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Chapter 1

 


Jackie wanted to shoot the guy playing
rap music on his ghetto blaster. She hiked here to get away from it
all and found herself followed by this little jerk. She stopped,
sat on a rock and waited for him to walk out of sight. He and his
buddy halted not far away, eyed her while whispering to each other,
and glared. Maybe they thought they were making an impression and
were looking to score.

Yah right.

They were about nineteen and she was
thirty-two. Just what a grown woman with two kids was looking for
in a man; the guys were probably making car payments and living at
home. She took off her back pack and her jacket letting them see
her shoulder harness and forty-five. A little intimidation would
save a lot of words and drive the point home. She approached the
young man locking onto his eyes then pointed at his blaster. He got
the message and turned it off. She smiled and gave him a nod. As
she walked to her back pack she saw them scurry off.

A little over the top for her: she
didn’t usually use a cannon to kill a fly. A please and thank you
probably would have worked. She felt tight like an elastic
stretched to its limit. Another quarter ounce of pull and she’d
surely snap.

And she didn’t know why.

She had no outstanding cases, family
and friends were well, sufficient funds were rolling in, but there
it was, her hands were fisted and her jaw clenched tight. She’d
have to chalk it up to premonition: she’d had those before and in
most cases crap rained down on her not long after the dread set in.
Believing a shit storm was coming her way made her anxiety
worse.

It was as though she was back in a war
zone, ready to duck and dive. Behind her a man shouted and before
she could stop herself her hