stood and watched her sleep, the slow
rise and fall of the covers over her. Then he went down the hall to
the bathroom, urinated, washed his hands and face, stared in the
mirror. His eyes were rimmed with red, dark bags under his eyes,
and the lines there deepening into wrinkles. There was humor there
still, but tiredness, and something else…something he didn’t like
to think about. He grinned, crookedly, pushed himself away from the
sink and went back to the bedroom, undressed down to the skin, and
left his clothes piled at the foot of the bed. He was already
erect, swept by a rush of lust as he watched her sleeping. He slid
beneath the covers, leaned over her, put his face close to her,
smelt her breath and felt it on the small fine hairs of her face,
touched his lips to hers.

She didn’t startle, she just opened her eyes,
wide awake in that moment, something he wondered about. She pecked
at his lips, smiled, then reached out and touched his face. He
didn’t want gentle tonight. He grabbed her by the back of her neck,
pulled her close, drove his tongue deep into her mouth as he rolled
her on her back. She was naked, as he insisted she sleep when she
stayed with him. Her legs opened to him, and she put the flat of
her hands on his back, just beneath the blade of his shoulders, put
the flats of her feet against his calves, relaxed back, open to
him…

He thrust against her, slid against the wet
she already had there for him, eased back, slid again till he slid
into her, her one hand coming down to guide him in, then coming
back, wet with her juices, to trace a line beneath his nose and she
put her hand back on his shoulder…

Jimmy gripped her by the back of the neck and
one hand on her buttock and drove and drove in her, Lizzy’s cries
and moans bringing him to a white hot heat and he shot and shot and
shot into her, his head thrown back, an inarticulate cry rising out
of him…

And then he lay on her as she wrapped her
arms and legs around him, she still rocking with her own, moving
against him to finish for herself.

“Am I crushing you?” Jimmy whispered.

“No,” Lizzy said. “I love to have you in me.
Don’t move.”

 


 



Chapter Thirty

Sergey Komorov’s balls ached. Irina had
denied him any release, even after two hours of play, while
Vladimir rounded up what they had in the way of soldiers.

“It will make you a better fighter,” she
mocked him. “It’s time for you to take the lead.”

He was dressed for the street, in the old
fashion of the bratva he had started with after his discharge from
the Army. Black jeans, black heavy boots, a black T-shirt and the
black nylon bomber jacket, thin goatskin black gloves to protect
his hands.

Vladimir was dressed much the same, as were
the two hard-eyed middle aged men with the look of butchers or
longshoremen who sorted out their guns and ammunition on a nearby
table. Two younger men, in their early twenties maybe, stood off to
one side, diffident, shifting their weight from side to side. New
boys, Sergey thought, not much, if any, blood on their hands.
They’d get their chance tonight.

“Vladi!” Sergey said. “Give them something
they can shoot.”

Vladimir limped over to the two new boys,
looked them up and down with disdain, limped to the table and came
back with two Ruger Mini-14s.

“Here,” he said. “This is how you work this
weapon.” He showed them how to load it, where the safety was. “You
know how to pull a trigger, right?”

“Yes,” one said. He was dressed in cheap
denims, heavy work boots, a snug and faded T-shirt beneath a camel
brown Carhartt jacket. “I can pull a trigger.”

“Good,” Vladimir said. “What is your
name?”

“I’m Tim. This is Brian.”

Brian was dressed similarly, but with a John
Deere tractor hat.

“Where did we get you two from?”

“They work for me out at the farm,” Sergey
said. “They want to move up. I told them this was their
chance.”

“This is not unloading trucks and moving
boxes and walking around with a flashlight,” Vladimir said. “We are
going into a fight. Are you ready for that?”

“Sure,” Tim said. “We’re ready.

His friend Brian shrugged.

Sergey laughed. “We’ll see how you think when
someone is shooting at you. It’s a little different, between talk
and action. So we’ll see. Because we’re going hunting.”

The two boys shifted uneasily, held their new
carbines awkwardly.

“If you do well, we’ll give you a real grown
up gun next time,” he said. “But those will do you for now. Give
them plenty of magazines, Vladimir.”

The two older men, Yuri and Aleksander,
laughed. Sergey slapped their shoulders as he went by them.

“Show the young boys how it is done,” Sergey
said. “My old grey lions will teach you some things.”

Magazines loaded and placed in pockets and in
shoulder bags. Weapons oiled. The click and snack of magazines
inserted into weapons, the sharp chunk of bolts and slides going
forward. The smell of gun oil, and just the hint of fear and
adrenaline.

They were ready.

Sergey led his crew to the two Jeep Cherokees
outside the warehouse. Three to a car, two up, one back.

They rolled.

***

Nina stood in the ER with Rathbun and
Erikson.

“You guys ever seen this guy?” Nina said,
holding out the picture of Vladimir Darko.

“Nah,” Rathbun said. “Not a face to me.”

“Me either,” Erikson said.

“This is the guy that did that,” Nina
said.

“How do you know that?” Erikson said.

“This girl, she’s a pros or a stripper,
right?”

“Yeah,” Rathbun said. “One of the EMS guys
knew her from the THE DEEP BLUE. She’s a dancer down there.

“She told one of the nurses a Russian did
her. This guy, he’s a Russian, wanted for serial rape offenses over
the water by Interpol. A new arrival in our fair city. I’ve been
after him for a while…he goes for the high end talent. He was a
shooter in that fucking mess down at The Trojan Horse,” she
said.

“No shit? This guy, huh?” Rathbun said. “Can
I?”

Nina handed him the picture. Rathbun studied
it closely. “I don’t like the way this guy looks. Does he
carry?”

“He didn’t empty out that club with his
hands. Took a beating from the security staff, came back and shot
the place up.”

“Looks like a shoot on sight to me,” Erikson
said. “I won’t fuck around with that guy.”

“That’s a good idea,” Nina said. “A real good
idea.”

Rathbun looked at the closed door of the
patient area, back at Nina. “He do them all like this?”

“This one lived,” Nina said. “About half his
vics don’t.”

“Shoot on sight sounds good to me.”

“First we have to sight him,” Nina said. “So
let’s hit the road, I want to get to the scene, see what they’ve
got. Let me know if you hear or see anything about this guy.”

“You got it, Detective. Later,” Rathbun
said.

They watched her go.

Out in the lot, Nina sat behind the wheel for
a long moment. She’d been up all day and most of the night. By the
time she got to the scene, took away what she needed, it would be
almost five o’clock in the morning. Her nerves drummed, and she
felt a slight tremor in her fingers from lack of sleep. Coffee,
that’s the ticket. She backed out and drove away, looking once
again at the address she’d jotted down on her note pad, looking for
the pink lights of her favorite 24 hour Dunkin Donut.

***

Jimmy and Lizzy were curled together in the
wreck of his bed. The rise and fall of lights from passing cars
fell across them, unnoticed.

***

Deon used bolt cutters to snap off the Master
padlock at the back door of the abandoned storefront across the
street from his gun store. The three men entered a storage room
littered with empty boxes and covered in dust. Through the storage
room, there was a counter, and several rows of metal shelving,
dented and rusting, pushed to either side leaving a clear space in
the middle of the aisles. The big plate glass window was covered
with sheets of cardboard and taped on backing. Deon knelt and cut a
small hole in the cardboard where it met the lower part of the
window frame. He peeked out.

A great view of the front of his gun store
and the parking lot beside it.

“Well, okes,” he said. “Let’s get comfy and
see who shows up…”

Marcus and Joe made several trips to the
alley where the Jeep was parked and unloaded sleeping pads and
duffle bags bulging with weapons and ammo. Deon tinkered with his
laptop, running a power line to a portable 12-hour battery, then
called up his wireless network. His screen split into four frames,
each one showing a high resolution grey scale image: the front of
the store, the parking lot, the back entrance, the small showroom.
He hit a function key and the screen refreshed with a double split
screen showing the small office and the sleeping quarters he
maintained behind the office. He tapped another key and then one
screen with all six cameras came up.

“There we go,” he murmured.

Marcus and Joe arranged sleeping pads to sit
on, set out bottles of water, put plastic wrap and toilet wipes
down in the designated latrine corner, broke out snack bars and
beef jerky.

Their weapons stayed close at hand.

Deon made himself comfortable in front of the
laptop. “Some water, eh?”

Marcus set a bottle next to him, then went to
the window and carefully cut out well spaced loopholes in the
cardboard. The glass stayed intact. Joe went into a battered
Pelican case and took out two tiny wireless cameras with sticky
plastic dough on the bases. In the alley, he set them up to cover
both approaches, went inside and powered up another laptop, watched
with satisfaction as the two images came up.

Good to go.

With the ease of long practice, the three
hunters made themselves at home. In the parking lot across the
street, a pick up truck with a shell took up two spaces at a slant.
In the back of that three men lay on their bellies on inflatable
camping mattresses. The one on the far right, a very lean and hard
faced man with a straggly goatee and shaven head, proned out behind
a M-60 machine gun. The man to his left lay almost pressed side to
side, holding a long linked belt in his hand, neatly coiled in
front of him. The third man, farthest to the left, had a M-203 laid
out beside him. He sat cross legged, watched out the tinted glass.
A bungee cord was looped around the interior handle of the drop
gate, which was cracked open slightly, and ran past his feet to an
attachment point in the bed of the pick up. A tug on the cord would
drop the gate open.

A cellphone on his lap buzzed on vibrate. He
looked down at the text message.

“IN PLACE. YOU, OKE?”

The man sitting cross legged was older, maybe
50, with a good gut on him, stubbly grey hair and a scar on one
cheek, a ragged star. He picked up the cell phone and tapped out a
text message: ALL SET. ON YOUR MARK.

In the storefront, Deon looked down at the
text message, set his phone down.

“We’re good,” he said to no one in
particular. “So let’s see what the day brings our way, eh?”

***

Nina had been to the scene, a giant to-go cup
of coffee in her hand. The go-juice had kicked her up long enough
to get what she needed, which was confirmation of what she already
knew. The girl was a stripper, was probably followed into her
building, taken in her apartment, stripped, beaten, raped, beaten
some more, raped some more, left for dead.

Darko modus, that’s for sure.

Nina tapped her fingers on the butt of her
Glock.

Stalked off and got in her car, drove away.
Found herself circling the block aimlessly, the sudden sadness and
silence that comes from riding the liquor and no-sleep train all
night crashing down on her. Tears in her eyes. From what, she
didn’t know.

She needed sleep.

She needed someone to lay against.

She took a deep breath, cleared her head.
Turned the wheel towards home.

On the horizon, the first hint of light.

She’d get some sleep, crash in, then get up
and hit the bricks. Leave a message for Oozy, let him know the
deal.

The drive to her house passed in a blur. Her
hands were shaking when she got out of the car in front of her
small duplex. She owned it and lived on one side; the other side
went to a quiet Nigerian graduate student at the State University.
She let herself in, looked around her front room. Clean, neat, tidy
-- everything in its place. A soft green sofa with a comforter
folded across the back, a low teak coffee table in front of
mid-size television set with DVD and VHS player, a small bookcase
with a few books and a lot of photos. That needed dusting, she
thought.

Sat down. Took off her Converse boots. Lay
back on the couch. Pulled out her Glock and put it on the table.
Kicked her feet up for just an instant. And fell deep into a dark
sleep.

Just as the first light of day crept through
her windows, falling across a framed picture of Nina, and a smiling
muscular man her age, his arm wrapped around her.

***

The same light lit the street outside Deon’s
gun store.

And fell through the windows of Jimmy’s
bedroom across Jimmy and Lizzy.

And filtered through the tinted windows of
Sergey’s Cherokee, parked a good three blocks away from Deon’s
gunstore.

And into the sprawling modern kitchen of the
restored farmhouse on the outskirts of Lake City, where the city
fell away on one side into old farm land and tangled forest, and
rose on the other side into the low foothills of the Laurentian
Mountains; in the kitchen where Irina Komorov sipped her first cup
of espresso and smoked a Sobranie and stared idly out the window,
while a young man with a shaved chest and a leather hood over his
head, knelt at her feet, a spiked dog collar round his neck and a
leash leading to the arm of her kitchen chair.

 


 



Chapter Thirty One

Aleksander did the first walk by. He strolled
along, a cup of coffee in his hand, looking like a working man on
his way to his job, stopped to look in the windows of the gun
store, through the sign that said Benoni Guns painted on the glass.
There were no guns in the windows; only posters and advertisements
for manufacturers like Beretta, Glock, Sig, Taurus, a few handbills
advertising shooting classes and upcoming combat pistol
competitions. The gray haired man used the opportunity to look
behind him, scan the street in the glass reflection as he pretended
to study the bills.

Nothing.

No movement inside. He looked around the
street, innocent, as though he were just waiting for someone. His
gaze lingered on the vacant storefront, moved on to the old
warehouse beside it, the street.

Nothing.

In the parking lot, a pick up truck with a
shell, a battered and rusty old VW, beside that a small convenience
store.

Aleks took his time walking around the side
of the building, went around to the back, checked the rear door, a
heavy metal door set flush with the wall, no exterior handle, just
a heavy duty lock. There was one window with heavy metal bars
welded across it, making a cage that left enough room for the
window to open out slightly. Probably a bathroom.

He cut across the parking lot to the
convenience store, carefully not looking too closely at the pick up
truck, went inside, bought a fresh cup of coffee. Then out on the
street, he walked back three blocks to where Sergey and the rest of
the crew waited.

“I don’t like it,” he said to Sergey in the
front seat of the Cherokee. “I have a bad feeling about it.”

“Why?”

“It is a good place for an ambush,” Aleks
said. “There is a storefront, abandoned it looks like, and a
warehouse across the street. There is a truck parked in the lot
with the rear gate just slightly cracked. I think there is someone
in there. If there was, and we approach from the front, or the rear
of the store, we could be pinned down if they have someone across
the street or up high in the warehouse. They would expect us to
come here. Do we know where this South African lives?”

“As far as we know, here,” Vladimir said. “No
one knows where he lives if he lives elsewhere. There’s a small
room at the back, with a bed. He eats out, and he drinks at that
bar.”

“Bar?” Aleks said. “Perhaps that would be a
good place…”

“I don’t think he will go there,” Vladimir
said. “He knows we will be looking at him for this. So he will stay
mobile, look to find us first. Does he know about the farm?”

“He’s never been there,” Sergey said. “But it
is possible. We don’t have customers out to the farm. He may be
able to find it…”

“We could leave some people here, to watch
for him if he returns. He must have some place else to store his
merchandise, because the ATF can come here and inspect any time. He
has a legitimate business…” Aleks said.

“We don’t know where that is,” Sergey said.
“We have people looking, asking, but no one knows. Or they won’t
say.”

“Perhaps we should burn his store down,”
Vladimir said. “That will get his attention.”

Sergey laughed. “Not a bad idea, Vladi. Pain
makes you innovative.”

“This could be a good thing,” Aleks said.
“But the light of day is not the time to do this thing. Tonight.
Leave someone here to watch his place in case he returns. We can be
here quickly if need be.”

Sergey’s cell phone buzzed. He flipped it
open, looked at the number. Irina.

“Yes?” he said.

“Have you found him?” Irina said.

“No. We are near his store. He’s not there.
We are thinking of burning it down.”

“Burn it, drive by and shoot it, do
something!” Irina said. “You must do something to bring him out. We
need to finish this quickly.”

Sergey frowned. “I’ll see to this. I will
speak to you later.” He cut the call short, and part of him quailed
at how she would mete out punishment for that later. “I think Irina
may be right. Let’s drive by and shoot out his windows, throw a
grenade inside, that will burn it out enough. We’re here. Then he
won’t be able to come near this place without talking to the police
or the insurance…we’ll leave you, Aleks, and one of the boys here.
We’ll go down and do what we must, and then move quickly on. Who
has a grenade?”

“I have some,” Yuri said. He held up a round
Mk-26 fragmentation grenade. “I don’t know how much fire this will
start.”

“It will be good enough,” Sergey said. “Let’s
go.”

***

The man watching from the back of the pick up
tapped out a text message to Deon: SHALL WE TAKE THEM IF THEY
RETURN?

The message came back instantly. YES.

“So when they come back, we light them up?”
the M-60 gunner whispered.

“Yep,” the older man said.

In the storefront window, Deon said to Marcus
and Joe, “If they come back, we’ll take them right here. Hit them
long, hard, and continuous. Then we’ll break contact, see who we
got. Then we’ll have to mop up whatever’s left of his people, out
at his farm.”

“Sounds good to me. I’m getting blue nut of
the adrenal gland sitting around waiting for something to happen,”
Marcus said.

Joe grunted.

“Poor Joey. Came to shit but only farted.
You’ll get your chance to make good your fuck up, dude.”

“Fuck you.”

Marcus and Deon both laughed.

***

“We’ll just roll up on the store, stop,
everyone empty a magazine into the window and the store, then Yuri
throw the grenade, we’ll go,” Sergey said.

The new guy, Tim, leaned forward, his
breathing ragged.

“Easy, boy,” Sergey said. “You will give
yourself a heart attack.”

Aleks laughed. “Young boys. All the
same.”

“Here we go…”

They rolled down the street.

***

“Here they come,” Deon whispered.

There was a stillness, the only sound the
whisper of cloth on the floor as the men settled themselves with
their weapons, spare magazines stacked at hand.

***

“Ready with the gun,” the old man in the back
of the pick up said. “As soon as I drop the gate, open up on
them.”

The M-60 gunner grunted in assent.

***

The twin Cherokees squealed to a stop, the
doors swung open, and Sergey and his crew got out, weapons
shouldered, and they opened fire on Deon’s storefront, the glass
shattering in a rain of shards across the sidewalk, the bullets
sparking against the concrete walls inside, fragmenting shelving
and countertops and showcases….

***

“Gun up,” the old man in the back of the
truck said. He released the bungee cord and dropped the gate.

“Gun up,” the lean goateed M-60 gunner said.
He squeezed the trigger to the rear and felt the heavy pig buck in
familiar recoil, the metal plate slamming against his shoulder as
he snugged it in tight, his eye fixed on the sights as he moved
them slowly across the front of shooting men…

***

Aleksander was the first to go, his torso
torn into pink meat by the multiple impact of the heavy 7.62
rounds, the bup bup bup of the M-60 lost in the din of multiple
automatic weapons firing…

…then young Tim, as Deon’s M-60 gunner
expertly walked the rain of fire across Sergey’s shooters….

…Sergey just knew to turn and run for the
cover of the Cherokees, and Vladimir, his survivor instinct in full
roar, followed him, as bullets tore up the asphalt behind them,
walking across the Cherokee in front, heavy rounds punching holes
and shattering tires…

***

“Now,” Deon said. “Fire right…”

The storefront windows exploded outward as
Marcus and Joe opened up with the SAWs, catching the remains of
Sergey’s crew as they ran for what they thought was cover behind
their Jeeps, a brutal cross fire that turned the entire street into
a killing zone. The SAW gunners worked their weapons with the skill
of a lifetime back and forth till all the men in the street were
down, the vehicles perforated through and through, gasoline and
blood pooling in the street.

“Ceasefire!” Deon shouted.

The SAWs fell silent, then, after a moment,
the M-60 did as well. The street rang with echoes of gunfire, and
the final clatter of falling links.

Deon picked up his cell phone, to the open
circuit. “Incendiary.”

***

In the back of the pick up, the old man
shouldered his M-203, pulled the trigger on the grenade launcher. A
dull plop, and the projectile flew forward, struck the nearest
Cherokee. The white phosphorus round ignited, spraying white and
blue sparks, a shower like a deadly sparkler, that set off the
gasoline and turned the scene into a raging ball of fire.

***

The whoomf of the sudden explosion and fire
send a percussion and hot wave of air across Deon’s face. He said
into his cell phone, “Break contact.” Marcus and Joe were already
throwing their gear into their own Cherokee.

Across the street, the old man got out, shut
the gate, got into his truck and drove away.

Moments later, Deon and his crew
followed.

Time on target was less than four minutes
tops.

Far off, sirens rising and falling.

Smoke rising from the carnage in the
street.

Burnt offerings.

***

And on the outskirts of Lake City, Irina
Komorov pushed her latest boy lover away, a terrible pang in her
heart.

 


 



Chapter Thirty Two

Nina blinked awake, the light of morning
across her face. She looked at her G-Shock -- it was only 7:30. She
sat up, rolled the crick out of her neck, looked ruefully around
her front room. Asleep in her clothes? Jesus. She rubbed her side
where the magazines she’d forgotten to take out of her belt had
stabbed into her skin. She dropped her gear on the table, then
walked back through the duplex, shedding her clothes as she went,
till she stood in the bathroom in a sports bra and her panties,
studied herself in the mirror.

Ah, Nina.

Her skin was rough. Too much booze, too many
late nights, not enough sleep. Her eyes looked like two pissholes
in the snow -- yellow, rimmed with red, sunken in a pale face. She
needed rest, sun…something else, too, but she didn’t let herself
think about that.

Instead she turned on the shower, hot hot
hot, and stepped in, let the almost scalding water run over her
skin, soak through her thick matted hair. She stood there for five
minutes and just let the water run over her, then took a thick
loofa and poured liquid soap over it, gave herself a real
scrubbing. Washed her hair twice, then just as the water began to
cool turned the tap to ice cold and screamed out loud for the ten
seconds she made herself stay under the icy spray. Sprung out,
dried herself, worked conditioner into her hair. Thought about
shaving her legs but said the hell with it.

In the kitchen, coffee in a gigantic blue
mug, a double cup run through her Keurig brew master. Perched on a
stool, wrapped in an old terry cloth bathrobe that had seen better
days in every sense of the phrase, legs crossed, elbows on the
butcher block table in the center of her kitchen, both hands
warming on the steaming cup.

Silence.

Blessed silence.

Only the taste of coffee, rich and hot and
rejuvenating, her cells wakening in the luxury of a slow and
languorous morning.

She needed to do this more often. Too much
time spent running from one case to the next, to the range, on the
street, and the downtime spent in the bars pounding down shots to
dull and block out…

She put away that thought.

It was time to ease up on the booze. She
hadn’t been down to her combatives class in a couple of weeks,
hadn’t hit the weights for at least a week, hadn’t run in a month.
She was feeling it now. She looked up at the calendar.

May.

That fucking month. That’s what it was. A
year ago…

She’d blocked it completely out of her
mind.

Him.

She set the coffee cup down with unnecessary
violence, took a deep breath, then made herself lift the cup and
sip the dregs slowly before she made another double cup. She
watched the coffee drain into the mug and concentrated on that
instead. Took the mug out to the front room, sat back down on the
couch, kicked her bare feet up on her table, nudging her two
pistols to one side, and picked up the remote to watch some TV.

The missed call light on her pager blinked.
Her cell phone was dead.

Damn.

She plugged the cell phone into the charger,
watched the splash screen come up, saw the message light blinking.
Looked at her pager, saw her boss LT Fabruzzi, her old friend Oozy,
his number on five missed calls.

Shit.

When she called her voice mail, she had five
messages, all from Fabruzzi: variations on “Where the fuck you at?
Return my call! Get in the office! Your fucking guy is dead…”

What guy? And dead?

It was going to be that kind of day.

With a resigned sigh, she picked up her phone
and looked at her pistols.

***

Jimmy blinked awake, sluggish, or as his old
team mates would say, drowsy with too much ass. He smelt coffee,
and looked up to see Lizzy wrapped in her sheer nightgown holding a
cup of coffee and smiling down at him.

“For you,” she said.

She sat beside him, the bed curving beneath
her. Jimmy smelt her: warm skin, musk, their juices. A hint of
lilac.

“Where’s yours?” he said.

“I’ll make some tea. Did you sleep well?”

He just smiled. As did she.

They had a quiet moment together, looking
into each other’s eyes. Jimmy was the first to look away. Lizzy
smiled at that, touched his face.

“I need to go,” she said. “I need to get some
clothes…”

“You don’t need any clothes. Stay here. We’ll
wash what you’ve got. Stay naked, I like you that way.”

She stood, let the robe slip away, stood
there in all her splendor.

“I like me that way, too.”

She plucked the coffee cup from his hands,
set it on the floor, threw back the sheet and reached down to
stroke him gently erect.

Slid over him, settled him inside her.

Closed her eyes and rocked herself till she
came, then slid off and took him in her mouth, finished him
there.

Then slid down beside him, curled into his
chest.

Peace.

Quiet.

And faint and far off through the windows,
the sound of distant thunder, though the sky was clear, and then
the rise and fall of sirens growing in the distance.

 


 



Chapter Thirty Three

“So what do you figure is left of their
machine?” Marcus said.

Deon shrugged as he worked a rifle cleaning
rod up and down the barrel of his Galil. “They have a handful of
soldiers, probably out at their farm. And Irina.”

Joe laughed, a harsh sound. “What is she
going to do? She’s just a woman…”

Deon looked up at that. “Don’t underestimate
her. She has been the power behind Sergey for a long time. She is
by far the more dangerous of the two.”

Marcus and Joe stopped what they were doing
and looked at him.

“How so?” Marcus said.

“She’s the brains, always was,” Deon said.
“But who in this business will deal with a woman? No one. Hence
Sergey, hence the gone but not lamented Mr. Darko. Where is she
going to go? They have money, yes, but she has product that is
worth more money, and some soldiers. We can’t count her out.”

“Easy enough,” Joe said. “Let’s go out there
and get her.”

Deon laughed. “I was thinking maybe I’d just
go and talk to her. She will be needing a new business
partner…”

Marcus and Joe exchanged glances.

“That’s cold,” Marcus said. “Her husband is
still smoking in the street, and you’re already moving in on the
widow?”

Joe laughed.

Deon shrugged, continued to clean his gun.
“She is not an ordinary woman.”

“I’ll say,” Marcus said. “So what now?”

“After the battle, tighten your helmet
straps,” Deon said.

“Fucking Obi Wan Kenobi I got here,” Joe
said. “Hand me some more patches, will you?”

Deon tossed over a bundle of rifle cleaning
patches. They were working in the extension he’d put on the three
car garage of the safe house he maintained in the quiet Oak Manor
neighborhood of west Lake City. Cars in the front, but then through
the heavy metal door at the back of the garage you came into an
extended workshop and armory that was where Deon kept most of his
on-hand product. The house was held in trust by a local bank, and
the paper trail led back to a holding company, with no connections
back to Deon. He spent time here, kept to himself, spoke little to
neighbors who knew that he traveled a lot. On the other side of
town was another smaller unit, that had the entire basement
converted to a storage facility.

But this was what he called home.

Or the closest thing to a home he kept.

Deon washed his hands at a large metal sink
at the back. “Beer?”

“Always,” Marcus said.

Deon opened up the ice box and pulled out
three long neck Budweisers, handed them around. The three men sat
together in companionable silence, sipped their beers.

“I think I’ll have to find a way to give Mrs.
Komorov a call today,” Deon said. “Express my condolences.”

“Here’s to odd attractors,” Marcus said.

“Odd attractors?” Joe said.

“Chaos theory, my friend. Chaos theory.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

Marcus laughed. “You need to read something
besides action novels and comic books, my friend.”

“Who’s got time to read?”

Deon and Marcus exchanged glances.

“Philistine,” Marcus said.

“Don’t start with me,” Joe said.

“It’s like a thespian,” Marcus said.

“That’s like a lesbian?” Joe said.

Marcus laughed and laughed. “You’ll get it
one, day, brother.”

***

“Holy fuck, Batman,” Nina said.

She stood next to her cruiser and surveyed
the block long crime scene taped off with yellow banners and
surrounded by cruisers, ambulances, forensics vans, television vans
with their masts extended fully, and the obligatory heard of
gawkers and on-lookers. LT Fabruzzi looked over at her and shook
his head.

“Your boy Darko was in the middle of all this
shit,” Fabruzzi said. “He’s the third crispy critter from the left
over there by the meat wagon. Sergey Komorov and some assorted
soldiers from his crew round out the barbeque menu today.”

“What was all this about?” Nina said.

“I’m thinking this is Act 2 of the epic that
was played out in Viet Town the other day,” Fabruzzi said. “You got
Steep Ride and his crew got, in the drive by of all drive bys,
along with a very hard core bunch of the Hmong Ghost Riders, just
about all their main shooters, including a guy named Ho who was
seen in the company of your pal Darko, and who is affiliated with
the whole Komorov machine. Or what’s left of it, I should say.”

“So who’s the missing player?” Nina said.

“That’s what you got that shield for,
Detective. Go out and detect for me. Darko is done, well done by
the looks of it, but this here ties in with that big time shooting
of yours yesterday…”

“Darko’s dead. So Sex Crimes is done with
this. You want me working with Homicide?”

Fabruzzi considered her. “Nina, not to blow
smoke up your ass, but you’re probably the best detective in this
department. Yes, I know that Homicide would poach you in a minute,
as would every body else. And I know you’re the queen prima donna
when it comes to how you want to work, exactly the way you like to
work. So no, you don’t have to work with Homicide. Go over and talk
to them…I just want you to do what you do best -- wander around and
find shit out for me. And then Homicide can run or you can run,
hell, I don’t care. Just go out while the trail is hot, and find me
the missing party here. This is open warfare, and we don’t know all
the players, but there’s somebody behind the scenes who is very,
very good at this shit. I want to know who it is.”

Nina considered him back.

The lone gun woman? She kind of liked that
idea.

“Sure, Oozy,” she said. “I’ll sniff around. I
think I know just where to go…”

***

Jimmy stared at the ceiling, Lizzy pressed up
against him, her breathing a gentle sound in his ears. This was the
longest they had ever stayed together; most of their visits were
short, punctuated by sex.

And though he didn’t want to admit it, he
liked it.

He liked everything about it. Her in his bed,
the coffee, the soothing calm of her presence. The smell of
her.

Outside, the rest of his world called to
him.

What made him resist this, the warmth of her,
the ease he felt with her? He didn’t know, he only knew it was
there. It was as though she shone a light on him, a light that
exposed something dark within himself, something he didn’t want to
face…or else maybe it was the fear of letting go of what he had
been before, and changing into something new and different…of
entering unknown territory.

He lifted himself on one elbow, propped his
chin in his hand, looked down at the woman sleeping next to
him.

Saw the possibility of change, of letting
light into his life.

Considered that.

Did he want to go there? It was so
seductive…

Or was it better to stay where he was?

He’d been a man in the shadows his whole
life, and the prospect of being in the light with this woman, this
woman who lived a life that was like his, so completely different,
so completely compartmented…

He didn’t know if he was ready for that.

Or that she would be.

But it felt right, and that was what he’d
learned, the hard way, was the best guidance for him. Thinking
through worked on one level, but when it came to action and the
world of his relationships, his gut feelings were everything.

And where would that take them? Living
together? A dancer and a bouncer? Two people of the night time
world…but when they were together, it was so different. That was
what struck him. It was so different. Would her work bother him? He
didn’t think so, it didn’t bother him now.

A dream he’d had, a long time ago, after what
happened in Afghanistan…

…walking away from it all, and living
somewhere quiet, a small town where no one knew him, maybe by the
sea, or in the mountains, like Montana…

…living a quiet life with a woman…

…this woman?

He held his hand near her face, felt her
breath stir the fine hairs on the back of his hand, the warmth of
it stirring him.

Warm.

That’s what she was.

She thawed something cold in him.

And that felt as though it was where his
resistance came from. That cold part wasn’t ready to go, or maybe
it was and didn’t just know it yet…

Too much thinking, too much ahead.

Time to be in the moment.

He touched her face.

Just in the moment.

***

Irina Komorov sat transfixed in the big front
room of the massively remodeled farm house she and Sergey lived in.
Had lived in, she corrected herself. Sergey.

Sergey.

The front wall had been knocked out and
replaced with glass, a long living room with multiple couches and
armchairs set up. The view was beautiful, stretching out over a
long expanse of manicured lawn that fell into a pasture, then the
Embarrass River wound through it, a long stretch of rolling
hills…the city was behind them, and Irina liked to keep her back to
the city lights when she had worked out the remodel.

This was her favorite room.

Her back was straight and rigid, her feet
square on the ground, her hands folded in her lap.

Sergey.

They had been together since leaving Moscow
ten years before, both of them twenty-five, on the run from one of
the vlhodnys who nursed a grudge against Sergey. Sergey was fresh
out of the Spesnatz, eager to put his skills to work in the
marketplace of the New Russia. And he had, and the money they’d
saved, from his work and from hers in a whorehouse, had brought
them here to Lake City, among the first of the Slavic and Russian
émigrés to settle here.

Sergey.

She had seen it on the television, that’s all
she knew, and now the telephone call from the police, the officers
on their way to talk to her, Sergey’s charred ID and cell phone
leading them this way…

So much to do.

What was left of their soldiers had come
here. Set up the beds in the converted barn behind the farmhouse
that served as both their warehouse and their men’s quarters. She
had to think about what to do with them, with what remained of
their business, their product. What to do about this.

She stared out the window, at the sunlight
falling through a stand of oak trees that lined the lawn. Somewhere
deep inside her, something stirred, rose to the surface.

Sergey.

 


 



Chapter Thirty Four

“Hey, Nina,” Sergeant Oliver James said. He
was a tall, muscled man with the look of a running back, restless
eyes that fixed you fiercely, then moved on, always scanning. He
favored cheap off the rack suits from J.C. Penney’s or Sears, since
it seemed he was always getting torn up, though Homicide detectives
weren’t supposed to be wrestling with suspects, they were supposed
to be investigators, and not get their
hands dirty in the same way as the patrol dogs did. But hey, once a
street po-lice, always a street po-lice, and he liked the personal
touch.

He liked Nina, or Sergeant Capushek as
everybody else called her, too, but he hadn’t been able to get her
to give him the time of day. He’d even gone down to the range to
hang out, since she spent a lot of her off-duty time drilling holes
in targets and shooting for beers with the SWAT boys, and
embarrassed himself by not being able to hit the target half the
time. He preferred to put the fist and then the boot to his guys,
all those years on patrol and he’d never fired a shot, though he’d
waved his pistol around plenty. And despite the TV shows, homicide
dicks didn’t get to pull their guns very often.

Unlike Nina Capushek, who’d killed an armed
robber when she walked in on a robbery in progress not a month into
her new job with Lake City, lit him up with six rapid shots from
that Glock 21 she carried, all of them in a group small enough to
be covered with one hand. When she was asked why she shot him so
many times, she’d replied, “He didn’t fall down fast enough to suit
me.”

What a woman.

There was a certain challenge that appealed
to Oliver, or Olly as his friends called him, to get next to the
woman everybody agreed was hot as hell (though that nose had to
go…) but wouldn’t give anybody on the PD
any play.

But some day…

“James,” Nina said. “You learn how to shoot
yet?”

Olly looked off to one side, felt the flush
climbing under his pale skin. “Maybe you’ll take me to the range
some time and school me.”

“You’d take some schooling. Oozy talk to you
about me?”

“He said you were working this guy Darko, the
crispy critter we got mixed in with the rest of Sergey Komorov’s
crew.”

“Yeah. What do you think?”

“About what?”

“About what the fuck happened here. Why these
guys? Why here? Who hit them? Where are they? Is this a turf war?
Drug related? What?”

“Don’t want much, do you, Sergeant
Capushek?”

“Just enough so I can get on with my
job.”

“Darko’s dead.”

“Loot wants me to look into some aspects of
this.”

“You working with Homicide?”

“No, I’m not working with Homo-cide, I’m
working by myself. So give, or do I have to find a patrolman or
junior grade to fill me in? You still running things, or just going
through the motions?”

“Jesus. Don’t you ever let up? Can’t we just
have a conversation without you busting my balls?”

“We’re not having a fucking conversation.
You’re telling me what I need to know to get my job done. So speak,
then move along, huh?”

She punctuated that, surprisingly, with a big
grin, lips thinning beneath the sprawl of her nose in a way that
took Olly completely off guard. He laughed, cautiously.

“Yeah, right. I never know how to take you,
Nina.”

“It ever comes to that, it’ll be me taking
you, not the other way around, Olly. So give.”

He referred to his notebook for a long
moment, let her hang.

“I think it’s guns,” he said. “Komorov is one
of the big Lake City dealers, moves a lot of weapons. ATF has been
looking at him for a long time, tried to run some undercovers in
there, but that didn’t fly…he’s too cautious. We keep an eye on him
but haven’t been able to tie anything to him. Russian with the
usual clout and juice with the émigrés, involved in loan sharking,
rumors of drugs and some white slavery with those nice eastern
European girls.”

“Like that, do you?” Nina said. “I always
found eastern European porn a bit raw for my tastes. The production
standards aren’t up to snuff. If you like that sort of thing.”

His jaw dropped. “Jesus, Capushek!”

Nina laughed. “Just funning you, Olly.
Give.”

He shook his head, looked around to see if
anybody was listening in on their conversation. Two of the patrol
dogs were grinning to themselves, heads carefully turned in the
opposite direction.

“Yeah, right,” Olly said. “Okay. So this gun
store that got shot up? Belongs to Deon Oosthuizen, South African
with a green card. We got a watch on him from FBI and State
Department. He’s Mr. Law Abiding Citizen, real devotee of the
Second Amendment. Sells guns, always on the up and up, no trouble,
pays his taxes and his parking tickets, travels a lot. A lot, which
is why the Feds been keeping an eye on him. Some rumors, all
unsubstantiated, just gossip from some CIs that he might be a
player in the gun biz as well, hooked up with some white
supremacist groups from up north, you know the types, cry at
Hitler’s birthday anniversary, that type. Our CIs don’t like to
talk to him.”

“Where’s he?”

“Hasn’t showed, no answer on his emergency
contact number. The ATF form has a secondary form to his insurance
agent, who’s been down here already, took some pictures, and asked
me to fax the report to her.”

“Where’s he like to hang? Got a residential
address?”

“POC address is his lawyer’s. Got a call into
him, he says he’ll try to get ahold of him. One of my CIs says he
likes to hang out in Moby Dick’s, which is not exactly a testament
to his good sense, his associates, or his taste in drinking
establishments.”

“I know Moby’s,” Nina said. “I like it down
there.”

“You been there?”

“Yeah. I like the ambience.”

“You’re fucking nuts, Nina. I wouldn’t go in
that place without somebody to back me up.”

“I don’t have any trouble in there. They got
a good bouncer.”

Olly looked at her in surprise. “You know
that guy?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“He’s like this guy, Mr. South Africa. Mr.
Law Abiding, nothing on record, just again talk from the CIs that
he’s some kind of military hard guy, laying low. Supposedly some
kind of commando, though he never talks about it.”

“He don’t talk about it, how does your CI
know?”

“Probably bullshit. Says some military guys
came in there once, he was there, they sat around, talked some war
story trash.”

“Huh,” Nina said. “I’ll keep that in mind
next time I go down there. This Deon guy, what’s he look like?”

“Tall, 6 plus. Real skinny, around 165 or
170. Blonde hair parted on the left, longish, blue eyes. 43 years
old.”

Nina stared into the distance,
remembering.

“I might have seen him around,” she said. “So
he ain’t showed up?”

“Unavailable, his attorney says. He says he’s
trying to run him down.”

“Okay. That gives me a start. So why the OK
Corral out here? What’s your theory?”

“Your Loot said that this guy Darko was in
that other shooting in Viet Town, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And he ends up dead over here. So pretty
obvious it’s more of the same -- look at what’s similar: you got
Steep Ride, Mr. Gun-Nut and Captain Drive-By, gets into a major
battle with the Hmong Ghost Riders and this
guy from Komorov’s crew…and everybody gets laid to waste in a
military style ambush that puts out more firepower than Black Hawk
Down on our fair streets. So, what the fuck?”

Nina laughed. “Yeah. I see it.”

“Guns and money, money and guns. Lawyers,
guns and money. Hey, you like that song? You like Warren
Zevon?”

“I think he sings for fags, Olly. You like
him?”

“Uh, no. Not really.”

“I bet you sing his songs in the shower don’t
you, Olly? Bet you like that other song, Roland the Headless
Thompson Gunner, don’t you, Olly?”

The truth was, Olly did like that song,
though he’d never admit it now.

“How do you know his songs?” he said, in a
weak attempt at defense.

“I’m not a fag, Olly. So I can listen to his
music.”

“Uh, okay.”

“Uh, okay,” she said. “So, I got to go find
this Deon guy, ask him some questions, nobody else out here? What
was the shooting scene like? Where were they, the guys with all the
heavy metal?”

Olly pointed. “That storefront there. Two
machine guns, shooting 5.56. Couple hundred casings on the floor in
there. Oh, and if there’s any question about it being pros -- no
prints on any of the links or cases. And then over there in the
parking lot, there were some casings, 7.62 from a heavy machine
gun, links also, same for prints. Probably from a truck, but you
know, you want to shoot somebody, shoot them in a parking lot, you
can’t handle that scene, everything’s contaminated and everything
blows in. So we don’t got much. No witnesses to speak of, this is a
dead part of town, and when it kicked off everybody ducked for
cover. Nothing for nothing.”

Nina looked at the angles of fire, how they
intersected and overlapped on the burnt hulks of the vehicles. Pros
for sure. Interlocking fields of fire, but not into each other.
Somebody who knew how to do this and had done it before.

And somebody who knew Jimmy mixed up in all
this.

Interesting.

***

Deon hung up his cell phone. “My lawyer. The
cops want me to come down, make a statement.”

“You going?” Marcus said.

“Soon enough. Let them wait a bit.”

Joe flipped through a comic book. The
Punisher. “This guy Innis gets the guns right, you ever notice
that?”

Marcus laughed.

***

She was gone. She’d insisted on going alone,
and for once, Jimmy didn’t argue with her. Let her do what she
wanted, he respected that. Something watched over her, and it
wasn’t just him.

Her absence filled the room with memories.
Her tea cup, the bag neatly folded around a spoon set on the edge
of a saucer beside a half-full cup. The carefully folded damp
towels in the bathroom after her shower, a hint of lilac from the
soap she brought with her. Her smell in the bedroom. The rumpled
sheets.

He took his time in the shower, let the hot
water run over him. Changed into clean jeans, a soft cotton oxford,
rolled the sleeves up. Left his holster, tucked his Glock into his
waistband beneath a light cotton pull over against the evening
chill, checked his look in the mirror. Like a yuppie.

Young urban pistol packing independent
entrepreneur.

Well, maybe not so young.

Everything else, though.

He jumped in his FJ Cruiser, drove slowly
downtown, went through the drive through at Starbucks and got a
large mocha. Pulled into the parking lot at Moby’s, in the employee
slots at the very back of the lot, right next to the service door
entrance. In the cool dark of the bar, Thieu and Morgan, her bar
back, stacked cases of beer and refreshed the ice in the sink.
There were several plastic trays full of fresh limes and oranges
set beside a cutting board with a small black handled knife where
Thieu had been cutting garnishes for the night.

“Hey, Thieu,” Jimmy said. “Morgan.”

“Hello, Jimmy,” Thieu said. “You early
tonight.”

“I’m looking for Deon. He come in?”

“Not yet. You hungry?”

“Yeah. Starving.”

“You want noodle soup?”

“No. How about some egg rolls, not spring
rolls, crushed rice and pork?”

“You want iced coffee?”

“No. I got this mocha already. Thanks, Thieu.
How you doing, Morgan?”

Morgan was young, maybe 24, quiet and
withdrawn, his head concealed beneath a baseball cap he wore 24/7,
inside and out, a faded denim shirt and levis, with a Leatherman
tool sheathed at his side, battered cowboy boots.

“Good, Jimmy.”

Jimmy studied the younger man with amusement.
“You don’t say much, do you, Morgan?”

Morgan shrugged.

“I like that about you.”

Morgan shrugged again.

Jimmy took his coffee to a corner table, sat
himself down with a good view of the empty room and the door,
sipped his mocha. Took out his cell phone, scrolled through the
numbers till he found Deon’s, hit the speed dial.

“Hey, oke,” Deon answered.

“How’d it go?”

“Down to a T, oke. Just like you said it
would. Everybody’s down except for Mr. K’s better half, and a few
of her domestics. We were thinking a service call out to the farm
might be in order.”

Jimmy stared into the distance.

“That just might be in order,” he said. “Let
me think about it.”

 


 



Chapter Thirty Five

“You’re a friend of Jimmy’s, right?” Nina
said to Deon. He’d come down to Sex Crimes to see her.

“I’ve seen you in Moby’s with Jimmy,” Deon
said. “He’s a mate of mine.”

“That’s an interesting accent,” Nina said.
“Sounds almost British.”

“Don’t tell an Afrikaaner that…we went to war
with the Brits.”

“No offense.”

“None taken.”

“So what do you make of what happened down at
your store today?”

“Thank God for insurance. That’s what I pay
those big premiums for.”

“Do you have any idea why somebody would be
down there shooting up your shop?”

“From what the police told me, it’s not
certain that they were there to shoot up my shop, just that they
were shooting in front of my shop, and my
shop got some rounds. Looks like they mixed it up with some very
bad people.”

“Yeah,” Nina said. “Some very bad
people.”

“I don’t know anything, really, Sergeant
Capushek. I was at home, sleeping. I like to sleep in, the
pleasures of self-employment. Several friends dropped by, and we
went out to get some breakfast, ended up talking the morning
away.”

“These friends still around?”

“Sure. At my home. You’re more than welcome
to drop by and speak to them if you like, or you could call them,
whatever is easier for you.”

“I may do that. Everybody says you run a
straight up gun business, is that right?”

“Yes. I am very strict in obeying the law,
Sergeant. I’ve always been that way. It’s especially important for
someone with a green card and citizenship in progress to keep a
clean nose, not that I need that threat hanging over me to keep me
on the straight and narrow. I believe in the law.”

“Any body might have a grudge against you,
any enemies, anybody might have some reason to be looking at your
shop?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Okay, Deon. Thanks for coming by.”

“No worries, Detective. Would it be against
the law to buy you a drink at Moby’s some time?”

Nina grinned. “I’m an expensive date. And I
can buy my own drinks.”

“Just thought I’d ask. Ah, well. I notice
your gear…you’re well set up. If you’re ever interested, I have a
private range at my store. Small, only 15 meters. But plenty for
combat work with pistols. We do a little bit of IDPA shooting there
as well. You’d be welcome any time. We’re always looking for
another shooter.”

“I just might do that.”

“You’d be welcome.”

“All right then. Thanks again for coming
by.”

“My pleasure, Detective,” Deon said. He got
up and shambled away, languid and loose limbed.

Nina watched him go. LT Fabruzzi came out of
his office, watched him, then came to Nina.

“So? What you got for me, hot shot? What that
guy give you?”

“I think he’s our guy,” Nina said. “He’s
going to take some looking into.”

***

Lizzy smoothed cream into her face, worked it
into the corners of her eyes, down her cheeks, beneath her
neck.

Studied her face in the mirror at her
dressing room table.

Worked more cream beneath her eyes, at the
hint of blue there in her pale skin.

Touched both hands to her face, leaned
forward, and wondered what it was that Jimmy Wylde saw when he
looked into her face.

Smiled.

Thought of the night they’d spent together.
They’d crossed a bridge, a big bridge. She wondered how he would
take it. The time she spent with Jimmy felt so often as she was
poised on a delicate bridge, spanning two countries, over a deep
and dark abyss. And sometimes, she wondered, if the delicacy of
what was between them was the most precious thing, and that
crossing to one side or the other might take that away.

Lizzy rose from the table, wrapped her lilac
robe tight, went into her little nook off the kitchen where she
kept her Apple MacBook Pro. She went to the I-Tunes website and
scrolled through the latest dance tunes. She didn’t care for most
trance, though she had several routines choreographed to some.
American pop was her favorite for the club, old classics from the
80s like Madonna. She looked at her playlists, pondered.

Sean Paul had a new tune out. She listened to
a clip, then purchased it, wove it into the new play list she was
working on. She clicked on the play list, turned it up and went
into the front room, listened for a while, tapping her foot, then
began to move through the early movements of a new routine. Walked
the length of the floor as though it were her runway, then back,
mimed the motions on the pole.

Lost in her music.

Almost.

Warmed up now, she stretched, going through a
series of ballet movements, then the asanas from yoga class,
followed by a short session of body weight exercises and a routine
with her light dumb bells and an elastic band.

Then back to her routine, the rhythm infusing
her motion, her head Jimmy’s face next to hers, sleeping, when
she woke in the night to look at him and she strutted now,
barefoot, remembered to go and get her high heels and slip into
them, kicking her legs and moving smoothly back and forth across
the floor Jimmy, how he stared into her eyes when he came,
gripping her face so fiercely getting warm now, really warm,
the sweat starting to bead her skin and she visualized the stage
area around the pole, worked on her approach how he sat and just
looked at her, liked to just look at her, but he looked into her
eyes first, always and thought about how she’d work the
perimeter of the stage, change things up a little, play to her
regular clients some more, because she was feeling really good
today and Jimmy, Jimmy, Jimmy, I liked being in your
bed…

And turned off the music, body aquiver with
the music, a glow to her skin, a sheen to her flesh.

Jimmy.

***

I liked watching Deon come into the bar. He
always shambled in, as though he were lost in thought, but he
always completely scanned the place: deep, then close, wide and
narrow, clocking who was there and who wasn’t, always stopped at
the bar for the first drink of the night to chat with Thieu for a
few minutes, then come to his table, look for me, settle down and
grin and say, “How are you, oke?”

I had to think about that for a minute.
Sipped my Dark Lady.

“I’m…good. Had a big night. How about
you?”

Deon looked off to one side with a sly grin.
“Oh, a little of this, a little of that, oke.”

“Where’s Batman and Robin?”

“Working through my beer stash and flipping
around 250 cable channels looking for porn.”

“What else?”

“Had an interesting talk with your girlfriend
Detective Capushek.”

That got my attention. I set my beer
down.

“Really? How did that go?”

Deon drummed his fingers on the worn table
top. “Well enough. She’s got me in her sights. They don’t have
anything, but she’ll keep looking. I expect her to come rolling in
here. They know it’s about guns. What, they’re not sure, though
it’s not too hard to put something together. I think I’ll wait a
little bit, then take a trip out of town.”

“Sunny Africa?”

“I’m thinking that would be good. Or maybe
down to Peru, see my friends in the biz down there. Been wanting to
go see Machu Picchu, haven’t been.”

I nodded. “And the dynamic duo?”

“Oh, they have plenty to do. Up north Montana
way. They’ll just stick around till we see this through, then fade
away. The other brothers are holed up in my safe place.”

“That leaves a vacuum. Nature doesn’t like a
vacuum. Either does the street. Who’s going to tend to
business?”

“I’m thinking of visiting the Widow Komorov
and having a discussion about joining forces.”

That took some balls, I thought.

“I don’t know the woman,” I said. “But I
don’t have the feeling that she is going to take well to that
idea.”

“She can’t work alone,” Deon said reasonably.
“Hard enough now that her organization is in shreds, her husband is
dead, and everybody on the street is going to see her as a weak
target, meat on the table. She’s got product to move, and she needs
somebody to help her move it.”

“Just a straight up business offer, huh?”

“Yes, oke. Straight up business offer.”

Now that would be a match made in hell. Irina
Komorov and the Pale Lord of Death on top of the thriving gun biz
in little old Lake City. Their children would be raised on gunfire
and reek of brimstone, and probably burst out of the womb fully
grown and packing heat.

But it made a certain sort of twisted
sense.

We sat in silence and drank. Deon had that
look I was familiar with, the post adrenaline rush let-down, the
bonelessness that came on you when you were done, had lived through
it all, ridden the adrenaline speed train through the tunnel and
out into the light…and then had enough breathing space, a safe
enough place, to just sit down, and think about what you had just
done. Laugh a little, laugh a lot. Drink a beer, have a meal, a
woman…revel in the flesh. Celebrate being alive again.

I felt as though I’d been in the tunnel for a
long, long time.

And last night, with Lizzy, I felt as though
I had come out into the light. What would she think about that?
Somewhere, deep inside the labyrinth of her heart, she already knew
something about me that I didn’t know, something she saw in me that
I couldn’t see, something that it was her job to bring out.

Had already brought out.

Deon closed his eyes and slowly sipped his
beer, savoring it.

I savored my memory of Lizzy.

“So, oke,” Deon said, interrupting my
reverie. “What do you think about my proposal?”

“Visiting the farm to finish things, or
visiting the widow?”

“Both.”

“The one precedes the other,” I said. “The
question is which one comes first. Like the chicken and the
egg.”

He nodded. “Need to make a decision, oke.
There’s a window of chaos there to exploit. Leave it too long and
somebody else will step into the void, make order of it. And then
you’ll have to return and deal with it. Whole new players, whole
new game. They might make a move on you, then.”

“Well, this was always the plan, right?” I
said. “Clean the slate, rewrite it the way you want it.”

“Yep. Dat be da troof, as our late friend Mr.
Ride would have said.”

I laughed at that. “Dat be da troof. My call?
My advice to you is to go strong to the Widow Komorov. Like now.
Show of force. Then strike your deal from a position of wanting to
protect her. Play it like that, show her you got resources.”

“She’s not stupid. She’s going to see that
organization and figure where it came from and what it did.”

“Then call it as you see it, Deon. I’m just
an ‘advisor’ here, remember?”

“Damn good advice you give, oke. That’s why I
ask for it.”

“You could always go in low and slow and
under the radar,” I said. “More risk and exposure…she’s going to be
trigger happy and a real mess. She just lost her husband, her
business is a wreck and she’s got people gunning for her.”

“I like that approach. Besides, she may
desire comforting.”

“You’ve got to deal with that death wish
you’ve confused with sex drive, old friend. It’s going to get you
killed.”

Deon laughed and slammed the flat of his hand
against the table. “Sex and death? I love it all, oke!”

We both laughed. Crazy? Crazy doesn’t begin
to describe it. But then, that’s the nature of friendship, at least
in my world. One for all, all for one. Deon had been there for me
too many times, since I’d left my other world in a flaming ruin on
the side of a mountain in Afghanistan.

But then, I didn’t like to think about
that.

Blood brothers. Brothers in blood, brothers
in arms.

I studied Deon’s face and felt a swelling of
affection, something I’d probably never describe as love. Though
maybe, just maybe, now that something had happened last night with
Lizzy, maybe there was a crack in that door that would let me fully
express what I felt about those brothers in arms.

All of those gone.

 


 



Chapter Thirty Six

“We’ve been out to talk to the Mrs. Komorov,”
Olly said. “She don’t say nothing for nothing.”

“Probably because you were staring at her
tits, Olly,” Nina said. “I’ll go talk to her myself.”

“Suit yourself. She ain’t saying nothing to
anybody, got her mouth piece out there, and bunch of heavies
walking security. Nobody’s rolling in there hard on her.”

“That’s what everybody thought about Sergey,
too, and he’s stinking up the coroner’s office.”

Olly shrugged. “We got an eye on things,
too.”

“I think I need a drink.”

“Want some company?”

“Yeah.”

“Where…”

“Not you, Olly. Company. Later.”

Nina walked off, stopped and threw him a look
over her shoulder, walked on.

“Bitch,” Olly muttered.

“That’s right!” Nina shouted. “I heard you
think it!”

She laughed all the way to her car.

She turned the radio up while she cruised
through town to Moby’s, let the part of her brain that dealt with
the calls sort through the radio traffic while she mulled on what
was going on in Lake City. Deon and Jimmy. Now there was an
interesting combination.

She parked right in the no-parking zone
across the street from Moby’s, crossed the street. It was early,
Jimmy wasn’t on the door, he and Deon were sitting in their usual
table, empty bottles on the table. She went straight to the bar,
sat at a stool.

“Hello, Sergeant Capushek,” Thieu said.

She set up a double shot of Cuervo Gold, some
fresh limes, the salt shaker.

“You want a back?” Thieu said.

“Harp’s,” Nina said. “I’m in the mood for
something darker today.”

Thieu set out an iced bottle of the Irish
beer beside the Cuervo. Nina studied the shot glass, held it up and
looked through the golden liquor at the lights. And the mirror
behind the bar where she saw Jimmy and Deon studying her. Laughed.
And tipped up her first shot of the night, burning down with that
welcome warmth in her gut. The gold Rush. Everybody needed
something, and she needed….

Well, the Gold Rush would do. For now.

Thieu refilled the shot glass without being
told. “You want food?”

Nina shook her head no. Took up the icy
bottle of Harp’s and let a long draught down her throat, cooling
the burn. She liked the rich flavor of the Harp’s, the denser
flavors. It tasted of Ireland, or what she imagined Ireland was
like, peat and moss and sea air, dark and warm and rich inside. Not
like her Coronas that smacked of beach and sun and sand.

She was feeling darker today, and the beer
suited her.

She saw Jimmy get up and come up behind her.
She made sure he saw that she saw him, and he nodded in the mirror,
stood beside her at the bar.

“Want some company?” he said.

“How you doing, Jimmy?”

“Not bad,” he said, sliding up onto the stool
to her left. Leaving her gun side clear, she noticed. “You?”

“Busy. Had to talk with your pal today.”

“I heard. Any problem, you and me talking?
Don’t want to put you in a spot…”

“I’ll let you know when and if there’s a
problem. I’m not working now, but I’m not drinking with Deon
tonight.”

Jimmy took that in. “Sure. You okay?”

“Yeah. How’s Lizzy?”

She noticed how he took his time answering,
didn’t look her in the eye. “She’s good. Went home. She’s working
tonight.”

“Does she know Darko is dead?”

He was careful answering that. “Deon told me
that there were a bunch of people in the shooting. Was Darko one of
them?”

“What do you think?”

“Yeah. I think he was.”

“Why?”

“Don’t have to be a detective to see that
there had to be some kind of connection between the battle of Viet
Town and that shoot out there.”

“You got anything to do with this,
Jimmy?”

“No,” he said. Looking in her eyes.

Lying.

She twisted her mouth. “I think I’ll drink
alone tonight, Jimmy. Catch you later.”

He got the message, went back to the table
with Deon.

Jimmy and Deon.

Fuck.

That was going to take some looking into. And
she wasn’t going to enjoy that.

Or maybe she would.

Nina tilted up her second double shot, took a
deep breath. Finished her Harps. Walked out, with everyone watching
her go.

***

Irina sat at her broad mahogany desk in the
back offices of the farmhouse. Thought. Her soldiers left her alone
in silence, one standing outside the office door, the rest deployed
around the property. She’d sent a crew to the warehouse to clean it
out, move the stock to the secured storage area on the farm, and
two Ryder rental trucks had carried over everything.

All her eggs were in one basket, now.

One of her men, a diffident Guatemalan who
had a long-standing affiliation with MS-13, and had brokered some
lucrative deals for them, brought her a message from the South
African: How about a meet? There was no admission of guilt, though
that was unnecessary, the meaning implicit. She let that turn over
in her mind, let her subconscious work on that, thought about how
it might play out.

Kill him?

Make him a partner?

She didn’t know.

She was used to being the power behind, but a
power nonetheless. And something about him appealed to her. Irina
wondered what it would be like to bring him to his knees; what it
would be like if she could break him.

Or perhaps not.

Her partnership with Sergey had been one of
grudging equality born of his complete and unreserved need for her;
she had exploited that all their lives, though what she thought of
as love she had reserved for him. Now that he was gone, she
recognized the void for what it was: the absence of someone close,
to control, to feel in control, to use as a tool in the world. And
that brought home to her the need she had: someone to fill that
void.

So she didn’t have to confront the emptiness
inside.

And then there was the business. A merger
would make perfect sense for them. They were really the only game
in town, and a partnership would be to both their benefits. He had
the advantage of the legitimate business front, and a client base
with minimal overlap, so in effect it would double both their
business base, which meant conservatively doubling the
revenues.

That was something she understood.

There was something else, though.

She wanted blood.

Revenge was something she understood as
well.

She smiled, a curling of her lips that would
have frightened, had there been anyone in the room to see it.

Perhaps, as the Americans say, she could have
her cake and eat it, too.

“Come!” she shouted.

The door opened and her Guatemalan, Ruiz,
stood there, short and squat like a rusty fire hydrant.

“Yes?” he said.

“Tell him I’ll meet with him. Here. Make
ready for it.”

His black eyes narrowed, then he nodded. “How
do you…”

“It’s a meet. Peaceful. We’ll see what he has
to say.” She touched her finger to her lips, regarded him as she
might a day old piece of meat. “Have you found out where he
sleeps?”

“We’re working on it.”

“Set it up, then.”

He closed the door quietly. For now, money
kept him in check. But soon she would have to do something to
establish her leadership. Dealing with the South African -- however
she chose to do that -- would give her the credibility to expand
the business. And she needed a man to deal with these others…

She tapped on the keyboard of her desk top
computer, the latest I-Mac with a 27 inch monitor. Pulled up her
address book, scrolled through the entries, found a phone number.
Picked up the land line, punched in a sequence of numbers, then got
a paging service. She entered her land line, then hung up the
phone. Busied herself with paperwork -- bills, pending funeral
arrangements, insurance, invoices.

The private line rang.

“Hello,” Irina said. “I have some work for
you. Can you come here?”

“Sure,” a woman said. “When do you want me
there?”

“Now.”

Soft laughter. “I’ll be on the next plane.
You’ll be paying for First Class, and my minimum consultation
fee.”

“I’ll have cash for you when you arrive.”

“That’s just fine. That’ll do. See
you…probably tomorrow, latest will be day after early, depends on
flights out of here. Is this the number you want me to use?”

“Yes.”

“Make sure there’s somebody ready to answer
it, then.”

“I will.”

“Till then.”

“Yes,” Irina said. “Till then.”

Hung up the phone, stared into space.

Thought about death and sex.

***

The Komorov interview had not gone
swimmingly. For the last hour, her mouthpiece, a very expensive
suit (maybe Armani, maybe Lauren) with a ridiculously overdone
haircut had advised her to say nothing, or that she didn’t recall
anything, and that she knew nothing of her husband’s dealings with
anyone, or why he might be involved in a massive shooting.

So Nina sat, a small smile etched on her
face, directly across from the cool calm and collected,
immaculately turned out Irina Komorov, a stone blond ice queen
beauty if she’d ever seen one, in an Armani black miniskirt
business get up that would be the toast of the execubabes
anywhere.

There was nothing going on in that woman’s
face, or her eyes. Deep and soulless. For a moment, Nina thought
about a book she’d read a long time ago: People of
the Lie, by M. Scott Peck. It was all about evil, and the
nature of the possessed. Peck had said that those perfectly
possessed by evil had unnaturally flat and smooth faces, as though
the lines had been drawn taut out of their skin by that which dwelt
beneath it…for some reason she thought of that as she looked at the
beautiful woman across from her and felt nothing but a hair
tingling malevolence radiating off her.

This woman was a killer. If she hadn’t
already killed, then she had in her mind, and would some day. There
was a hint of the sadist about her. Nina had met plenty of sexual
sadists in her work, and this woman had the vibe, the cruel laugh
lines at the corner of her mouth, a barely contained darkness that
pulsed like an open wound.

“So thank you very much for not a thing,”
Nina said.

“No need for the attitude, Detective,” her
mouthpiece, Gantry by name, said.

“I am sorry I cannot be of more help,” Irina
said.

“I’m sure,” Nina said.

Irina smiled.

And Nina knew, just at that moment, that the
Russian woman wanted to kill Nina just as badly as Nina wanted to
kill Irina.

Nina smiled back, leaned forward. “Catch you
later, Mrs. Komorov. Please don’t be offended when you see me and
mine all over your husband’s service; it’s standard procedure in a
case like this to hang around, take pictures of everybody coming
and going, keep track of the license plates, all that good stuff.
It’s not just in the movies. You follow?”

“Of course you must do your work. Is there
anything else?” Irina said, cool as frozen meat.

Nina waved her hand. The lawyer Gantry took
Irina’s chair back, and followed her out of the interview room.
Nina watched her go.

LT Fabruzzi came in. He’d been watching the
interview through the one way glass. “Bitch is a tough nut to
crack, Nina. Don’t let it get to you.”

“It’s not getting to me,” Nina said. “I’ll
get to her. Eventually. I’m going to my buds at State and see what
they dig up on her history over the water. There is something
seriously dark and twisted about that woman, and I know there’s
something in her history that’s going to tell that story. We got
eyes on with her?”

“Surveillance has a team out in the woods
around her farmhouse. Hard to get close. She’s got security all
over that place. Think we can gin up some PC for a warrant?”

“Not yet,” Nina said. “Give her some time to
settle in. It looks like they were bringing stuff in, not taking it
out. We’ll keep an eye on her.”

“You’re getting that look, Nina. I recognize
that look. Do I got to get somebody to keep an eye on you?”

“No,” Nina said. “You don’t have to get
somebody to keep an eye on me. I do just fine on my own.”

 


 



Chapter Thirty Seven

Dee Ann Kozak was what it said on her birth
certificate, her real one, anyway. She went by Dee, and had a whole
series of different paper sets with variations on that: Dee Dee,
Deirdre, Diane, Dana, Dina, Desiree, even De Vore, which she’d
selected one night while working her way through a bottle of brandy
after a long gig in Austria.

She was tall, almost six feet, lanky with
great legs and ass from the hours she spent running, biking, and
Nordic tracking when she was home in her Malibu condo. The beach
runs were great, and as a short-haired blond in the 30-40 something
range, she was in effect invisible in the streets of Malibu.
Something to think about, when she took time to think, was how
women became invisible in Southern California when they hit their
thirties, unless you were a studio exec or some other mover and
shaker, but that was only in the office. On the beach, on the
street, the young gorgeous models and starlets were so common that
a good looking woman in her late thirties or early forties just
vanished into the background.

But Dee liked it like that.

Besides the sun and the beach and the
convenience of a major international airport, she liked the
anonymity and the casual and shallow social contrivances that
passed for friendship and community in southern California, Malibu
especially. If asked, her ex-husband was a studio exec and she’d
got the condo and a fat alimony in the settlement, a common story,
and she sat in the Jamba Juice or the Starbucks with other women,
chatted about nothing, moved on, told her story about how she had a
part time job doing public relations for a friend’s company that
kept her on the move.

It was great.

Her condo was just the way she liked it,
comfortable, plain, or as plain as passed as plain in Malibu. She
kept one room in the back, a room beside her bedroom, locked all
the time, and the few visitors who ever made it further than the
living room or the dining room or the bathroom were told it was
storage, if they asked. She had a little office nook downstairs
with the latest Power Mac and a big monitor, high speed internet, a
small safe and a file cabinet, several cell phones and a couple of
land lines.

Just another Malibu divorcee, so common they
made TV series about them.

It made her laugh at least twice a day,
something she aspired to. Laughter was good for the soul, her momma
used to tell her, and the reading she’d done on long life and
health convinced her that laughing out loud was the best medicine
ever. So twice a day, whether she needed it or not, a good belly
laugh got her going.

Her latest boyfriend had lasted about a month
and a half; she’d met him on a business trip in San Francisco, a
smoothly tanned taut faced magazine editor for a golf rag, who
spent much of his time on the links and traveling to write up the
best golf courses in the world. He was happy not to ask too many
questions, as long as he got his dick sucked twice a day, and
didn’t have to answer any questions of his own, like about who he
called when he was with her, or why he had a pale line on his ring
finger.

Dee didn’t give a damn. It was all cover and
training for her anyway.

It was a game to see how much she could get
out of him and how little he could get out of her. She’d taken
great pleasure in running a long, extended riff on her ex-husband
-- very different from the last man she’d had, a stolid ex-football
player running a line of gyms.

But she was between men right now, and also
getting to the point where she needed to make another score. She
reveled in the precarious finances of the free lancer, even though
she kept a very tidy sum in a retirement account and in a money
market fund that had done very well for her through the 80s and 90s
and will into the 21st century. But when she started to
run low on cash, she looked at answering some of the messages that
came in a steady stream to her.

She was a specialist, with high demand.

She had learned a long time ago, back in her
twenties, when she left her former employers and struck out on her
own, that you had to have balance -- too much work made Dee a dull
girl, and she couldn’t have that. What was life without some fun in
it? So once she had her little nest egg put away, she just lived on
what she made, until it got low, or she needed a new toy, like her
new BMW convertible, right next to the tricked out Jeep Wrangler
Rubicon she liked to tear around in the desert with.

It was getting to be one of those times.

This Russian gal, she was a looker. She and
her husband had that thing between them, something that hinted at
nastiness. Dee had a nose for nastiness, having dealt with that
sort of thing when she was younger, and just starting out. To be a
fresh girl in this business, well, you used the pussy because that
was infallible with men. Straight men, anyway. And when she was
learning the ropes, she was just the bait and they brought the pros
in to do the deed. But she learned that being a technician paid
more than being a meat puppet, so she spent the time and money and
energy learning the trade, trading sex when necessary, but
preferring to use her hard-earned cash. Invest in yourself, as her
momma would have said. Get a good education, the best that money
can buy.

So she got herself an education.

And now she was the best that money could
buy.

With a long waiting list.

Most of them ended up going someplace else,
because the nature of the business was that it was always something
that had to be done yesterday. Everybody was in a hurry. Dee didn’t
care for that.

No, she thought, sipping her second cup of
fresh ground Sumatran Java (Organic Free Trade) brewed in her
Keurig coffee maker, flipping through the pages of the Malibu
Daily.

Life is too sweet to rush.

She drummed her nails, carefully manicured
but short, clear polish, a practical sheen.

And wondered about who it was she was going
to kill for the Russian.

***

Deon came alone. Jimmy and the rest of the
crew had argued about providing him cover, but Deon enjoyed working
alone…and anyway, he didn’t believe for a second that she meant him
harm at this juncture. No, she’d listen to what he had to say. If
she was going to come after him, she’d weigh all the pros and cons,
make a clear cold decision. She wasn’t the emotional type, this
one…no, the only fire that ran in that woman ran in her private
parts, and then only when she was in control.

Deon liked a challenge, though.

He drove up in his Cherokee, pulled it up to
the front after being waved up the driveway by the heavies on the
gate, then up a long winding road to the farmhouse. He studied it
with the critical eye of a long time infantryman and knew that the
entire road was over watched from above; one decent shooter with a
rifle would make life a living hell for anybody coming up the road
if they took it in their mind to do so. No, if he was going to make
the approach, it would be through the woods, though that was no
doubt covered electronically, probably with cameras and infra red
or thermal imagery. Motion detectors were essentially useless out
there, as they’d go off constantly. So somebody was stuck studying
the cameras right now.

He’d have to think on that.

He got out, was approached by one of the
heavies, a short squat Hispanic who spoke very good and unaccented
English.

“How you doing?” the man said. “I’m Ruiz. Got
to do the pat down thing, you know? No disrespect.”

“None taken, oke,” Deon said. He assumed the
position, hands up, legs spread, and Ruiz went over him first with
a metal detector, then patted him down carefully, feeling for wires
or recorders, then ran a radio frequency detector over him looking
for hidden sub-miniature transmitters.

“Good?” Deon said.

“Yeah, man. C’mon.”

Ruiz led him into the farmhouse, a funny
thing to call what looked to be a farmhouse from the front but
sprawled out in the back in a long add-on. In the big front room, a
wall sized window looked out over the lawn and the long driveway to
the gate and the lonely country road below. Irina sat in one of two
matched arm chairs, a tumbler of something that looked like Scotch
in her hand.

She didn’t stand when Deon came in, just
gestured at the chair beside her. “Would you like something to
drink?”

“Beer, cold, if you have it.”

Deon settled into the chair, the leather
squeaking beneath him. Ruiz brought him a cold Heineken’s.

“Thanks, oke,” Deon said. He took a long
draught and looked at Irina. Her face was still and cool. It
reminded him of a frozen pond, something he’d never seen till he
came here to Lake City from Africa, something that would be in
motion captured completely still, with a hint of something moving
beneath the surface, hidden.

“So,” Irina said. “Why did you kill my
husband?”

Right to business.

“He came to kill me,” Deon said, reasonable
to his ears, anyway. “Matter of self defense, I’d say.”

“You stole from us.”

“That’s not true,” Deon said. “You
thought I stole from you. Or else you
thought that was the perfect excuse to knock the competition off
the table in one fell swoop.”

“Who else would dare, who else would
benefit?”

“I’m happy, and a little flattered, that you
would think that way about me,” Deon said. “But I’m first and
foremost a business man, and this, all of this, is bad for
business. My business, your business. It’s never pretty when
there’s dispute in this business…as you know. I’m sorry for your
loss, but there’s nothing I can do for that now.”

Irina digested this, let it sink below the
impassive mask, sipped her Scotch.

“Why should I not kill you?” she said.

Deon shrugged. “Would most definitely not be
good for your business. There is always comeback from that sort of
thing. Man with a lot of friends, well, sometimes it’s best just to
let it alone. It’s all done. I’m sorry for it, but we didn’t have
much choice, now did we? We could have talked, but you wanted to go
the hard way. So you did. And that’s the price you pay. This isn’t
like the civilians, but I don’t need to tell you all this. So where
do you want to take this?”

She sipped her drink. A single red crescent
of lipstick smeared her glass. Closed her eyes, was silent. Deon
tipped up his beer, lowered it, clasped it in his hands.

“What is your proposition?” she said.

“Join forces,” Deon said. “Make the peace. Do
business. Find out who ripped you off, make an example of them. And
get back to what we do, which is making money. And having a few
laughs along the way.”

“We have a well established business…” Irina
said.

“Yes. You do. As do I. So don’t think of it
as competition, or giving anything up. You’d run your operation,
but we’d…consult with each other. Share resources, security,
transportation, sales leads…work together instead of against each
other. Share the profits accordingly. Expand…”

“I’ll have to think about this.”

“Of course,” Deon said. “This is just an
offering, to get things started. If you can agree to the concept,
we can work out the particulars. We can be more specific as we go
along. Can I take this as a sign of interest?”

“You can take it any way you like. I’ll have
to think about this.”

Deon set his beer bottle down on the carpet
beside the chair, stood. “I’ll look for your answer.”

“You’ll have it,” she said evenly.

He smiled, looked her up and down, looked
around at the men in the room. Paid for, he thought. Loyalty to the
paymaster. She’d have to do something quick to put their allegiance
to the next level, and she certainly wouldn’t be fucking them
all.

So.

“Till we meet again,” he said.

Ruiz showed him out.

On the drive down, he slowed to take notice
of the security. They were reasonably fit looking, reasonably
alert, but then he was right here, wasn’t he? No visible weapons,
but there would be long guns handy, no doubt.

He’d have to get Jimmy’s eye on it. He was
the expert on this sort of thing.

***

My eye was on Lizzy.

My name was on the VIP list now at The Trojan
Horse. When I came to the door, Kai’s partner, the tattooed
Hispanic, stern faced and Latin, was running the door.

“How’s Kai doing?” I said.

“Better, man. He’s a hard man. Not going to
talk too good, that blade, it fucked up his larynx. But he’ll be
back. Come on it, Ms. Lizzy, she got you a table.”

He waved over one of the girls, got me a
great table, back from the runway.

So I could watch my girl.

As soon as I thought that, it felt strange.
My girl. I saw her up on that stage and thought that she would
never be anybody’s girl. She was a woman. A stone woman. The lights
gleamed on her white flesh, her red hair flashing, face gleaming
with make up and paint like an alabaster statute come to life. In
the spot light, she almost seemed alone, if you could ignore the
crowd of men leering up at her.

I don’t know if she was pretending not to see
me or not.

I ordered a beer, tipped it up, sat back and
watched her work.

It was her untouchable quality that brought
these men back again and again -- she was like this goddess dancing
for them, deigning to dip down and accept tribute in the form of
greasy bills folded into her thong, tossed at her feet.

I reached for the word I was looking for…

Serene.

That’s what she looked like. Serene.
Untouched by everything around her.

I didn’t know what to expect. From myself, I
mean. I’d never seen her dance in the club, since the time I’d met
her, after the introduction from her friend who I’d helped. Looking
at her up there, for the first time I realized, really realized,
how little of herself showed on that stage, though you could see
all that she had come into the world with.

What was essential was hidden.

She smiled, professionally, at the men close
and far, her eyes locking with men all across the room.

Met mine.

Touched her tongue to her lips.

Just for me.

***

Lizzy never worked the floor. No lap dances,
no privates. Just her routine, but her following was so huge that
it was enough. She was a show in herself, and could have tripled
her income if she wanted to do privates or lap dances.

But she liked it the way she liked it.

I wasn’t allowed in the back, special friend
or not.

So I went out the front, thanked Cruz, waited
at the back door. After a while, the door opened and a security guy
I’d never seen before walked her out. He drew up short when he made
me, but Lizzy touched her hand to his shoulder.

“It’s all right. He’s my friend. And
Kai’s.”

He nodded elaborately. “Cool, then. Night,
Lizzy.”

“Good night. Thank you for walking me.”

He went back inside, leaving us alone with
the hiss of passing cars, the late night falling around us.

She stood before me, silent. Her face was
stripped of make up, her red hair pulled back in a business like
ponytail that hung over her leather car coat, a red stripe down her
back.

Touched my face.

“Hey.”

I took her hand.

“Hey, yourself.”

She smiled, looked around. “Shall I follow
you?”

“Anywhere.”

I got into my FJ Cruiser, cranked it up. She
pulled up behind me in her midnight black Mercedes and followed me
to my apartment. We lucked out and got two spaces behind one
another right across the street from my apartment.

“Hungry?” I said.

“Yes.”

“Out or in?”

She considered that for a minute. “Out, I
think. It’s lovely out tonight.”

There is a good Chinese restaurant in my
neighborhood, Rainbow Dragon, just two blocks from my place. So we
strolled, her arm tucked in mine, enjoyed the night air, to the
Rainbow Dragon. They were open to midnight on the weekends, one of
the pleasures of living in Lake City. There were only a few tables
occupied, plenty of booths. We took one in the back corner, where
Lizzy smiled and let me take the seat with my back to the wall and
a clear view of the front door.

We ordered.

I admired her.

We didn’t say a word.

“Have you always lived like this?” she
said.

“Like how? Infatuated?”

She smiled, a hint of dimple I somehow had
never noticed in her left cheek. “Are you infatuated, Jimmy?”

“I don’t know.”

“A true answer.”

“I always tell you the truth.”

“Yes. You do.”

“What I mean is how you are always looking.
What are you looking for, Jimmy?”

I had to consider that. “Is that like a deep
philosophical insight question? Are you looking for the compleat
metaphor of Jimmy Wylde?”

Real laughter, belly laughter.

I loved that sound from her.

“Yes, Jimmy. I’d like the compleat
metaphor.”

Our food came. Peking Duck for me, Moo Goo
Gai Pan for her. We ate.

“So…?” she said, after awhile.

“I’m not sure if I fully understand the
question.”

“When you are out in public, you are always
looking. You look at people as though you are searching them with
your eyes. What are you looking for?”

“Ah,” I said. The bane of situational
awareness. I’d been chided by women before for what they called my
wandering eyes. “I’m looking for…intention.”

She leaned forward, crossed her hands, intent
as a sleek predator intent on her prey. “Intention? What
intention?”

I felt uncomfortable. “I assess.”

It was her turn to say, “Ah.”

She mulled this for a time. “In the Buddhist
tradition we believe that our thoughts create our reality. That
what we fear, we manifest into being. That what we intend to see,
we see. What do you think about that?”

It was never easy with her. Never, hey how is
your food, or how was your night tonight. Lizzy didn’t live for the
superficial, wasn’t interested in that. Passed through her days and
nights in a serenity that seemed completely unnatural to the
outside observer, as though everything she worked in rolled off her
like rain off a marble statue.

Always the deep philosophical question.

Even in the rawest moments of our sex,
afterwards, that sense of knowing she carried in her eyes, looked
deep in me, never satisfied with what was on the surface.

“I don’t know, LIzzy. I don’t think about
it.”

She considered that. “A true thing, Jimmy. Do
you know about Zen?”

“No. Not really. A kind of Buddhism, isn’t
it?”

“Yes. A kind of Buddhism. It’s Buddhism with
all the trappings stripped away. Down to the raw naked core.
Nothing but the bones of it. It was the favored religion of the
Japanese samurai.”

“Why did they favor it?”

“Because it’s not about contemplation. It’s
about action. About being still in the moment, until the perfect
moment. Like an archer drawing back his string, quivering, till the
moment of release. Being completely in the moment. Mind like a
mirror. Heart like a still pond. Mizu no kokoro.”

“That sounds like a poem.”

“Yes,” she said. “Zen poetry is beautiful,
spare. Famous haiku poets, and other masters of the short form,
they were all Zen Buddhists. And many of the famous warriors were
Zen masters as well. Miyamoto Musashi.”

“Who’s he?”

She laughed, a girlish sound ringing with
delight. Two men at a nearby table turned to look at her, grinned
at each other, looked away. I ignored them, leaned into the warmth
of her laughter.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“You are such the complete warrior, Jimmy.
And so was Musashi. He wrote one of the great texts of all time on
warriorship. It’s called the Book of Five Rings. He fought and
killed over 45 men, and then when he was 50 years old, retired to a
cave and painted and wrote poetry and wrote this treatise on
swordsmanship and tactics and the warrior philosophy. I have to buy
you a copy now. It really is the story of your life.”

I considered this. “How do you know all this
stuff, Lizzy?”

“I read a lot.”

“Never been no place but the library,
right?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” she said, tossing
her hair braid back over one shoulder. “But I’ve had plenty of time
on my hands.”

I stopped and thought for a moment, something
rare in my time with her. We never talked about our pasts; only a
few passing references to the time before we met, hints and oblique
references. I wanted to ask her about her past, but that felt as
though I would be crossing a boundary, going into a country that I
didn’t want to enter. Or maybe I wasn’t ready to enter, I wasn’t
sure. Being with her was like sailing into the deep blue waters of
the distant sea without a compass or a map. I didn’t know where we
were going, I only wanted to keep going, and I didn’t want my
clumsiness to set us on any shoals.

“Someday I’d like to hear about some of those
times,” I said.

She crossed her hands on the table, back
straight and alert. “And I’d like to hear about some of your times,
Jimmy.”

“Would that mean we’d be taking the
relationship to a new level?” I said, half seriously.

“Yes,” she said. “It would.”

***

“Please stop,” the boy whispered. He’d long
since stopped screaming. Irina’s arm had gotten tired, and she had
to take a break anyway, wipe the blood spatter from her face and
hands.

So she did.

Threw the metal flail onto the floor, went to
the sink and washed her hands, dabbed at her face with a fresh
washcloth. Blood swirled in the sink, a red eddy in the water
circling into the dark drain in the metal basin. Turned and looked
at the boy stretched out on the cross bars of her play set.

He was a real mess, she thought. Probably
wasn’t going to make it out of here alive.

It wouldn’t be the first one, but it was the
first one in a long, long time.

She considered that. There were disposal
considerations.

And then fresh toys to procure.

So many things. It was so hard to have such a
demanding leisure pursuit.

But then, a woman in her position had to be
discreet about how she relieved her tensions.

The boy was crying now, a soundless shudder
that she watched dispassionately for a few minutes before she
decided she didn’t want to hear that.

Picked up her flail and went back to
play.

 


 



Chapter Thirty Eight

Bap, bap.

Pause.

Bap, bap.

Nina studied the four holes in the 3x5 card
she had taped onto the silhouette head of her target. Two little
groups, the holes not more than an inch apart. Not bad. She dropped
her pistol to low ready, touched the Go button on her Pro Timer. At
the beep she brought her pistol up and broke the trigger twice, two
fast aimed shots. Checked the timer. .8 seconds.

Not bad.

She kept working the doubles till the slide
locked back, and she did a speed reload from her CTAC speed
rig.

Slick and fast.

She worked her weak hand for awhile, just the
left, the big pistol bucking in her small strong fist, her strong
hand clenched to her breast.

“Looking good, Capushek,” someone said behind
her, the voice crackling in her active hearing set.

She reloaded her pistol, scanned her targets,
left and right, tucked the pistol in close, reholstered. Then
turned. The man standing a respectful distance from her was short,
stocky, a pit-bull on two legs. Bald shaved head, a longish scar on
the left side, hard brown eyes with a hint of humor to them. Blue
5.11 pants and a T-shirt that had the Lake City PD shield and the
letters SWAT beneath it.

“Hey, Nico,” she said.

“How’s that CTAC working out for you?”

“Like it. Fast. I can tweak the retention
screws to just how I like it.”

“You worked it in DT for retention?”

“Yeah.”

“And?”

“The only guy who got it from me got my
Hideaway shoved up his nose.”

Nico laughed. “That’ll work.”

“I think so.”

“SWAT’s having try-outs next month.”

“Yeah? So?”

“You ought to come down. Go for it.”

Nina squared up, looked at the SWAT Team
Leader. “That an invitation?”

“You know it is. How about it?”

“I don’t know, Nico. All that door kicking is
well and good, but I like my job.”

“You’d be the first woman on the team, Nina.
I won’t promise anything, but I think you could kick it in the ass
if you wanted to.”

“Nico, I’m grateful for the invite. Believe
me. Anybody else, I’d tell them to fuck off. But you, I’m grateful
for that. I like my job. I’m an investigator.”

“You’re a gunfighter, Nina. One of maybe
three or four on this department.”

He was one of those, Nina knew. Nico had
dropped the hammer twice himself -- once with an MP-5 on an entry,
once with his Beretta when he was a patrol sergeant backing up a
rookie taking a beating outside the Levy Hill housing complex, one
of the most dangerous places in Lake City. She was warmed by his
respect. And he wasn’t bad looking, either. But she didn’t want to
be involved with anybody, especially a cop on the job right
now.

But if she were looking, Nico might be up
close to the top of the list. Even if he reminded her of somebody
else.

She put that thought away.

“I’ll think about it, Nico. I got to tell
you, I’m not sure if I’m up for it. Not just the PT, I can get back
in shape…I just don’t know if I want to deal with the bullshit
about being the only woman. I got a short fuse, as you know.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I know about the fuse.
Just give it a think, Nina. Some of the guys will be breaking balls
irregardless. But you got some fans on the team, too. I’m not the
only one mentioning your name.”

“Let me guess,” Nina said. “Personnel is
worrying about the underrepresentation of women and people of color
in the “elite” units of the Lake City PD?”

Nico looked away, then back, slight
embarrassment but no bullshit. “Yeah, there’s that. There’s always
gonna be that. Don’t take away from you.”

Nina walked away, said over her shoulder.
“I’ll think about it, Nico. And thanks for the offer, I appreciate
it. But don’t hold your breath. I got other things to do, things
I’m more passionate about than kicking in doors. I like catching
the creeps I catch.”

Nico watched her walk away.

***

I was waiting for Deon in the back of the
bar, sipping coffee instead of a beer. I’d had a late, late night
with Ms. Lizzy, and I didn’t want to dull my memories of that with
boozes. I wanted to linger in that. I wanted to linger on the image
of her sleeping in my bed, the coffee together in the late morning,
small talk for once, warm silence.

Warmth.

Around her I felt as though I had been out in
the cold for so long that I’d lost any sense of what it was like to
be warm, to be comfortable…to be human. Was that what she was
supposed to bring out of me? That warmth, that humanness…had I
really been so far away from that?

I didn’t know.

I felt uncomfortable with that kind of
thinking. It was new to me, alien, something I never did, a country
I’d never crossed into. But then, this whole thing with her was
alien country. Strange attraction, to someone I thought was a
beautiful hooker…and turned out to be beautiful, yes, but something
entirely different. Appearances were so facile…you never really
know what someone is like, till you spend the time with them, get
past the surface, just like you can’t judge a book by it’s cover,
despite the best efforts of the marketers, not until you’re deep in
the pages and lost in the story does it’s true value, it’s true
worth rise up, like something swimming across a still pond,
something unseen.

I put those thoughts away and turned to the
task of killing.

Or not killing.

That was the territory I had to traverse
today. And that was familiar ground to me. I let my thoughts roll
back, to all the places, all the faces…

That was familiar territory.

I felt Deon come in before I saw him. He
waved to Theiu and came right to the table instead of lingering to
pick up a beer. He saw that I was drinking coffee, and nodded.

“Good idea, oke.”

He waved to Theiu, who came right over.
“Darling, a cup of coffee, cream and sugar, lots of sugar,
please.”

“You sick today?” Thieu said.

“No, my sweet. Just need a change.”

He crossed his hands, like the class cut up
pretending to be well behaved, waited until Thieu brought him his
coffee. He wrapped his hands around the mug, inhaled the aroma.

“Bloody awful coffee she makes, oke.”

I shrugged. “It’ll put lead in your
pencil.”

“That it will.”

“So?”

“We talked,” he said. “She’s considering it.
I think she’s putting together a strike package just in case. And
she may go for it anyway. She is not the logical thinker
necessarily; quite cold, but there’s something real dark and nasty
coiled at her core. She may want to take me out on general
principle.”

“Does she buy the story?”

He sipped. “I don’t know. It appealed to her.
But she will always question. Always wonder. What would you do in
that case?”

“Same thing you’d do.”

“Yes. So. Do we wait and see what her move
will be, or do we go ahead and clear the board right now?”

His eyes were clear and focused, and for a
moment my attention wandered, and I wondered what had made him the
way he was. We were so much alike at the core, and I had, since
meeting Lizzy, began to consider for the first time about how I had
come to be the man that I was now. And I wondered then, if it was
true that a man’s closest friends reflected his self-image, what
Deon and his journey told me about myself.

“Oke?”

That brought me back to the reality I had to
deal with here, and that was one of blood and guns and impending
violence, something I knew a lot about. But I didn’t know if I
wanted to know about that anymore. I didn’t know if it was a world
I wanted to inhabit any longer. Lizzy had done that to me, or
rather, led me to do examine that in myself? How had that
happened?

“I don’t know, Deon. I feel like just walking
away.”

“Bit late for that, oke. In for a penny, in
for a pound.”

“There is that.”

He nodded sagely. Drank coffee. Grinned at
me, as though he were watching an amusing show.

“What are you laughing at?”

“Just watching your brain work, Jimmy Wylde.
I would have liked to have been to war with you.”

“We’ve been to war, Deon.”

“You know what I mean.”

I did.

“Let’s wait,” I said. “Give her the room.
Line up our own troops, get a plan together. See if she’ll go for
the peace, peaceful coexistence kind of thing. But if not, hammer
her flat, burn down the village, pick up the pillage.”

“Right, then. I’ll brief the boys. Send them
out to snoop and poop on the perimeter, work something out. Won’t
be a frontal at that place.”

“Hard target?”

“Yep.”

“Then let’s make it so.”

Laughter, the deep kind. “Aye aye, Captain.
Beam me up.”

Some days, life felt just like a Star Trek
episode. New Generation. Or else The Twilight Zone.

***

Dee checked into the Lake City Hyatt, driving
herself in from the airport in a rented Taurus. She liked the
Taurus; it was just like the one she’d trained in when she went
through an offensive driving course at Bill Scott Raceway in West
Virginia. And it sure blended in, though it seemed as though every
cop in the country drove one now instead of the old Crown
Victorias. Tauruses got better gas mileage though.

“Hello there!” Dee said to the young man at
the counter -- goatee, ear ring, nice dark taut bodied boy, maybe
Italian. “Think you could help me out?”

She leaned into the counter, giving him the
full cleavage shot under the soft wool low cut sweater, her denim
taut ass at a jaunty angle.

“I’d be glad to,” he said.

“You have a package for De Vore Cossak,
right? FedEx, big box?”

“Yes I do. You would be Ms. Cossak?”

“That I would be, thanks.”

“Let me get you checked in and we’ll get that
box taken up to your room.”

“That would be so
sweet of you, thanks so much…”

He handed her the key card with a flourish,
let his hand brush against hers. “Anything else I can do for you,
Ms. Cossak?”

She gave him the maybe smile. “If I see you
later…ciao!”

She walked away, secure in the knowledge that
his eyes were glued to her ass twitching merrily along inside her
Lauren jeans.

In her room, she took a slow look around,
checked the locks, the windows. A knock at the door, and a bellman
with a cart wheeled in a large FedEx box.

“Just there, hon,” she said. Fished out a
fiver and the young Puerto Rican man backed out thanking her the
whole way.

She regarded the box, then turned to her
small rolling suitcase and opened it up. Inside, in a small box,
was a razor edged Hideaway knife, a utility version with the two
inch blade. She plucked it out, put it on her fingers, then sliced
away the packing tape that held the FedEx box closed in two deft
swipes.

Always training, that was her motto.

Inside were some tools of the trade.

A custom built featherweight bullet resistant
vest. Two pistol cases with two pistols in each: matched Glock 19s,
and two miniscule Kahr-9s. A lightweight sports bra with holsters
sewn in under each armpit, a handbag with a holster concealed in
it. Some camera equipment, small binoculars. A case with several
knives -- a Gryphon M-10 in a concealment sheath by Sastre, a
custom Hossom Narc in another concealment sheath by
Hummelbaugh.

A girl had to have the right accessories.

No long guns, though. Dee was an up close and
personal kind of girl. She liked to get close. And she wasn’t much
of an innovator, like some of her competition. Keep it simple, she
thought. Most of her hits were fast close work with a knife or a
pistol. She could work a long gun, but found it didn’t suit her
personally. Explosives were an option, and she’d inserted some
tactical devices before, but the logistics were always a hassle.
She liked to keep it simple and clean -- get close, get done, get
gone.

And then off to count her money and spend
it.

There were several prepaid cell phones in
there as well, with chargers. Fullly paid up and good to go. She
took one, dialed Irina’s number.

“Yes?” Irina said.

“I’m ready to go to work,” Dee said. “Where
shall we meet?”

“There’s a boutique called Nordstrand,” Irina
said. “They have wonderful shoes. Downtown, on Harvard Street.”

“Oh, goody,” Dee said. “A girl can always use
new shoes.”

“Two o’clock?”

“Two it is,” Dee said. She waited till Irina
disconnected, closed her phone. Checked her look in the mirror,
touched up her lips a little. Nothing a little lip gloss can’t cure
for a girl. Took a loaded magazine for the 19, topped up with 124
grain +Ps, the Federals, locked it into the Glock, racked the slide
back, let it go. Then pressed it back to make sure the round was
chambered. Tucked it into the hollow between her hip bone and her
navel, just above where her appendix would be if she still had one,
next to her skin and the almost unnoticeable scar where the
appendix had come out and the little tummy tuck had gone in. Let
her sweater fall. Nothing there, unless someone ran their hand over
her.

And she only let that happen when she wanted
it to happen.

Clipped a Hideaway into the strap of her
bra.

Rock and roll, sister.

***

The advantage of being a regular customer at
Nordstrand’s was that Irina got use of the private fitting rooms
and a personal assistant, as well as cold champagne or Perrier when
she came in. The privacy made for an excellent meeting venue. She
was curious about this woman Kozak. They’d met once before,
business related, though Sergey had handled her on the
recommendation of a friend in New York City who had used Kozak
before. The job had gone very well, a mid-sized dealer who had let
his cash flow issues stretch out into a blatant disrespect and rip
off. Irina didn’t know the details, but the man was found dead in a
hotel room in mid-town Manhattan, his throat cut, and no clue as to
who had been in the room with him.

The sales girl showed Kozak into the back
room.

She was a very attractive woman, Irina
thought. Fit, tall, blond, tanned, a light array of lines around
her eyes and the corner of her mouth that she didn’t bother to
hide, casual and expensive elegance from her Jimmy Choo straps,
designer jeans (Lauren?), and a form fitting wool sweater, a Hermes
leather shoulder bag. Good taste.

“Hi! Irina, right?” she said.

“Yes. I shall call you…”

“Just Dee. That’s all.”

“If I need to get hold of you?”

“The phone number you captured on your
phone,” Dee said. “That will be good as long as I’ll be here.”

Irina nodded. Handed Dee a manila folder.
“This is what we have.”

Dee sat down, folded herself with the ease of
an athlete into a velvet settee. Pulled out a black and white
surveillance photograph and studied it. “And who do we have here?”
she said.

“I want him. And there will be at least one
or two others who may be involved with him.”

Dee gave Irina a professionally neutral
smile. “You contract for one at a time with me, Irina. That’s the
way I work.”

Irina sighed with impatience. “Well then, if
you develop enough information to target the others, then I will
pay your rate for each one.”

“Now you’re talking! I can do that. I aim to
please. Let’s see how it pans out, shall we?”

She turned her attention to the two pages of
single spaced typing for a moment. A very fast reader, Irina
observed.

“South African?” Dee said. “How…exotic. He’ll
be my first! I’m a South African virgin. Do they have virgins in
South Africa, I wonder? Likes a drink, so do I, likes to shoot,
well, so do I! Hangs out in one bar and one bar only…well, that
won’t be too hard to find, now will it? Does his business
there…owns a gun store…this is the kind of guy I can never meet in
LA!”

“You seem very sure of yourself,” Irina said.
“This is a dangerous man.”

“There’s no other kind in this business,
honey,” Dee said, letting a hint of coolness into her voice.
“You’re welcome to find someone else.”

Irina took a deep breath and controlled
herself. “I apologize. You are the one I want to do this. Your
reputation…precedes you.”

“Of course you want me to do it, hon. I’m as
good as it gets. You’ll get your $50K worth out of me.”

“Fifty? I thought it was forty-five.”

Dee leaned forward. “That’s my asshole tax,
sweetheart. Don’t make it fifty-five.”

 


 



Chapter Thirty Nine

“I’m too old for this shit,” Marcus
groaned.

“I thought Rangers thrived on this. Hooah,
hooah, Rangers lead the way, all that happy horse shit,” Joe hissed
back.

“What does a SEAL know about the woods?
Closest you’ve ever been to the woods was when you got lost at the
park.”

“Shut up.”

The two of them were sprawled out, side by
side, touching at their hips and feet, proned out behind a 36x
spotting telescope with a night vision adapter. Their faces were
painted in alternating stripes of green and black, and they wore
the latest issue Army digicam fatigues.

Joe farted, and Marcus had to bite his lip to
stop from bursting into hysterical laughter.

“What…the…fuck…did…you…eat?” Marcus said,
stifling his laughter.

“Goddamn burritos. Goddamn burritos,” Joe
muttered.

“Really…tactical…” Marcus choked out.

“Shut the fuck up.”

Marcus dropped his head onto his arms, his
shoulders shaking with barely suppressed laughter, all the more
violent at Joe’s barely suppressed rage.

“Don’t hold it in,” Marcus said. “You’ll
burst a gut.”

“Asshole.”

Below them, through the stand of trees that
ringed the low hill they were half way up, several of Irina
Komorov’s security men walked a perimeter around the house.

“Wonder if any of them have problems with
gas?” Marcus said.

Joe fought to ignore him. “They’re not
really…”

Marcus dropped his head again, convulsing
with laughter, wheezing to hold his laughs down. “Oh, you’re really
tacti-cool, Joe-Seppi…”

“I’m going to kill you someday, Marcus.”

“Get in line, asshole. Get in line. Better
men than you have tried and died. Now tighten up and squeeze for
me, baby.”

***

Nina sat on the edge of Special Agent Myron
Ali’s desk, her muscled ass and thigh outlined through her snug
fitting Prada cargo pants. She always dressed a little better for
her visits to the feds, Feebs or the State DipSec boys…they liked a
little girlishness in their lady cops, especially since most of
them were scared to death of a street animal who’d killed more
times than they’d probably had sex -- with human beings. Myron Ali
was the product of an extremely improbably union between an Israeli
sabra woman and her Palestinian beau -- and like most children of
immigrants, obsessively upwardly mobile, and his languages gave him
a big leg up in the world of the Feeble, Bureaucratic and
Incompetent. Or FBI, as he liked to say every time he broke out his
badge. Skinny as a rail, hook nosed to the point of caricature,
with thick glasses that perched precariously on the thin bridge of
that nose, a nervous darting look that fixed on her tits and ass
(she wondered if he’d ever seen her face, sometimes).

But smart as a whip, and one of the virtuosos
of the Feebs computer system, and her main go-to guy when she
needed to deep dive the federal computer systems and get the goods
on somebody she couldn’t get to any other way.

“So, Myron,” Nina said. “What you got for me?
On the guy?”

“Guys,” Myron said. “You gave me two
names.”

“Guy, guys. What you got? You looking a bit
thin, you working out again, Myron? Running, what?”

He tapped his glasses nervously. “I am taking
tae kwon do. Purple belt.”

“Wow,” Nina said. “Breaking boards and
stuff?”

“Yes,” Myron said shyly. “But only one so
far.”

“I’m proud of you,” she said. “Some time you
should ride along with me, check out the streets.”

“We have policies,” Myron began.

“Oh, I wouldn’t want you to get into any
trouble,” Nina said. “I understand perfectly. So….?”

“You got some interesting friends here,”
Myron said, his voice falling into a confident, pedantic tone that
reminded Nina of her high school English teacher. “I’ll start with
Deon Ooosthuizen. As far as ICE has him, he’s clean, a good
citizen, and he’ll be a citizen this year. No record, nothing here
in the states, not even a parking ticket. But we get some
interesting hits from Langley, NSA, and State…he’s rumored, rumored
only, nothing hard, to be involved in some arms dealing in
Africa…”

“That was his business there, right? And he’s
still here, a legit dealer, right?”

“Yes. Legit all the way. Which means he is
probably very very careful, cautious in his dealings, or else
actually legit. Which way are you leaning?”

“The very very cautious way.”

“That would be my guess. He crops up
traveling in some rough places, working as a security consultant --
Bogota back in the 80s, Peru doing security for coffee buyers,
still has a hand in a security company in Johannesburg, diamond
security work in Angola…”

“Mercenary?”

“Not technically. He’s a security consultant
in some hard places.”

“How many people has he killed?”

“Good question,” Myron said. “We don’t have
anything hard and fast on him, just some CI reports that he was
involved in some undocumented shootings in Joburg and Bogota.
Nothing. Squeaky clean. State gives him a clean bill of health, and
ICE has a favorable recommendation for his citizenship. He’s good
to go.”

“And the other?”

“Ah,” Myron said. “James Wylde. He is an
interesting guy.”

“Yeah? Why?”

“Because there’s stuff, but I can’t get
it.”

“What do you mean you can’t get it?”

“You know what the Department of Defense’s
Special Personnel Register is?”

“No.”

Myron leaned back, happy in having knowledge
and being able to pass it on. “It’s the database where all the deep
cover operators and Tier One Units have their personnel records.
Technically, no one in the register exists. They get transferred
from their regular unit and their records just…disappear. There’s a
whole slew of holding companies for the civilians and non-existent
military units for the active duty guys, that’s who issues the
checks, pays the insurance…but you can’t get into it.”

“Wylde is in that?”

“I didn’t say that,” Myron said smugly. “What
I found is that James A. Wylde was a warrant officer in Special
Forces, 7th Special Forces Group…came over from the 82d
Airborne Division as an infantryman. Desert Storm vet. Then his
service record says attached temporary duty to the Joint Special
Operations Command HQ. Then he disappears…”

Myron grinned. “But I worked the data deep
dive program we got, started looking at the time frames, and his
profile…and somebody with the same name showed up on a wounded
personnel roster came back from Afghanistan in 2004. The other
names on the roster indicate these were CIA guys…contractors
working for a cover company. Then he shows up in Walter Reed, then
here in Lake City. Works in a bar, but you knew that already.
What’s remarkable about this guy, is that there is nothing on him. No credit history, no academic records,
just the military stuff. It’s like he dropped out of the sky into
the Army, and then disappeared again.”

“So what does that tell you?”

Myron whispered, “Spook. Serious spook. You
know, you hear stuff, you work CT long enough, that and Counter
Intelligence. There’s a lot of guys out there, just like great
white sharks, running by themselves, get their directions from
wayyyyyy up high, working alone…and that’s
the kind of stuff nobody wants to know about, not really.”

“Why?”

“Because if you start digging around in that
world, you disappear.”

“Oh, bullshit.”

Myron shook his head. “No lie, Nina. Careers
don’t just get ruined over this shit. People go away and are never
heard of. We’re a country at war, and the regular rules don’t apply
anymore. Bad shit doesn’t just happen to the bad guys…it can happen
to the Regular Joe that stumbles across something and doesn’t have
the good sense to leave it alone.”

He pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his
nose.

“People disappear,” he said. “Be careful with
this one.”

***

Irina dialed the phone number she had for
Deon. Waited a moment, then heard him answer. “Yes?”

It sounded like yiiisss, with the Afrikaans
accent.

“This is Irina,” she said. “I have thought
over your proposal.”

“Yes?”

“Perhaps we should put the idea to the test.
Do a deal together, see how we work together. With the
understanding that at this point, it is one project only. And then
we will consider the possibility of doing more joint ventures in
the future, or some kind of partnership. Does that appeal to
you?”

“Yes. It does appeal to me. Perhaps we should
meet and discuss the particulars.”

“I will be occupied, and away for a few days
with business. Perhaps when I return. Can I find you in your bar,
or at this number?”

Deon laughed. “I’m quite regular in my
evening habits. You can always find me at the bar.”

“It’s dangerous to be so predictable in our
business.”

“Oh, I’m regular. That’s not the same as
predictable.”

“Yes. I see. I will speak to you next
week.”

“Till that day.”

“Yes. Till that day.”

Irina allowed herself a smile, and wondered
if she should have Dee Kozak take the South African alive, and
bring him to her. It would suit her to see him in her chambers. But
it was always dangerous to mix business with pleasure, wasn’t
it?

***

“She’s going to try and kill me, oke,” Deon
said as he sat his cell phone back down on the table.

I laughed. “Then all is right in the world.
Regular, huh? Not predictable? That’s a mouthful, my friend. A real
mouthful.”

“Maybe I should drink elsewhere for
awhile.”

“You’re hurting my feelings. Besides, where
else can you get the ambience?”

Deon looked around the bar, slowly filling as
darkness fell outside.

Laughed.

“It’s what makes the place, oke.
Ambience.”

 


 



Chapter Forty

Darkness fell over Lake City.

In her apartment, Lizzy Caprica sat in an
armchair beside the window. No work tonight. Just quiet time alone,
a book in her lap. No music. Silence. The peace of it. Jimmy was
working, though. She toyed with the thought of going down there to
see him, the same way he’d come to see her. She’d been in Moby
Dick’s, with Lisa, when she’d had that trouble, when she first met
Jimmy.

Jimmy.

She looked up at the clock.

No.

Maybe.

Wait. Wait until the deep dark, middle of the
night, say midnight, then call him. Hear his voice in her ear. Then
see…

She opened the book in her lap, 100 Poems
from the Chinese, translated by Kenneth Rexroth.

 


FULL MOON

Above the tower -- a lone, twice-sized
moon.

On the cold river passing night-filled
homes,

It scatters restless gold across the
waves.

On mats, it shines richer than silken
gauze.

 


Empty peaks, silence: among sparse stars,

Not yet flawed, it drifts. Pine and
cinnamon

Spreading in my old garden . . . All
light,

All ten thousand miles at once in its
light!

Tu Fu

 


She looked up at the moon rising in the night
sky, the evening star of Venus gleaming beside it. Not quite full,
but soon. Waxing moon riding the dark of the night. But soon it
would be full, rich and bright. Maybe this weekend.

It would be good to see Jimmy under the full
moon light and read him this poem. She wondered how he’d like
it.

She wondered about him.

***

Nina sat in her front room and watched the
shadows lengthen and pool into darkness. Her eyes adjusted to the
darkness and the stillness. There was the ticking of a house; the
creak of wood, the whirr of the refrigerator, the tock tockeety
tock of the wooden clock on the mantle place.

Her breathing.

The sound of her pulse in her ears.

The dryness in her mouth.

She sat and didn’t think about the man she
didn’t want to think about anymore.

***

Irina sat on the edge of her bed.

Her latest plaything had been discarded. She
hadn’t ordered another one.

Wouldn’t for awhile.

Reached out and brushed the pillow where
Sergey’s head had lain. Found a stray short hair, black with a
fleck of grey in it. Held it to her face. Pursed her perfectly
painted lips and blew it away.

***

Marcus and Joe, still huddled together on the
hillside, powered up their night vision adapters for the spotting
telescope, whispered notes into their hand held recorders.

***

Deon sat in his corner, worked on his third
beer. Shifted so that his second pistol didn’t dig into his hip
bone as much. Held up his finger for Theiu to bring him another
beer, and wondered when Little Dick was going to get some more help
in here.

***

I ran two college boys with fake IDs off, and
kept my eye on the floor in between rushes. A quiet night, it was
shaping up to be. Good. I liked it that way.

***

Dee Kozak studied her face in the mirror,
touched up her lip gloss, brushed a little more powder on her
cheeks, dabbed at her mascara. She’d driven by Moby Dick’s and came
up with the perfect look to set the mouse trap -- snug jersey
dress, just too tight to be really stylish, spike heels, bare legs,
thong, no bra (and she was proud of those tits, real and the result
of hard work). The ad in the phone book said billiards, and hell,
every man liked to watch a good looking woman in a short dress work
a stick and knock some balls into holes, didn’t they? God bless
men.

It might be a good night, after all.

***

Darkness fell over Lake City, under the
waxing moon.

 


 



Chapter Forty One

There’s a rhythm to nightlife. Ask any one
who has worked in a bar, or in the evening entertainment world.
Each night has its own regular rhythm -- Fridays aren’t the same as
Tuesdays, Saturdays not the same as Fridays -- and part of that
rhythm comes from the venue, and part of it from the regulars, and
part of it from the crowd that shows up any particular night. Part
of being successful at my job -- and I defined success as having a
quiet night, not having to go hands on with anybody, and everybody
having a good time -- is knowing how to read and feel that rhythm,
know when to step in and when to let things alone.

Leaving things alone is a fine balancing
act.

Do it too much, you lose control, of the
situation and of the group perception of you, which in my line of
work is fatal. Appearance of weakness is the same as weakness in
the bar, because you don’t run into the sophisticated opponent
(guys like Deon and some of the others a notable exception) that
knows how to read past the surface. So you have to be firm, but not
an asshole -- a diplomat with the capability to be a general.

A nice guy who can kick some ass when it
comes down to it.

Tonight was one of those funny nights.
Nothing wrong, in fact everything right; busy but not too busy,
crowd happy and laughing, juke box playing some old classic blues
-- Son House, one of my faves -- Little Dick making an appearance
and holding court down at the waitress station, Thieu hustling
drinks, and the quiet gal that had started as a weekend waitress
making the rounds. Deon was in his corner, stacking up dead
soldiers in front of him, taking the occasional call on his cell,
nodding to acquaintances and, from time to time, doing a little
bidness.

Me, I sat on my stool till I got tired, got
up and prowled a little bit, sipped on a Dark Lady, watched.

Something felt funny, though.

Wasn’t quite the full moon, though that was
coming. That’s something else that factors in, something any cop or
paramedic or bartender or bouncer will tell you -- when Grandmother
Moon is riding high and full, the bull loon crazies come out of the
woodwork and they will find their way to the local watering hole.
Lizzy had told me once that the two days building up to the full
moon, and the two days after, were actually the most intense days.
Great, a whole five days of crazy.

Of course, I had a whole lifetime of crazy,
so it felt like home.

And then she walked right up to me.

“Hi there!” she said. Blond, short hair cut
to her neck in an expensive haircut, grey jersey dress that looked
sprayed on an athlete’s bod, firm breasts, the long legs and hard
ass of a serious runner, light tan, blue eyes, spike heels -- oh
she was a piece of work. And what the hell is she doing in
Moby’s?

“Well, hello,” I said. “And what can I help
you with, young lady?”

Dimpled. Oh hell yeah.

“Well, handsome man, I’m looking for a
friendly place to have a drink and knock some balls around. Is this
that kind of place?”

I laughed. “There’s some ball knocking
available, that’s for sure. What kind did you have in mind?”

She punched my arm, a good punch, too. “Bad
man! I heard that you have pool tables here.”

“We do.”

“So I want to work some stick. Can you help
me out?”

Oh, this one knew just what she was doing.
Nice smell, too. But something surely out of place when a woman of
this measure showed up in Moby’s.

“And how did you find our fine
establishment?”

“Looked in the phone book, handsome. From my
hotel.”

“Just visiting?”

“Just business. So what’s a girl got to do to
get some game?”

I pointed her to the four tables in the back.
There was a desultory game going on with a couple of young guys
from the welder’s shop down the block knocking some balls around,
but the rest of the tables were free.

“Go on back,” I said. “You’ll get as much
game as you can handle.”

“Thanks! How about you, like to knock the
balls around?”

“Working, honey. But thanks for the offer.
Maybe later.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing…”

She ambulated away, her hips and legs moving
in erotic array on those high heels. She wasn’t a dancer, I could
tell that. Serious jock, though, working out was serious business
for her. And she was already working the room big time. Every male
head swiveled to watch her cut a swath through the crowd. I
couldn’t hear what she said to the boys at the table, but it
started with laughter and ended with them racking the balls up, and
her going through a long erotic evaluation of the available pool
cues, running them through the O of her thumb and forefinger as
thoughtfully and thoroughly as she probably handled a cock.

What a piece of work.

But something wasn’t right about her.

Deon caught my eye, tilted his head in her
direction, and gave me a big grin. I shrugged, mouthed, “Go for
it,” and turned to watch how the rhythm in the bar had changed.
Like a shark had entered the water.

***

Nina took a half-empty bottle of Cuervo Gold
Especial from the cabinet above her refrigerator, a lucky shot
glass with the crest of the Special Operations Command etched on
the side, a cold lime from the fridge and a sharp knife from the
drawer. Sliced up some limes, took down a salt shaker and arrayed
the limes and the salt shaker on a small plate. Went back into the
front room, still dark, walking with a sureness through her
familiar room in the dark, blinking till her night vision came
back. Poured a shot, licked the back of her hand and sprinkled salt
on it, licked the salt, did the shot, bit the lime.

Again.

And again.

Three was a good start to the Gold Rush.

She let the tequila steam it’s way through
her system, coil and burn in her empty stomach. Thought about…

No.

She didn’t think about him anymore.

Her lip curled, and she did another shot.

Looked out the window, the moon riding
high.

Picked up her Glock 30 from the table, press
checked it, saw the reassuring blink of fresh brass in the chamber.
Lay back on the couch, her legs kicked akimbo, the pistol in her
lap, stared up at the ceiling.

She didn’t want to work tonight.

She didn’t want to be alone tonight.

Stroked the pistol down her thigh, set it
beside her on the cushion.

Thought about Nico, what he would look like
naked. Hard muscled, with just the little edge of softness that
comes with age, no matter how hard you worked the weights. Probably
some grey in his body hair, since he wore no facial hair and kept
his head shaved bald. Would he be shy about his body? Or bold?

The thought warmed her between her legs.

She smiled at that. It had been a long
time.

Maybe it was time? Maybe she should just look
at some uncomplicated fucking, just to see if she remembered all
that? Her body did. Craved it, the hard rocking release, straining
up against a man, or back against him, the shudder and shout of
orgasm, that complete and thorough limpness that came over her
after.

Right before she wanted it again.

Picked up her pistol, sighted it with one
hand at the photograph of her and…

No.

Put the weapon down again, let her hand cup
herself, felt the warmth there.

No. She didn’t want that emptiness. She
wanted to be filled up.

But then, if she wanted that, why didn’t she
just get it?

Nico, sure. He was divorced, had an on again
off again girlfriend, some kind of aerobics or fitness teacher down
at Gold’s Gym. But that wasn’t who she thought about.

Jimmy?

Sure, she’d do Jimmy. She remembered him
running the carbine, the look on his face. She’d trusted him, and
that was something she didn’t do lightly. She laughed to herself.
Nina didn’t need to trust a man to fuck him. She just needed to
trust herself. And something about Jimmy made her not trust
herself. And there was LIzzy…Nina never let conventions stand in
the way of getting something, or someone, that she wanted, but
there was something very different about those two. Lizzy was
surely not what she appeared to be, not just an exceptionally
beautiful stripper and maybe part-time call girl; Jimmy was surely
not what he appeared to be, a smarter than average bouncer in a
rough bar.

Of course, Nina wasn’t what she appeared to
be either, was she?

Were you, Nina?

Time for another drink.

And then, what the hell, go out to work.
Better than sitting here alone in the dark with a bottle of tequila
and a .45.

***

“Seen enough?” Marcus said.

“Hours ago.”

“Time spent in reconnaissance is never time
wasted.”

“I saw that movie.”

“The one with Charley Sheen?”

“Har, har, har.”

“Lead on, SEAL. I like the way you
crawl.”

They quietly stowed the optics in dark canvas
drag bags, then made their way down the hill, slowly and stealthily
crawling till they were on the far side of the hill away from the
sprawling farm house. Stood, and walked quickly through the brush.
They didn’t need the AN-PVS-5s they carried; the almost full moon
shed more than enough light, and they had already cleared their
egress trail before they had set up. They were silent, pausing
every five to eight steps for a heartbeat or so to listen, to hear
if there were any footsteps or rustling brush or hushed voices, and
then continued. It took them almost forty five minutes to make
their way back to the pull out where their Dodge Ram was parked.
Discipline won out over the desire to snipe at each other; not a
word was exchanged until they were in the truck, the engine
running, and they were wiping their faces with baby wipes.

“I’m too old for this shit,” Marcus said.

“What do you think?” Joe said.

“Hmm. Won’t be a cake walk. But not
insurmountable. Wish we had better intel about the layout inside.
She’s only got eight shooters, and the two guys that do all the
heavy lifting. So say ten. We’ve got six, but we have superior
firepower. And we’re better looking. So I say we stealth in close
and hit them long hard and continuous.”

“I don’t think we should do it that way.”

“So what the fuck else is new, Joe? You got a
better idea, kick it out.”

“I think we should stealth in, take them out
quietly, do it suppressed instead of heavy. That way we don’t run
the risk of the people the next farm over hearing and calling the
sheriff. Then we got plenty of time to clean out their warehouse,
and if we leave some bodies to do the lifting, it’ll go even
faster.”

Marcus considered this. “You mean kill them
later?”

“If at all. They’re in this for the bank.
Make them an offer they can’t refuse.”

“You know, for a guy who’s never done nothing
but swim and watch movies, you come up with some good ideas. We’ll
run it by D and Jimmy, see what they got to say.”

“How come Jimmy don’t play with us on our
game?”

Marcus shrugged. “Man goes his own way.
That’s his business. I’m glad to have him take my back any
time.”

“You got history with him?”

“No. We been to some of the same schools,
played in some of the same sewers. He’s good people, just making
his way differently.”

“What the fuck is he doing bouncing
drunks?”

Marcus shrugged. “Not my problem.”

He turned the truck in the direction of Lake
City, glowing in the distance beneath the moon.

“Moon’s coming full, my friend.”

***

“Eight ball in the side pocket,” Dee said.
She leaned over the table, stroking the cue between thumb and
forefinger slowly and lasciviously, then bridged the cue and rapped
the cue ball sharply. The eight ball cracked into the side pocket,
and she slowly straightened, every man’s gaze shifting from her ass
and legs to her proud breasts and flat belly. “Pay up, cowboy.”

The lanky machinist in the straw cowboy hat
laughed and shook his head, put a handful of wrinkled bills on the
stack beside her.

“Guess I got took in a big way,” he said.

“You play, you pay, big boy,” Dee said. She
leaned over and brushed her lips against his, her nipples brushing
his arm. “Come back when you got some more money, honey.”

He strode off, his face red.

“So who’s next?” Dee said.

“You should give the boys a rest,” Deon said.
He was leaning against the wall, watching the show. The other men
laughed. She wasn’t getting any more takers. Dee looked him up and
down, then picked up the stash of cash and riffled through it. At
least a couple of hundred bucks in two hours. Not bad.

“You want to play?” Dee said.

“No, not my game,” Deon said. “I’ll buy you a
drink, though.”

“Sure, handsome. Where’d you get that
accent?” She put her cue back in the rack, struck a pose in front
of him, hip cocked, fist on hip.

“Africa. South Africa.”

“I loved that movie!”
she gushed. She tucked her hands around his arm and steered him
back towards the table he’d been at. “You be Robert Redford and
I’ll be Meryl Streep, okay?”

It was a good arm, she thought. Lean and very
hard, not the bulky show muscle you got with a lot of gym rats in
LA, but the long muscles of someone who earned his strength in
doing something with his hands besides jerking off, pumping weights
and injecting steroids. She bumped against something on the left
side, just over the hip bone, a good sized pistol from the feel of
it, primary? Maybe a secondary or a back up.

She steered him back to his seat, waited till
he pulled the chair out for her, settled herself pertly in place,
crossed her legs and pumped one foot restlessly.

“What would you like?”

“I’m warm. A beer, I think. Corona. Reminds
me of the sun!”

Thieu came over, gave her the look. Brought
back a beer.

“Cheers,” Deon said.

“Chin chin!” Dee said. Sipped her beer. And
debated with herself about when and how to kill her date.

***

Deon and his new lady love left early, not
quite midnight. The witching hour. I watched them go, New Girl
hanging on his arm, laughing at all the right places, breast shoved
firmly against him. Deon with his usual huge grin, a wink to me as
he went by.

“Night, oke.”

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” I
said.

“I bet that leaves the door wide open,” New Girl said, winking at me.

“Yeah,” I said.

She shrugged. “Next time, honey. You got to
step up you want to get to first base.”

“Sure.”

I stood out on the sidewalk, looked up at the
night sky. Watched them disappear around the corner. Took out my
cell phone and tapped out a quick text message: WATCH YOURSELF.
SOMETHING NOT RIGHT WITH THIS PICTURE. Sent it.

Wondered.

Back inside on the stool, I felt for what was
missing in the ambience, the feeling of the place. Something had
gone out of it, something dangerous. Because that woman was not
what she seemed.

I felt someone coming, turned to see.

Nina.

And she was hammered.

“Hey Jimmy,” she said. “How you doing?”

“How you doing? You
been at it someplace else?”

She shook her head no. “Drinking alone. Bad
habit I got. Looking for some company. You off yet?”

“Not till 2, Nina. But I can take a little
break in place. You want something…maybe some coffee?”

She considered this. “Wide awake drunk?
Probably a good idea, Jimmy. Coffee, black. IV drip.”

I laughed. “We can do that.”

I got her coffee in a giant to-go cup from
the kitchen, almost a quart’s worth. She pulled a stool up beside
me and held the cup between her hands.

“Two of us on the door tonight, huh?” she
said.

“Best protected place in the city.”

“No shit.”

“How you doing, Nina? Don’t seem yourself
tonight.”

“Very observant. That’s something I like
about you. You always see what’s going on. Don’t always say
something about it, but you always see what’s going on.”

“That’s a blessing and a curse. As you
already know,” I said.

Nina took a long pull from her coffee cup,
winced as the hot coffee burned her lip. “I already know.” She
wrinkled her nose at the taste. “This is awful.”

“It’s free.”

“There’s that.” She sipped again. “Tell me
something, Jimmy.”

“What?”

“What you doing in this place?”

“Working.”

“Don’t be cute. You know what I mean. Why
this place? Why you?”

“Kinda personal, isn’t that?”

“We’ve killed together. That’s more intimate
than fucking. Don’t you think?”

I was struck by how funny my life was. I
never thought I’d be having a conversation like this with a
beautiful, broken nosed cop on a bar stool in a bar in Lake City.
The last time I’d had this conversation had been in the team room
in the ‘Stan…

“It is more intimate. That’s something
civilians don’t understand.”

She nodded sagely. “That’s right. They’re not
in The Club.”

The Club.

Yeah.

That’s something they don’t tell you in the
Police Academy, or in basic training. How killing together,
trusting your life to another killer in the moment, is an act
requiring the same kind of trust to be naked and vulnerable in
front of another human in the act of love. Perverse, isn’t it?
That’s why civilians don’t understand the bond between those of us
in The Club. Why we would do anything for our brothers, or our
sisters, in arms. Because the bond of blood in The Club is more
than anything, more than anyone outside will ever understand.

So she deserved a straight answer.

“Because it’s easy,” I said. “I don’t want it
to be complicated. I want it to be easy. I come in here, I keep the
peace, have a drink, have some laughs. Keep it simple, keep it
light.”

She stared into my eyes, and for the first
time I noticed the flecks in her hazel eyes; in her left eye was
one that was star shaped, a black fleck that distracted me. She was
so beautiful…and the ruin of that nose made the rest of her seem
almost angelic in comparison.

“What happened that you have to have simple
now?” she said.

Such a simple question.

And impossible to answer.

I sighed. Thought of the mountains in
Afghanistan, the bodies spilled in the snow, across the rocks…

“It’s a choice, Nina. Spend enough time, and
maybe you won’t want the fast and the furious anymore. Maybe you’ll
settle for simple. Quiet and easy.”

“Your life isn’t so quiet and easy, Jimmy.
You got your fingers in some things that aren’t so quiet and easy.
You still looking for the edge, Jimmy? Once you get that taste,
it’s not so easy to leave it alone, is it? Thumping a drunk, having
some laughs, banging a good looking stripper…it’s not enough, is
it?”

The heat and anger in her voice took me off
guard. She was pinning me with those eyes now.

“You working now, Nina?”

“Yeah. Tell me about what you’re into outside
the bar, Jimmy.”

“Not a fucking thing.”

I give as good as I get when I’m pressed.

She looked away, drank more coffee. Her
shoulders rose and fell with harsh breathing.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m having a night.
You’re just an available target.”

“Somebody as handy with a shooter as you
might consider staying home, cooling off,” I said lightly.
“Wouldn’t do to go around killing people, even though they might
deserve it. Might even be asking for it.”

“The bosses frown on that,” Nina agreed.
“Though there is no shortage of people who are only alive because
it’s against the law to kill them.”

“Now that’s an interesting thought.”

“Fuck you, Jimmy.”

“Okay,” I said. “I don’t have to do some work
here and send you on your way, do I?”

She looked at me, incredulous, then laughed.
“I’d like to see that shit.”

“You’d be a handful, that’s for sure.”

“More than a handful, boy friend. I got more
than a handful.”

For a moment the heat off her was like an
oven door, briefly opened and then slammed shut.

“Mind if I ask you a
personal question?” I said.

“Why not? We’re practically fuck
buddies.”

I let that slide. “What’s up with the nobody
comes near me thing?”

She touched her nose, and then tapped her
elbow against her pistol, hidden under her leather jacket. “You
don’t know me well enough to ask.”

“Who does?”

“Nobody.” She stood up, set the unfinished
coffee down. “Thanks for the coffee. See you around. Tell Lizzy I
said hey. Me and her, we’re going to catch a drink some night. I
like your woman.”

“She’s not my woman. She’s not anybody’s
woman.”

“That’s the smartest thing I’ve ever heard
you say, Jimmy Wylde. Remember you said that.”

I watched her march out, and wondered who was
going to pay the toll on her dark highway tonight.

 


 



Chapter Forty Two

This South African had endurance, and that
was always a good thing in Dee’s mind.
She’d got off twice, and him once, and they were back at it again,
and he didn’t even need any corn flakes to get him up again. For a
guy who was in his forties, maybe creeping up on fifty, he could
rock and roll in the sheets department. She eased herself back on
top of him, reached down and grabbed his cock and eased it in,
wiggled around till he fit just right, then started to ride him,
leaning forward, her hands on his shoulders, his hands on her
ass…

Damn! This boy could ride.

It was going to be a shame to kill his hard
ass.

She felt the tension roiling in her lower
belly, and her careful rocking became faster and faster, frantic,
and then she dug her fingernails into his thin hard chest as she
bucked on him, hard and harder…

After, lay back and stared up at the ceiling,
the two of them side by side, not touching, body heat radiating
between them. She let herself bask in the glow. His place was a
small suburban house in a nice neighborhood. Sam Suburbanite.
Neatly furnished, comfortable in an ascetic bachelor basic. No sign
of weaponry or of his work except for a couple of Janes books on
the coffee table. She had the same ones in her work room at home.
Even the art work on the walls looked as though it could have been
rented. Maybe it was.

He rolled out of the bed, paused, walked
naked out into the hallway. He was very lean, no fat on him at all,
just flat muscle, nothing to his ass it just dropped straight down
from his back to his legs. Interesting scars. Shrapnel on his lower
leg, it looked like, two definite gunshot wounds on his abdomen and
a long surgical incision, couple of miscellaneous pockings, a big
discolored patch on his back like a burn or a scrape.

Deon came back in, holding a glass of water
wrapped in a paper towel, handed it to her.

“Thanks!” she said. Drank it off in one long
swallow, handed it back. “More, please.”

He grinned and walked away, brought her
another glass.

“You do this very well,” she said. “House
broken and all. Who trained you?”

He laughed. “You’re a good one, girly.”

“Girly? I like that. I am surely girly.”

“Yes,” he said. “You surely are.”

“Do I get to stay, or are you the love em and
leave em type?”

He thought about that. “You might use me
again if you stay.”

“Oh, I’ll definitely use you. Use you right
up.”

“Then of course you can stay. I’m never one
to pass up a challenge.”

He eased back onto the bed, moved with an
economy of motion that reminded Dee of James Coburn in The
Magnificent Seven; he moved with an absolute economy, nothing
wasted. And stillness. He had that in spades. In Dee’s experience,
only really excellent athletes, and experienced killers, had that
kind of stillness in repose.

He was a fine bedroom athlete, and she had no
doubt that he was an experienced killer.

It was funny how her mind worked, she
thought. She often had sex with her targets, as no one was more
vulnerable than a freshly fucked man who thought he had the upper
hand all across the board. She relished the memory of some of the
faces, when that soft contented or casually arrogant look of the
satiated male morphed, for just an instant, into sheer terror as
the realization of their death sank in. That’s why she liked the
knife so much. Sudden sting, and they clapped their hand to the
gaping mouth that appeared beneath their chin, and she ducked the
arterial spray and watched with interest as the life faded out of
them with their blood. Or sticking them was good -- penetration
back. The truth was, she didn’t hate them; just mostly didn’t care
one way or another. Shooting was fast and efficient, but she hadn’t
brought one of her suppressed pistols with her. There was a Walther
TPH with a Gemtech suppressor in her kit bag back at the hotel, but
tonight she was going light. Only a Hideaway Knife tucked into the
fold of her thong, which she had palmed before Deon got that far.
He’d be a handful with just a knife, but then, Dee thrived on
challenges.

But that wasn’t what was on her mind.

She liked this man.

She’d date him if she didn’t have to kill
him. And she sure liked him better than Irina. She toyed, albeit
briefly, with the thought of offering him a buy out. That wouldn’t
be good for business, and she’d taught herself, God knows, how to
be a businesswoman and stick to the plan instead of being swayed by
what her pussy wanted. Or had it in it lately.

So onto logistics. Pretty simple -- wait till
he was out, cut his throat, step back and watch him bleed out. Go
out to her car and get the crush proof can of gas out of the trunk,
sprinkle liberally over the body, light and leave. That would take
care of her DNA trace, not that she worried too much about it.
While the TV shows made much of it, there still was no such thing
as a nationwide database of DNA from unsolved murders, and her
cover profile was such that she’d never get in the database. Well,
never say never, but say it’s extremely unlikely.

Well, kill him now or kill him later?

That was the question.

She laughed, and he turned to look at her,
questioning.

“Just girl think,” she said.

“So tell,” he said.

“I’m just wondering…your house doesn’t say
much about you. Most people, they have things, personal things,
that tell a little story, or a big one, about themselves. Your
place, no offense, it could be anybody’s house. A guy’s for sure,
but any guy’s. And you're not any guy. Do you just rent this place
furnished or what?”

He shrugged.

“Maybe I’m not as interesting as you think I
am.”

“That’s not true.”

“Did you ever smoke?”

“What?”

“Smoke. Cigarettes.”

“A long time ago. Why? How did you know?”

“You just seem like someone who used to
smoke.”

“See? You can look at people and know things
about them. That’s interesting. Not many people like that.”

“You’re like that, aren’t you?”

“I’m a girl, we’re supposed to be like
that.”

“You’re not a girl. You’re a woman.”

She wiggled, shifted her bottom away from the
cooling wet spot. “I’m glad you noticed.”

“What hotel are you staying at?”

“The Hilton.”

“Nice place?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of business are you in?”

“Personnel, human resources. Boring stuff.
You sure are asking a lot of questions. Plan on making me into a
steady or something?”

“You won’t be around long enough for that.”
He paused. “Will you?”

“Just passing through, Safari Man. Just a
ship in the night.”

“What kind of boring stuff?”

She rolled out of the bathroom, conscious of
his eyes on her, went into the bathroom, tossing it off over her
shoulder. “Insurance, life expectancies, that kind of thing.”

In the bathroom, she drew on her own
stillness. He knew something, felt something. Who was hunting who,
right now? There was a tingle in her stomach that set her on edge.
She took a breath, calmed herself, peed. Smiled at the mirror,
touched her teeth with her tongue. Came back out.

Deon was sitting up in the bed, his back to
the headboard. He spun one of her spike heels in his left hand. In
his right he held her Hideaway which she had tucked into her shoe
when taking off her thong. She stopped, weight forward on the balls
of her feet.

“Like my knife?” she said.

“I do,” Deon said. “I’ve read about these.
Never handled one, though. You really can hide these any place,
can’t you?”

“That’s the point of it. Pun intended.”

He grinned and touched his finger to the
point of the chisel shaped blade. “Very pointy. Ever use this
thing?”

She sat down next to him, reached out and
took it from his unresisting fingers, laced it onto her hand. Mock
threatened him with it. “Only on boxes.”

“Voice boxes?”

She laughed. “Good one. No, FedEx boxes
mostly. Girl’s got to be careful in today’s world.”

“You keep it in your shoe?”

“No, handsome.” She pulled out her thong,
showed him the flat kydex sheath sewn in the lining. “Right here.
Where I can keep it warm.”

She slipped the knife back into it’s sheath.
“Okay?”

“Sure,” he said.

She dropped the thong beside the bed, turned
on her side, and wiggled back so that her back was against his
side. She felt him turn to the side away, pause, and then turn
back, curl her up against him, his arm around her.

No killing tonight.

Ah well. At least she got laid good.

And tomorrow is another day.

***

Nina drove down to Lake Harrison, parked her
squad next to the bandstand. Got out and walked down to the little
dock where the sailboats and a few skiffs were tied up. The waxing
moon rode high in the black sky. There was the clink of chains,
metal on metal, and the squeak of the wooden dock boards beneath
her feet.

Nothing else.

A long time ago, back in Minneapolis, she’d
stood on a deck a lot like this one. Not alone. There was a
tightness deep in her chest, armor squeezing around her heart to
protect it. Anger in her belly. But at who? Herself? Him?

She didn’t know. Didn’t want to know. Just
wanted to be done with him.

But she didn’t know how to get him off her
mind.

She sat down at the end of the dock, let her
feet dangle above the dark waters, leaned back on her palms, face
up as though bathing in the moon light, as though the light was
washing through her, taking away what was dark.

But there was so much of it.

She laughed, and remembered the Catholic
Church of her youth. Confession? What would a priest make of what
was in her mind? It didn’t matter anymore. She had left the need to
confess behind long ago. Especially to a neutered man. What would
he know about what happened between men and women? How could he
understand what was in her heart? She knew, though, that there was
something greater than herself, something powerful, some Spirit
that reached out to protect and to infuse and to punish…and that
was part of her job. Part of her mission, part of why she was here,
right now, in this particular moment, in this particular place. To
be a tool in the hand of that Spirit.

Damn, she thought. Too much tequila and I’m a
philosopher.

She took a deep breath, felt the energy flow
into her, her head clear as though a fog had lifted.

Thought about Jimmy.

Went back to her car and drove home,
alone.

***

I parked a block away from my building, got
out, looked up at the night sky. I liked the light of the full
moon. Everything had that silver gleam around it, as though
outlined with one of those silver paint pens, standing out distinct
against the dark. I stood and listened for a moment, the sounds of
the city: the hiss of traffic, voices, indistinct in the distance,
fading; the slam of a car door; the rise and fall of a siren; my
heart beat.

Then the sounds of my foot steps on the
pavement.

One of the things I love about full night,
the deep of the night, is the sense of complete and total isolation
-- I’m part of everything I see, but not. Wherever I was, I moved
through it, but I wasn’t really there. Just a ghostly presence,
invisible to all others. I was alone on the street, tuned in to
what was around me, and it felt good.

My apartment building loomed, and in my
window, high up on the 4th floor, I saw a light on in
the window.

Lizzy was up there.

I stopped and stared up at the lighted
rectangle, only a few others in the building. Wondered how I felt
about having someone there to leave the light on for me. It felt
good, that I knew…but for how long? And why would I even consider
trying to make it a permanent part of my life? And why wouldn’t
I?

That was a tough question in the middle of
the night.

But then the middle of the night is a good
time for tough questions.

There was that issue of deservedness. Was
that a word? I laughed. I didn’t know. Of course I deserved it. I
deserved good things, finally. I’d paid my dues and then some. And
what I felt was the nagging remains of a way of thinking that had
long outlived it’s usefulness.

But it did linger.

Why?

I let myself in the entrance, checked my
mail. A handful of bills and a flyer with coupons for the IGA and
Kroger’s. Walked up instead of taking the elevator, feeling the
good flex in my calves as I rounded each floor in the stairwell.
Stopped outside my door, and let my senses expand, felt her
presence inside.

She wasn’t in the front room.

I locked the door, went quietly to the
bedroom, peeked in the crack of the door and saw the rise of her
hip and the swoop down to the narrow of her waist, the rise and
fall of her thin shoulders with the deep slow rhythm of sleep. I
undressed quietly, laying my gear out on the floor beside the bed,
slipped beneath the sheets beside her. She wore a cream silk
negligee and nothing else. I eased up behind her, draped an arm
over her, pulled her close. She stirred, and when I buried my face
in her hair, pressed my lips against her neck, I felt the smile,
heard her sleepy voice.

“Hi, Jimmy…”

“Sleep,” I said. “Just sleep.”

 


 



Chapter Forty Three

“Why is he not dead?” Irina demanded.

The two women were in their designated room
in Nordstrand’s. Dee was trying on a new pair of heels.

“These look just like Manolos,” she said.
“But half the price!”

“Did you hear me?”

“I heard you,” Dee said. “Don’t micromanage
me. You don’t know how. I’ll get it done my way.”

The ice in her tone took Irina aback,
something she wasn’t used to.

“It needs to be done soon.”

“It will be done when it’s the right time for
me. I understand your time line. But this is going to go the way it
goes. He’s not a soft target.”

“You were with him?”

Dee stood up, new shoes in place, turned and
admired the line of her calf. She wore a summer dress today, cut to
just above the knee, low cut in the back.

“Oh, I like these,” she said. “Must have, I
think.”

Irina fought with the tide of rage rising in
her, felt the red rising up out of the collar of her Armani suit in
a tide across her face.

“When will you do it?”

“When I see him next.”

“I’m supposed to have a meeting with him
soon. I don’t want him to make that meeting.”

“Don’t bother me with this again, Irina. It’s
not how I work. And we’re not going to do this again. Ever.”

“That’s correct,” Irina said. “But you have a
job to do right now.”

Dee waved her hand at the sales girl. “Honey?
I’m walking out with these. Wrap my other shoes in the box, will
you?”

She handed the girl a Platinum AmEx card.
“Charge it, sweet heart.”

She turned and stared Irina in the eye. In
their heels, the two women were practically the same height, right
at six feet.

“Don’t make me do something I don’t want to
do, Irina. I’ll get the job done. But I don’t tolerate this kind of
treatment from my customers. We’re done when this is done. And
don’t think about pushing me. Some jobs I do for free.”

She spun on her new heels and went to the
counter.

Irina glared at Dee’s back, and thought about
what she would need to do in the very near future.

***

“So how do we play it, Jimmy?” Deon said.

We were all sitting in the front room of
Deon’s second safe house, Marcus and Joe’s crash pad for the last
week. I took a long pull on my Starbucks triple shot mocha,
considered that.

“I like the idea of stealthing in, minimal
casualties,” I said. “I don’t know about buying them out. Anybody
you can buy isn’t worth keeping around full time. Irina, her main
guy Ruiz, they’ll have to go away. The rest are just hired help,
they’ll disappear into the woodwork when we roll away. We want the
product, and the message to stand. But that means Irina has to go
away.”

“I don’t like killing women,” Joe said.

Marcus laughed. “That’s because you’ve never
been married.”

Deon didn’t like it, either. I could tell by
his face. But he knew it was going to be necessary.

“Is there any way to get her out of the
picture without killing her?” I said.

“Naïve, oke. Or wishful thinking. Leave her
alive, even without her product and her crew, she’ll find a way to
come back at us. She has money stashed away somewhere, a little
bolt hole to go to if she needs to. Resources. Like any other
fight, kill the head and the body will die. She’s the head, what’s
left of it with Sergey out of the picture.”

“That settles that,” I said. “Your other guys
good to go?”

“Yes,” Deon said. “They don’t need to know
what we’re talking about. They’ll be there, do their jobs.”

“What about the product?”

“I think we should take what we want, but not
all. Leave the authorities something to puzzle over when they come
and pick through the rubble. It will throw up a nice smoke screen
for us.”

I thought about that. Yeah. That would
work.

“Okay, then,” I said. I leaned over the
coffee table to the big sketch pad I had laid out. “This is how I’m
thinking we’ll do this…”

Marcus interrupted. “When do you want to do
this?”

“Sooner the better. Light of the full moon.
How’s that strike you?” I said.

Marcus threw back his head and bayed like a
wolf.

“Fucking maniac,” Joe muttered.

“I second that emotion,” Marcus said. “So
let’s hear the plan…”

***

“They’re going to come for us,” Ruiz said.
“If your hitter doesn’t take him out right away. Maybe even if she
does. We need to be ready for that.”

“What do you need to be ready?” Irina
said.

“Money. To make sure they stick around.
You’re going to have to come up with some incentives for them, who
we have left.”

“Why do you stick around?” Irina said.

Ruiz smiled lazily, looked at her. “Money.
Maybe there are some other incentives for me. Maybe.”

Irina considered that. “Maybe. Maybe not. How
much money?”

“At least a $5K bonus for each of the men.
Right now. With the promise of more, and a raise, when we see this
through.”

“All right,” Irina said. “See to it. I’ll get
you the cash.”

“And what about me?” Ruiz said. “My
incentives?”

She gave him a cool smile, crossed her legs.
“We’ll see.”

He shrugged, sauntered out of the room. She
watched him go with mild interest. Perhaps it was time to end this,
she thought. She could take what she had, which was considerable,
sell the product, and go elsewhere, do something different. Las
Vegas perhaps, where some of her acquaintances mentioned something
in girls. There was always a market for Eastern European girls, and
Irina had a good eye for woman flesh. And man flesh, as far as that
went.

But there was the matter of Sergey.

She wasn’t going to leave without making
someone pay the blood toll for him. And once that was done, then
she could feel free to leave, free to start over somewhere
else.

If that was what she wanted to do.

***

Outside the farmhouse, in front of the
converted barn, Ruiz spoke to the other gunfighters and the two
handlers.

“Hey hermanos,” he said. “The bitch is going
to give you all $5000 in cash for a bonus. I got it for you, you
kick back to me $1000 each. There will be a pay raise, a big one,
after we have done what we have to do.”

“Are they coming, Ruiz?” a tired looking
white man, Erdmann, said.

“I think so, mano,” Ruiz said. “She has
somebody going after the jefe, but I don’t think it’s going to
happen before we get hit. One big fight, and then it’s all
over.”

“She’s going to need to give me more than
that for a big fight,” Erdmann said. The other nodded in
agreement.

“I’ll see what I can do for you, mano,” Ruiz
said. “But that’s what we got right now.”

They went back to their jobs -- the fighters
walking the grounds, driving down the road to spell the two at the
gatehouse, the handlers back into the barn to stack and pack boxes
with product -- ammunition, rifles, pistols, hand grenades…

Ruiz watched them go, took out his cell
phone, entered a number.

“Yiiisss?” Deon said.

“I think we can make that thing happen,” Ruiz
said. “I’ll come and see you…”

“At the store, then.”

“Yeah.”

“Till then.”

Ruiz disconnected, smiled at nothing. Thought
of a new rancho in Costa Rica, and a pretty little house maid to go
with it.

***

“So what you got, besides hang over?” LT
Fabruzzi said.

“Whole lot of not so much,” Nina said. “I’m
thinking I need to go out, brace Komorov once again in her place.
But I’m telling you, and I’m surprised to be saying this, but I
think we need the Feds in on this.”

“What the fuck you talking about? Feds, we
don’t need no stinking feds!” Fabruzzi laughed at his own joke.
“Seriously, what the fuck?”

“This is heavy gun running shit, Oozy. ATF
territory. They got the best undercovers, they know how to roll
with this shit. Look at the firepower we’ve seen go down. Dump this
shit on the Feds. We got our guy, crispy critter or not.”

“I can’t believe this is Nina Capushek
talking to me right. Nina, is this you? Or is it somebody dressed
up like you? What the fuck, feds? No fucking way. Those bodies are
ours, on our fucking street. It’s all one big case. Keep working.
I’ll let you know I think we need the feds in here. What the
fuck?”

“I don’t have a good feeling about this any
more, Oozy. There’s something going on, something we don’t have a
full handle on. You ever think the Feds might already be in on this
shit?”

“Why? Why you say that? What do you
know?”

“Just a feeling, Oozy. I worked with the Feds
enough to know. That’s how they do things -- keep all the cards
hidden, everybody in the dark, till it all rolls up on them. That’s
how they like it. Neat and tidy, but all their way. They don’t care
who they use or how bad they use them. If it gets them the big
collar, then hey, big collar they got. They don’t give a fuck. And
something about this whole thing stinks of Fed.”

“Undercovers? You think they got undercovers
on this? Why do you think that?”

“I don’t know, Oozy. It’s just a
feeling.”

Fabruzzi stalked back and forth, waving his
hands as wildly as his greengrocer grandfather had. “Feeling? What
the fuck? Feeling? Feds? What the fuck do I need that shit for?
Huh? What the fuck, Nina!”

Nina shrugged. Looked and felt tired. “That’s
what I got.”

“Well, get the fuck out of here and get me
something else! No Feds! I’m not bringing the Feds in on this!”

Nina got up, arched her back. The sight of
her tits interrupted Fabruzzi, as she figured it would. “Be careful
it ain’t the Feds bringing us in, Oozy.”

She stalked away, Fabruzzi’s words falling on
her hunched shoulders.

“What the fuck do you mean by that? What the
fuck do you mean?”

***

“Do you like to shoot?” Deon said. He sat
across from Dee in a little independent coffee house called Jumping
Jive, sipped a mocha, studied her face.

She was doing a straight doppio, two shots of
espresso with plenty of sugar stirred into it. An unusual drink for
a woman, Deon thought, but then, she was an unusual woman.

“Guns?” she said.

“Yeah. Guns. Pistols, actually.
Handguns.”

“Oh, hell yeah,” she said.

“I own a gunstore with a small private range.
Would you like to spend some time there?”

“Your time is your own?”

“Of course. As it seems yours is.”

“Well, I am a working girl, but that’s what’s
nice about business trips…I can always, um, squeeze in some fun. Or
shopping. I think I could squeeze you in…”

He grinned. “Let’s shoot first.”

“Strange idea of foreplay you have, big
boy.”

***

Lizzy was gone and the absence of her filled
these rooms like the lingering echo from a bell. A vibration, a
sense of something gone. I laughed at my own sappiness, and dialed
my I-Pod, mounted in my Bose player, till I hit that good Bill
Withers tune: Ain’t No Sunshine When She’s Gone.

“…it’s not warm, when she’s away…”

I sat down in my front room. Restless. I got
up, went into my spare room/study, unlocked my green foot locker.
Opened it up. Folded desert camos, dusty and beaten desert boots.
My decorations in a glass faced display case, put aside. A team
photo, me and the Task Force, sitting outside a Blackhawk, weapons
to hand. I put that aside as well. There was a black leather bound
book there. I reached for it, stopped. Closed the chest and locked
it again. Took my gun cleaning equipment out to the front room and
spread it out on an old towel. Drew out my Combat Commander, broke
it down, wiped the parts carefully, inspected them, then ran a
patch soaked in Break Free down the barrel, wiped all the parts
down, reassembled the already clean pistol and worked the action.
Took a silicone cloth out, and a set of surgical gloves. Put on the
gloves, then emptied all the rounds out of the magazines and wiped
them clean before reinserting them into the magazine, then
chambered a round, press checked it to make sure it was in
place.

So much for fingerprints.

Deon would have everything else we needed at
the safe house.

I holstered the weapon, sat back, and
listened to music.

Lizzy.

I wouldn’t see her till tonight. After.

Under the full moon.

***

“So what do I get to shoot?” Dee said. She
perused the selection of handguns in Deon’s showcases as avidly as
he imagined she might jewels in a jewelry store. “Wow, those are
nice!” She pointed at a Wilson Custom.

“You have good taste,” he said. He took out
the wooden presentation box, locked back the slide, handed it to
her. “That’s a $3000 pistol.”

She took it, looked inside the chamber, eased
the slide forward, locked the safety in place, all with the ease of
long practice. Locked the weapon in a solid low Isosceles ready,
brought it up, thumbed the safety off and pressed the trigger.

No wobble in the weapon at all.

“Not bad,” she said. “What’s the trigger set
at, 4 pounds?”

Deon smiled. “Four pounds exactly.”

“I like how they take all the creep out.
Wilson really does a good job, doesn’t he?”

“You’re familiar with their work?”

“No,” she said, laughing. “I just like to
shoot. Just fooling you, big boy.”

“Uh, huh. Want to shoot that, or something
else?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to dirty that up for
some paying customer, honey. I’m more of a Plain Jane girl when it
comes to pistols. I like that Glock 19, fits my hand pretty
good.”

“You do have good hands.”

She smiled, tossed her hair. “So I’ve been
told.”

He took a Glock 19 out of the rental cabinet
and two full capacity magazines. “Here you go.”

She took the pistol in one hand, magazines in
the other. Followed him into the back, after he locked the front
door. He turned on the lights in the range, pointed at a shelf in
the booth where she could set her pistol and magazines down. She
was very sure of herself, something he noticed right away. She
tucked her hair back, put on the shooting glasses before she put on
her headset -- a common gaffe with the new shooter was to reverse
the process and end up fumbling to get the glasses on with the ear
protection in place -- and settled them comfortably in place.

He set three fifty round boxes of 9mm
practice ammo on her shelf.

“Thanks,” she said, all business. She opened
the box, emptied the rounds into the rubber lined basin formed out
on the metal shelf, then gathered up a handful and began to thumb
them into the Glock magazines. Deon watched her. It was telling
that she didn’t load the magazines all the way up, leaving them one
down. She filled all three, looked at him, flashed him a huge
smile, and said, “Okay to go hot?”

“As if you were ever any other way.”

“Flatterer.”

She inserted a magazine, racked the slide
back overhand, took a solid Isosceles on the pistol, brought it up
on line with the B-27 human silhouette target hanging at 7
yards.

Bap, bap.

Two holes, an inch apart, appeared on what
would be the bridge of the nose, if a silhouette head had a nose.
She lowered the pistol slightly, arms still locked out, assessed
the target, scanned left, then right, brought the pistol back on
target…

Bap, bap.

Two more holes, this time touching.

Bap, bap.

Two holes so closely overlapped that they
made one big hole.

She grimaced. “It’s been awhile. I can’t
believe it takes me this long to get warmed up.”

“You’re shitting me, right?” Deon said.

“Oh, no, sweet heart,” she said. “On a good
day I can put it all in one hole. I’m good at that.”

She smiled, so genuine and open and happy
that Deon knew, in that instant, that he was going to have to kill
her.

Before she killed him.

 


 



Chapter Forty Four

“So tell me the story,” I said.

Deon and the whole crew were in the garage,
geared up and ready to rock and roll. Marcus and Joe were tinkering
with their pretty little SAWs, the new toys that had started all
this bullshit. And I still didn’t know what they wanted them for in
the first place, though after taking in some of the tats that the
silent three -- Larry, Curly, and Moe -- had, I was thinking Aryan
Brotherhood. Maybe. Or one of the off shoots. Der Bruder Schweigen
had gone deep underground after the FBI HRT has their hostage roast
on Whidbey Island. And the countryside around Lake City had more
than it’s fair share of survivalists, tax resistors, and land
reform advocates.

And just plain nut jobs.

The Three Aryan Stooges stood aside with
military discipline, never said a word unless spoken to, and took
direction only from Deon. I knew he had a profitable sideline with
training, both domestically and abroad. He taught firearms classes
through the gun store, straight up stuff, and was favored by the
cops for handgun and long gun training. But he never went in for
any police training contracts or anything else in town, just the
few gun savvy cops who dropped in to shoot and compete and take the
cop discount on the toys he could get them.

“We may not have to shoot anyone going in,”
Deon said. “Ruiz is willing to stand aside with all his crew for
the bank. Pay him off, we walk away with the goods. They walk away
with a good pay day. He guarantees all the shooters, and the
handlers, but he wants cash up front.”

“Not going to happen,” I said. “He can get
paid when we get done. And how do you know you can trust him with
this? He’s got a direct link to you…”

“And only me, oke. I’m the cut-out, you all
will be masked, we’ll put them all down and secure them. Then do
what we came to do.”

“No gunfight then,” Marcus observed. “Just a
straight up murder of a damn pretty woman.”

That brought on a silence.

“It will break the back of her organization,”
Marcus said. “She won’t be able to get a crew, her street cred will
be gone, all her bank, all her product…she’ll be turned out and
selling that ass to raise cash. I won’t shoot a woman. Unless, of
course, she’s shooting at me.”

More silence.

“I won’t be party to it,” Marcus said. “I’m
not bashful about this business. But I have standards.”

Joe started the laughter, and it spread.

Deon turned to me and said, “Well, oke?”

“If you’re asking me, I’ve always thought you
should let her walk. I won’t be party to killing her either. She’s
got nothing when we’re through tonight. She won’t ever be able to
mount an operation in Lake City again. Go in, take what we need.
And go.”

“There’s always comeback,” Deon said. “She’ll
know about me.”

“If you’re that concerned, then you should
have thought of that before you opened the ball with her.”

The older man, Moe in my mind, otherwise
aggressively nameless, said to Deon, pointedly ignoring everyone
else, “I’ll do it. If you want that.”

I took his measure. It was considerable. No
fear in his face, maybe early to middle fifties, stout, but hard.
Lots of lines in his face, short grey hair, and he carried that M4
with the casual assurance of a man who had spent a significant
portion of his life with that weapon in his hand. He glanced at me,
then back at Deon.

“Your call,” he said to Deon.

Deon shook his head. “No. If it gets to that,
I’ll do it. Nobody else. And only if there is nothing else to
do.”

I felt as though I were balanced on a
precipice. Part of me wanted to speak up, walk away from this whole
fucking mess; part of me realized that time had long passed and the
only resolution was to see it through all the way to the bloody
end. But I had to wonder: how did I get here? How did I get to this
place? It was so far away, from that mountainside in
Afghanistan…

“If it comes to a fight,” I said mildly.
“Then we do what we have to. But we’re not murdering her. She walks
unless she fights. Then she’s fair game. She walks.”

The older man squared up on me and his two
back ups eased back. I smiled at him.

Deon was quick to step up. “All right. We’ll
do it that way.”

“You’ll just have to find a way to live with
it, Deon. That’s the tax you’re going to pay for this whole
debacle.”

“Debacle,” Marcus said. “I like that
word.”

Moe and Larry and Curly looked at Deon. He
nodded and cut with his hand. It was over. Done.

“What else?” I said.

“She’s got a hitter on me,” Deon said.

“What?” I said. “Any other great last minute
news? Who is working you?”

Deon hung his head, the first time I’ve ever
seen him do that. He shook his head, then looked at me, seriously
embarrassed. “The woman.”

“What woman?”

“From the bar.”

It took me a minute to put that together.
“Pool player?”

“That’s the one.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“I want to see this woman,” Marcus said.

“Me three,” Joe said.

“Shut up,” I said. “Is she conscious of this?
The work tonight?”

Deon sighed. “I don’t think so.”

“Don’t think so? You don’t think that might
be a problem?”

“She’s working alone. She’s supposed to meet
me tomorrow morning for breakfast, a little bed play. I think
that’s when she’s going to make her move.”

“You know this how?”

“I just know.”

Now this was a complication I never expected.
But there is no such thing as a plan that survives contact with the
real world. The real gift in combat is the ability to read the
situation and improvise. That was the master’s gift. And while I’d
never think of myself that way, I’d learned, the hard way, that I
could do that. So we’d just have to go with it.

“Where is she?” I said.

“At her hotel.”

“Do you have anyone on her?”

“No. We don’t have anyone to put on her.”

It was my turn to sigh. Ah well. “Then let’s
roll,” I said. “And hope she doesn’t pop up in the middle of the
mix.”

***

He knew. The son of a bitch knew. And it was
her fault. She had to go and show off at the range. She’d seen the
look on his face, and he knew. They’d shot together, and he was
good…really good. And so was she. They were pretty evenly matched
for speed, but her precision accuracy held up a little better than
his against the clock. She’d never gone up, gun vs. gun, against
somebody at his skill level. She wasn’t a fighter; she was an
assassin and what she wanted to do was get the job done with
minimal risk, no fuss, no muss. When she used her gun, she had
everything stacked on her side, the same as when she used a
knife.

Now she’d lost that element of surprise.

He knew about her skill, about her
weapons…and he hadn’t bought off on the “armed woman” rap she gave
him.

She was too good, and that gave her away.

Dee cursed herself. That damn ego of hers.
And she wanted to show him up a little bit before she killed
him.

So she’d have to rethink the whole
approach.

And that damn Irina was demanding an update
and a face to face at her rancho outside of town.

One more damn thing to tend to.

She slammed her hand down on the hotel room
desk, shaking her laptop as she checked her e-mail.

Shit.

She signed off, geared up for a night out.
Just light, a couple of knives and her pistol with a few spare mags
in a pocket pouch, tucked in the outside pocket of her purse. Went
downstairs and got into her rental car and punched the address into
her GPS, and began to follow the directions of the mechanical voice
out into the night, under the full moon, to the outskirts of
town.

***

“Just tell me straight,” Nina said. “No
bullshit. I’m tired of fucking playing with you.”

“All right, all right,” her snitch said. He
was a wiry white boy, with the darting eyes and taut skin stretched
over bone look of the meth head. “Komorov and her crew, they’re
expecting something heavy. They got some product in, but they’ve
been selling it off, cut rate. Dumping a lot of guns on the street.
I can get you anything you want: Sigs, Glocks, Berettas, machine
guns, whatever.”

“When is this something heavy supposed to
happen?” Nina said.

“Soon,” her meth head said. “Maybe even
tonight.”

“Go find out when. And who else is
playing.”

He ducked his head in the fashion she was
used to seeing when he wanted money. “Not till you produce,” she
said. “Come back and I’ll have something for you.”

He slinked out of the car, disappeared into
the rush on Journey Street, just another piece of trash in the
sewer that was night time Lake City, at least the part she saw. The
full moon was rising in the sky, and the level of lunacy was
peaking in the street.

Tonight? The Komorovs?

She pulled out and started to weave her way
through traffic.

Might be worth while to see who was working
-- and who wasn’t -- tonight at Moby Dick’s.

***

“I’m not trusting these motherfuckers,” said
Ruiz’s partner, a bulky Colombian named Ochoa. “No money up front,
just lay our fucking guns down and get prone, let them take the
product and then put a bullet in my brain? No fucking way. Not
going to happen.”

“Deon is straight up,” Ruiz said. “We get out
of the way, we get to walk with our money and some product. Get out
of town for awhile, let it blow over, come back, he’ll put us on
the payroll.”

“Maybe to you. To me, he’s nothing. And I’m
not going to do this. I’ll take the money we’re getting up front
from Komorov. I want money in hand, not a promise to let me go when
they got a gun to my head. We don’t roll that way, hermano. No
fucking way.”

Ruiz sighed. “Then get sick and go home,
mano. I don’t want a problem with you, brother. But this is going
down.”

“I got a better idea,” Ochoa said. “I’ll go
sick. But I’m going out there in the woods with one other guy and
we’ll watch this shit go down. First sign of trouble, I light they
asses up. Which you should of thought about, instead of getting
greedy.”

He was right, Ruiz said. He was comfortable
with Deon, felt he could trust him. But he hadn’t thought it
through. You always need a back up, and a back up to your back
up.

“You’re right, man. That’s a good idea. Take
Taylor with you. And a handset. I wasn’t thinking.”

“No shit you weren’t thinking,” Ochoa said.
“And not even any pussy involved. That’s what you got me for, mano.
Let me do the thinking from now on, all right?”

***

Lizzy toyed with her playlist. There was a
song, an old song from the 70s she couldn’t get out of her head.
Credence Clearwater Revival. “Don’t go round tonight, because
you’re bound to lose your life…there’s a bad moon on the rise…”

She looked out her window at the gleaming
moon rising.

Something…

***

Dee pulled her Taurus up the gated entrance
to the Komorov farm. The two big guys at the gate house gave her
the look, almost to the point of rudeness.

“I’m expected, boys,” she said coolly.

One nodded, a big leer on his face. Opened
the gate. She drove by, ignoring the comments they were making
between themselves. She thought about saying something to them, but
that would be raising her profile. And saying something to Irina
would be pointless. Because she was never going to work for this
woman again.

And maybe, depending on how she held her
temper, nobody else might either.

She parked right in front of the house, got
out. Another goon with a gun was on the door step. He stepped
aside, disrespect in his bones, and let her in.

What was going on here?

“Irina!” she called as she walked down the
hallway.

“In here,” a muscled Hispanic with a sneaky
look said. “I’m Ruiz. You’re her…friend?”

“Oh, just a shopping buddy,” Dee said
brightly. This didn’t feel right. There was something going on with
the security staff. “Thanks!”

She brushed by him, and was conscious of how
he made no attempt to disguise his look at her. Irina sat by
herself in a big arm chair looking out over the lighted expanse of
the front lawn. She looked up and waved Irina to an adjoining arm
chair.

“Sit,” she said.

Dee stood and looked around. The only other
person in the room was Ruiz, who withdrew a discreet distance and
stood beside the door.

“Thank you, Ruiz,” Irina said.

There was a querulous tone to Irina’s voice
that sounded completely alien. Something about her had changed. Dee
saw that Ruiz had gone out, but left the door ajar and was probably
standing right outside. She walked to the door and looked out, saw
him.

“Hey honey,” she said. “This is girl talk,
okay?”

“Sure,” he said, insolence in every pore.
“I’ll just be over here.”

She waited till he walked away, then shut the
heavy door till the latch clicked. Dee walked and stood over
Irina.

“What the fuck is going on?” she said without
preamble. “I’m walking out of here.”

“Please don’t,” Irina said. “I need someone
here…”

“This feels like a set up,” Dee said. “Is
that what this is?”

“I don’t know what it is.”

“You need to replace this whole crew.”

“I don’t know how to.”

“Well, I do. But it will cost you extra. A
lot extra. And you’re not safe here. Something is up.”

“I know.”

“You’ve got what feels like a mutiny brewing
here. Do you have something going down tonight?”

“No. We’ve been selling it all off…I think I
need to be done with this. This is not a business for a woman.”

“Not for just any woman, that’s for damn
sure.”

Irina looked up at Dee. The Russian woman’s
face was drawn with tension, maybe even some fear. “Can you get me
out of this?”

“Do you have money here?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“A lot.”

“How much?”

Irina looked at the door, then back at Dee,
lowered her voice. “Almost a million in cash. $900,000 +. In the
safe.”

Dee sat down.

Payday.

“I can get you out of here,” she said. “But
all that cash is going with us. Just you and me, none of this
rented muscle. Because somebody else is renting your muscle now,
I’ll bet dollars to donuts, sweet heart. And you’re going to give
me half that stack. Because sister, somebody is coming to kill you
tonight and these guys are in on it.”

“Yes,” Irina said.

“Well, we got the talking part done,” Dee
said. “Now we got to see if Dee Kozak still has the moves or
not.”

***

We moved into the brush. Night vision we had,
but it wasn’t necessary tonight. I like to be prepared, and I
remembered my friends from Task Force Ranger who, after The Battle
of the Black Sea, never went out on an op without those NVDs again.
Young Rangers and the D-Boys, with whom I’d worked in the ‘Stan,
they always rolled heavy. And we’d taken a page from their book
tonight. We had two SAWs, two M-203s, a M-60 (humped by Moe, who’d
swapped his M4 for the heavy machine gun), and two M4s. Shoulder
bags of ammo, easy on, easy off, and a pistol for every man.

A chicken in every pot, and at least a gun or
two for every man.

Was it a president that said that, or a
comedian?

I couldn’t remember.

It was disconcerting to me that I noticed a
shift in my mindset. It was part of the evolution or devolution, I
didn’t know which yet, that was going on with me. The part of me
that remembered what it was like when I did this for a living
harangued me about keeping my mind on the job, stay tuned in, stay
focused on all the minute details of what was going on around me,
the hiss of brush against my clothing, the heartbeat in my ear, the
smell of wet grass, the full moon riding the sky high above us, the
bandoleer of grenades for the M-203 across my chest, the rest of
the men following me in trail, except for Joe and Marcus on the
flanks, moving fast till we got to what I’d determined would be our
phase line to move to the lay up for the leader’s recon.

Why was I doing this?

I didn’t know the answer to that. Hadn’t even
really thought about it. Got into it for fun, for…what? Habit? Old
habits. Deon knew that, which was why we’d had our tense little
talk when it became apparent that he’d been thinking this through
for a long time. He had a good tactical head; he didn’t need
mine.

But he was my friend, and he needed this
done, and I’d chosen to walk this way with him.

My feet were on a different road now, though.
Lizzy…something there had shown me that there was more to what I
was living. Maybe I didn’t need the edge anymore…because that was
what this was all about. That’s what this was really about at the
core of things. This was the closest to what I’d done in the old
days that I could do anymore. Was that it? No, not really. Those
doors were still open to me…but I couldn’t go back through them.
Could I?

I didn’t know.

I brought my attention back, using the tools
and techniques I’d learned in the hardest of schools, where the
real world punished you for a mishap. I’d lived through those
schools, earned the stripes cut right into my flesh. The scars I
bore were my diplomas. And some of the worst scars no one would
ever see.

Though Lizzy sensed them.

She knew, without ever asking, without ever
saying a word.

“Oke?” Deon said. It shook me back to what we
were doing.

“Yeah?”

“You know where you’re at?”

I looked at the base of the low hill that
Marcus and Joe had set their observation post up on.

“I do now.”

There was a slight snort, maybe disdain, from
Moe with the M-60. I ignored it, knelt, and everyone knelt as well,
backs to each other, weapons facing out. I pointed at Marcus, and
Deon and I followed him up the hill, slid onto our bellies, then
inched slowly between a small stand of trees, our silhouettes
hidden from any observer by the tree trunks. The three of us lay
with our sides touching, and I focused the night optic binoculars
on the house.

“It’s the same set up as before,” Marcus
whispered. “Two on the gate, two on the grounds, two in the house,
one at the door and Ruiz with Irina. You got the two handlers, they
stay out in the warehouse. We text Ruiz, he pulls everybody into
the warehouse. We’ll see them go, get a head count. When they’re
in, we secure them. We take what we’re here to take, use their
vehicles…”

“How do we know if they’re gassed up and
ready to go?” I said.

“Part of the deal,” Deon said. “We enter the
house with Ruiz, he takes us to Irina. She tells us where the safe
is and how to get into it.”

“Ruiz doesn’t know?”

“No. He gets his payday when we get ours.
Then we deal with Irina…and go.”

I turned my head and looked Deon straight in
the eye. “Remember what I said. She walks.”

He nodded. “I hear you.”

“I don’t recognize that Taurus,” Marcus said.
“We didn’t see it here before.”

Deon took the binoculars, braced himself,
focused in.

“Fuck,” he sighed.

“What?” I said.

“That looks like her rental,” he said. “The
woman. The hitter.”

I looked up at the sky and grinned, stifling
a laugh. Nothing was ever easy. But it was almost worth it to see
Deon squirming right now.

“Simply lovely,” I said. “But we’ll just have
to deal with it. Marcus can cover the driveway, Joe the warehouse
front. We’ll go in with the Three Stooges and do what we have to
do.”

Deon nodded, took out his cell phone,
shielding the light of the dial face under him as he entered a
short text message, then hit SEND.

“We’re in play,” he said.

I felt strangely disconnected.

But that was something I had grown accustomed
to.

Rock and roll.

***

Nina parked her squad right in front of Moby
Dick’s. Got out and stalked into the bar. Nobody on the door. A few
people at the bar, some tables. Quiet. Nobody at Deon’s table in
the corner. Thieu and the new waitress talking quietly. Nina went
to Thieu and said, “Where’s everybody?”

Thieu set up a Cuervo Gold without asking.
“Slow night.”

“I mean Jimmy. Is he around, coming in
later?”

“No, not tonight,” Thieu said. “I think maybe
he with his girlfriend.”

“Maybe? Is he or isn’t he?”

Thieu gave her a look, then lapsed into the
expressionless face of a woman who had way more history than she’d
ever talk about. “I don’t know.”

Nina hit her shot, looked at the new girl,
who looked away.

“What’s your name?” Nina said.

“Gina,” the girl said.

“You’re running with a rough crowd in
here.”

The girl was pretty, young, maybe 21 or 22 if
that. But she had some lines on her face. Maybe she had some
history, too.

“I like the crowd in here,” Gina said. She
walked away to check her tables, and Nina let it go.

“Okay, Thieu,” she said. “If you see Jimmy
tonight, tell him to give me a call. I need to talk some business
with him.”

“Sure,” Thieu said. “Absolutely.”

And Nina knew that she’d crossed a line
tonight. The run was on, and she was behind. Time to catch up.

She felt the little burn in her flat stomach,
slapped a five dollar bill down on the bar. “Keep the change.”

Walked out, eyes on her.

And pulled away, wheels squealing, from the
curb.

Maybe Lizzy would know.

***

Ruiz entered the living room without
knocking. “I got to go outside. I’ll be back in a couple
minutes.”

“We’re just fine, sweet heart!” Dee said,
smiling.

He gave her an up and down look, then gave
her his back. Dee watched him go, a smile fixed on her face, looked
up at the clock. 10 p.m. Little early for a night time raid, but if
the help was in on it…

“We’re out of here,” she said to Irina. “Show
me the safe.”

Irina got up, teetered on her heels.

“You’re going to have to put on some flats,”
Dee said. “We might just be running before this night is
through.”

Irina staggered away as though she hadn’t
heard her. Led her out of the living room and then up the stairs to
the master bedroom suite. Through a play room equipped with more
sex toys than Dee had seen outside of an adult entertainment store.
Into a small office hidden behind a panel.

“Just like the movies!” Dee said.

Irina pointed at the Mosler safe hulking in
the corner.

“Open it,” Dee said.

Like a somnambulist, Irina bent and rolled
the dial. It took her two tries, her hand shaking, before she
unlocked it and pulled the heavy door open. Banded bundles of case
were neatly arrayed inside. Some were still in the Federal Reserve
shrink wrap, maybe half. The rest were used bills neatly banded in
bank paper.

“Get some flats on,” Dee said. “Pants. And
get me a duffel bag to put this in, maybe two. That’s a lot of
weight to carry. Or better yet, get me a rolling suitcase. We’ll
tell the boys that you’re going on a shopping trip with me. Hurry
up!”

Irina flinched at the tone in Dee’s voice,
but hurried off to do what she was told. Dee thought about the toys
in the next room, and wondered about Irina. Probably the dom, but
inside of every dom was a submissive looking for the right time to
come out. Maybe this was what it was going to take. At least she
took orders well. Dee weighed a bundle in her hand. How much was
here? Probably $100K. There were five plastic sheathed bundles like
this, and then probably a dozen smaller banded ones.

And all she had to do was get out of here
with it, and her laundry man would take care of everything. Though
it was probably already clean, being the Komorov stash.

Irina came back in, clean denims and a top,
black sport coat and flats, pulling two medium sized Samsonite
rolling suitcases.

“This is what I have,” she said.

“It’ll do.” Dee started packing the money
into the suitcase, splitting the plastic wrapped bundles between
the two, then stuffing the smaller bundles into the space that was
left. She got it all, with a little room to spare, shut and locked
each suitcase, while Irina stood by and watched in silence.

Dee took her Glock out of her purse, tucked
it in the top of her pants in the appendix position, hung her
blouse out over it. In her left hand, she tugged out one of her two
Hideaways, turning it so that the blade was to the inside of her
hand, concealed in the cup. She used that hand to pull one
suitcase, and pointed at the other.

“Bring that one,” she said.

Irina followed her out, through the playroom
and into the master bedroom.

“This is what we’re going to do…” Dee
said.

 


 



Chapter Forty Five

I waited till we saw Ruiz bring everybody
out. The two guys in the guard shack took their time walking up the
road, and they’d left the gate open. Like they expected us to drive
right in.

“What’s the count?” I said.

Marcus was glued to the binoculars. “We’re
missing at least one. Two on the gate, Ruiz came out by himself,
two guys outside, and I don’t know where the two handlers are.
Probably in the warehouse with the rest.”

I considered that. If it was me, I'd have
people in the woods, but that was something with criminals -- they
didn’t want to work too hard, and most of what I’d seen with the
Komorov’s weren't top shelf muscle. You never underestimate the
opponent, so we’d move tactically.

And we did just that.

I sent Marcus and Joe to the security
positions, had Deon send his Three Stooges down into the warehouse.
Deon and I…we were going to go into the house ourselves, clear it,
find Irina, and deal with the money before we brought Ruiz in. Just
to keep everybody honest.

I waited.

A text message on the cell phone from the
Three Stooges: all secure.

We’d seen Joe and Marcus go into place.

“Let’s go down, oke,” Deon said.

“Lead the way.”

I followed him down the hill, moving
carefully from shadow to shadow. The full moon threw sharp edged
shadows between the trees, and then we were jogging quickly from
the tree line alongside the lawn, moving in on the front door. We
paused. Deon tested the door. Unlocked. He opened the door slowly,
and we entered.

***

It was a slow night at The Trojan Horse too.
Nina walked up to the door man, held out her creds.

“Is LIzzy dancing tonight?” she said to the
doorman.

“Yeah,” he said. “Detective.”

“I’m looking for somebody.”

He stepped aside. “Go right ahead,
Detective,” he said, an artful sneer in place.

Nina went in, ignoring the looks she got from
the men inside. Lizzy wasn’t dancing. And Jimmy wasn’t in the
club.

She went to the dancer’s door, flashed her
creds at the security man. “I want to talk to Lizzy.”

“I’ll tell her you’re here,” he said. He
ducked through the door, locked it behind him. After a moment, the
door opened, and he waved her through.

“Back there,” he said.

Nina went down a short hallway into the
dressing and make up room. Seven dancers, in various stages of
naked, looked up from their make up tables. Lizzy was on the left
side, brushing her face with a powder brush.

“Hello, Nina,” Lizzy said.

As always, Nina was struck by how beautiful
Lizzy was. The other girls were good, too, but Lizzy, she was
something special.

“Hey,” Nina said. “I’m looking for Jimmy. You
talk to him today?”

“Not since this morning,” Lizzy said. She
turned and faced Nina directly. “Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Nina said. “I need to talk to
him. Can you get him? Does he have a cell?”

“I don’t know his number.”

Nina laughed. “You two are a real piece of
work. How do you get in touch with him?”

“I have a key. I go to his place. He shows
up. Eventually.”

“Does he call you?”

“Sometimes. Yes.”

Nina pulled one of her cards out. “Here. My
cell phone is on that. When you hear from him, tell him to call me.
I want to talk to him.”

“Sure, Nina,” Lizzy said. “Of course I will.
Do you want to stay for awhile, have a drink? I’m on in a little
bit.”

Nina touched her nose.

“Not tonight, Lizzy,” she said. “But maybe
another time.”

That smile.

“I’ll see you, then,” Lizzy said.

“Till then,” Nina said.

Out in her car, she took stock of herself. It
was in the air tonight. She looked up at the moon. Thought.

Komorov.

***

Ochoa and Taylor crouched in the bushes near
the warehouse and watched the three men enter.

“Motherfucker got an M-60? What the fuck he
gonna do with a M-60?” Ochoa muttered. He had a Galil ARM 7.62
assault rifle, while Taylor, the quiet white boy from the back
woods, held an AK-47.

“Put some serious shit out, that’s what,”
Taylor whispered. “Can you hear what’s going on?”

Ochoa nodded, and turned up the volume on the
handset he held. Ruiz had one on his belt set to INTERCOM, so they
could hear everything inside.

***

“Where’s Deon?” Ruiz said.

The old man with the M-60 said, “He’s taking
a look around. He’ll be in in just a minute. Stay cool, Ruiz.”

“I’m cool,” Ruiz said. “We’re all cool,
right?”

“Yep,” the old man said. “You can all keep
your pistols, nobody gets froggy, we just do our business and go
our way. Just like we planned. What you guys got in stock back
here, anyway?”

“We’ve been selling a lot,” Ruiz said. “We
got about a dozen M-16s, old ones, from the National Guard, couple
cases of hand grenades. Couple of RPGs, and some rockets.”

“No shit?” the old man’s partner, a thin wiry
guy with Aryan tats visible at the neck and on his hands.
“RPGs?”

“Yeah,” Ruiz said. “Couple guys brought them
back from Sandland.”

“How many rockets?” the wiry Aryan guy
said.

Ruiz looked at his handler, who said, “Maybe
a dozen.”

The old man and the wiry guy looked at each
other. Grinned. Ruiz could tell they had plans for those RPGs.

“Any other good shit?” the old man said.

“Not really,” Ruiz said. “Lots of ammo, some
body armor. We’ve been dumping stuff like crazy, and we haven’t
gotten much in. So what you see is what we got right now.”

“Slim inventory,” the old man said.

“Still worth some walking around money,” Ruiz
said.

“Yeah,” the old man said. “Guess you got a
good stash of walking around money here.”

Ruiz shrugged, careful to look relaxed.
“Should be.”

The three shooters looked at each other and
were silent.

***

Ochoa said, “I don’t like the way this
sounds.”

“If we’re going to hit them, we need to take
that M-60 out of play right now,” Taylor said. “Get in there and
get it done.”

“Not yet,” Ochoa said. “Let it run a little
more. We’ll see what happens…”

***

Dee hurried them down the staircase, paused
at the foot of the stairs to listen.

Nothing.

Something…?

Just that knot in her stomach that let her
know it was on.

She pulled her Glock, held it down beside her
leg, and walked on, pulling the suitcase behind her.

“Stay close,” she hissed at Irina. “If
anything happens, you stay close behind me. Grab the back of my
jacket with one hand, and don’t you let go of that suitcase or I’ll
shoot you myself. You understand me?”

“Yes,” Irina whispered. “I hear you.”

The front door opened.

***

I followed Deon in, and got just a glimpse of
the pool player girl, Dee, Deon had said her name was, and Irina,
pulling suitcases, when Dee’s hand came up and there was a
flash…

***

Dee snapped her strong hand up and fired a
burst at the figure in the door.

Deon.

And somebody else, face masked.

***

Inside the barn warehouse, the old man’s head
snapped to one side at the sound of gunfire. His two partners
spread out, weapons pointing at Ruiz and his people.

***

Ochoa whispered to Taylor, “It’s going wrong.
Just like I knew it would. We’re going in now.”

He pushed himself up and jogged forward in a
crouch towards the warehouse door, followed closely by Taylor, who
spun every few steps to watch their backs.

***

Marcus whispered into his headset, “Hey, do
you like Pink?”

“What the fuck you talking about? There’s
shots…” Joe said.

“Let’s get this party started…” Marcus said.
“Two targets moving your way, you got them?”

Joe settled his elbows and said,
“Acquired.”

There was an increase in the rattle and snap
from the house.

“Then fire, motherfucker,” Marcus said.

And Joe did.

***

Ruiz jumped for the old man…

***

Dee advanced, pistol in one hand, brass
rising and falling like a rainfall from her pistol. The rounds
chewed up the door, creased Deon’s head. She put the full mag out,
speed loaded and jacked the slide, the palmed Hideaway not
interfering with her reload, or her grabbing up the suitcase and
coming on, Irina clutching the back of her jacket, dragging her own
suitcase…

***

“Fuck!” I shouted. I ducked back, fired a
fast one two three rounds on semi through the door way, grabbed
Deon and pulled him away.

“We’ll take them when they come out,” I
shouted.

Too much fire on us and no cover, so we fell
back to the Taurus. She was going to have to come out to us,
now…

When I heard the long ripple of fire from the
SAW, and turned and saw red tracers falling all along the front of
the warehouse…

…and somebody returning fire, heavy fire…

…saw sudden beams of light coming out of the
wooden doorway of the warehouse and couldn’t tell if the shots that
made those holes were coming from inside or out…

I grabbed Deon by the back of his vest. “We
got to move over there. We’ve got fire to the rear now…”

We scrambled for the cover of a stone planter
on the edge of the turnaround, where we could see the warehouse and
the front door.

***

The old man jammed the barrel of his M-60
right into Ruiz like a bayonet, but everybody went for the other
shooters. One of the handlers got his pistol out, a big Beretta,
and let loose a wild string that took the wiry guy across his face,
above the vest hidden beneath his shirt…

…Ruiz died when the old man pulled the
trigger, he’d had the weapon on fire the whole time, sign of an old
timer…

…but the old man died after that first burst,
when Lazlo, the last Slovenian in the crew, jammed his knife into
the old man’s throat, then spun the M-60 around and plucked it from
the dying man’s hands…

***

Joe cursed as his first burst went over the
heads of the two scuttling men and into the warehouse. He was
uphill from them, and that affected his aim. He hadn’t allowed for
it, and all he could think of at that moment was that Marcus
wouldn’t give him a moment’s rest about this…

***

Marcus was laughing. “Silly motherfucker
didn’t adjust for height.”

He scanned the road. Nobody was coming that
way. He turned his SAW around and put a burst on the two men firing
back at Joe. He let the tracers splash and then walked them onto
the two men who stayed out in the open till the rounds hit them,
dancing them into the ground.

“That’s what I get for sending a SEAL to do a
Ranger’s job,” Marcus said. He hit his transmit button. “Yoo hoo,
Joey? I did your light work for you…”

***

Joe saw the rounds hitting, but he kept up
his own fire, walking rounds on the two men, but his bursts were
still high, impacting the warehouse walls…

***

The sole remaining member of Deon’s security
crew backed to the door, his M4 blazing, and he turned and ran when
his bolt locked back…

…right into the red tracers Joe was walking
on target.

***

“Who the fuck got hit?” I said to Deon.

Several men rushed out of the warehouse,
rifles shouldered, firing in all directions.

“God damn it,” I said. “This is all…”

I started to fire, single shots at each, and
Deon followed suit.

***

Dee paused at the door, saw the gunfire
coming from behind the planter.

“Stay close,” she said.

She crouched and went down the stairs, the
suitcase rattling behind her, Irina right behind that. Huddled down
by the Taurus, opened the door, shoved the suitcases in back, got
in, pulling Irina behind her.

“Get down on the floor,” Dee said. “And don’t
say a fucking word to me till we’re out of here.”

She turned the key and the engine roared into
life. She dropped the transmission into reverse and hit the gas.
Hard.

***

Deon saw the car back up. But then a shot
from the men outside the barn hit the planter, and he turned back
to fire at them…

***

The car turned sharply, and then gassed it
down the driveway…

***

Marcus stopped laughing, and threw the SAW
back around to cover the road, but then he saw the woman at the
wheel, just a glimpse of blond hair and a determined face, his
finger on the trigger…

…and let her go.

“Another time, baby,” he whispered. “I don’t
shoot women. I might fuck you to death, but that’s a different
story…

***

Joe was making up for lost time, working the
SAW across the huddle of men…

***

I stopped firing.

No one was moving.

There was a final burst from the SAW, Joe’s I
think.

I saw the headlights of the Taurus turn into
the road at the end of the driveway.

Looked at Deon and shook my head.

What a total goat fuck.

***

Marcus whispered into his headset, “Hey.
Joe-Seppi. Did you hit anything?”

“Fuck you,” Joe said. “Fuck you to hell.”

Marcus laughed and laughed.

***

Deon and I stood over the bodies. None of
ours made it. And none of Ruiz’s.

Down where the driveway met the road, I saw
headlights.

“Company,” I said. “Everybody beat feet.
Rally at one.”

We ran off, empty handed and several mags
light, leaving the dead behind.

***

Nina slowed when she got to the gate. It was
wide open, and the guard shack unmanned. She rolled down her
window, listened. Nothing. She pulled into the driveway and made
her way up slowly. About half way, she pulled her pistol and held
it in her lap. When she made it to the turnaround, she stopped
short. The light from the open warehouse door, shot to pieces, fell
across the bodies strewn across the grass.

She rolled out, pistol in hand, a Surefire in
the other.

Listened.

Popped the trunk and got out her M4, locked
and loaded it, reholstered her pistol. Got on the radio and called
for back up. Held her position till she heard the far off and
rising sound of sirens. Only when the first cruisers pulled in did
she leave cover, and wave the others carefully forward.

***

I saw her car pull in. Saw her get out.

This whole thing had gone as far south as it
could.

 


 



Chapter Forty Six

Marcus and Joe and the weapons went to the
safe house.

“We’re on our way to sunny climes,” Marcus
said cheerfully. “We’ll put all these away cold, and pick them up
when we’re back.”

Joe was sullen.

“C’mon, Joe,” Marcus said. “You made up for
fucking up, didn’t you? Killed what, most of the bad guys and all
of our guys?”

Joe turned, face red, then took a deep breath
and stormed out of the room.

Deon wasn’t in the mood for funny. “Those
were good men. I’m going to have to account for them.”

I wasn’t angry. In fact, I felt relieved. It
was done. Over. And I was through with this shit. Never again.

“Not my problem, Deon,” I said.

He considered that. “You’re right, oke. It’s
not. Thank you.”

“I don’t know for what. This has to have been
the most fucked up op I’ve ever been associated with.”

He went and washed his face and hands, while
I sipped a beer. Marcus and Joe were in the house packing their
bags. He came out, and then I went and washed up. Checked the
clock. 1230 a.m. Just past the witching hour. Lizzy would be
getting off soon.

“Drink?” I said.

“Sure, oke. Why not.” Deon said.

We took his Cherokee down to Moby’s. Went in
and sat at his table, had Gina bring us some beer.

“That cop was in here looking for you,” Gina
said. “The woman. Broke Nose.”

“Oh yeah?” I said. “When?”

“Couple of hours ago.”

And then she showed up at the Komorov
place.

Not a good sign.

We drank till Moby’s closed. I walked Deon
out to the lot.

“Tomorrow?” I said.

“I’ve got some clean up to do, oke. Maybe
tomorrow night.”

“Same time, same place. I’m working. Give me
a ride to my place?”

“Sure, oke.”

We drove off.

***

Across the street, in a dark grey Honda
Accord, Dee Kozak watched the two men in the Jeep Cherokee pull
away.

“You can sit up now,” she said.

Irina sat up from where she had been huddled
down in the passenger seat.

“We’ll follow him,” Dee said.

***

I saw the two of them on my steps as Deon
pulled up.

Lizzy.

And Nina.

I took a breath to calm myself, got out. Nina
broke off the conversation and came right at me. I took a step
back, my hands up to defend myself. Deon leaned across the seat,
watching.

“I know it was you!” Nina said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I
said.

She pointed at Deon. “And you. Both of
you.”

Deon looked at me and shrugged.

“What are you talking about, Nina?” I
said.

“Don’t even think of fucking with me,” she
said. “I’m coming back with a warrant for you two. I’m coming
back.”

She glared at me. “I trusted you,
motherfucker. And you did me like this. This isn’t over. I’m coming
back.”

She spun and walked away, slammed herself
into her squad, tore away from the curb.

Deon sighed. “Sorry, oke.”

“That isn’t going to cover it.”

A long vacation in the sun was starting to
look really good right about now.

Lizzy came to me, took my arm.

“What’s going on?” she said. “Nina was so
upset, said she had to talk to you…”

“I..” I started. But stopped. Here was the
line. Tell her the truth, tell her a lie. Either way, the line was
crossed.

I didn’t know what to say.

***

Down the block, Dee Kozak watched. She saw
the cop car tear away. Were those two with the cops? Was that what
this was? She didn’t think so.

“I want them dead,” Irina said.

“You don’t have a say anymore,” Dee said.
“But in this instance…I think you’re right.”

She chewed one full lip thoughtfully.

“So Deon has a friend. And the friend has a
girlfriend. And somebody lives there. And there’s cops involved.
This is going to take some study.”

She put the car into gear and pulled away
from the curb slowly, turning in a wide Y turn and going away from
the apartment building. Looked in the rear view mirror and watched
it dwindle in the distance.

“Guess I’ll be back,” Dee said. “Hey, Rina,
you’re Russian, right?”

“Yes.”

“You ever hear this old saying: When the
devil can’t get to a man in any other way, he sends a woman?”

 


THE END
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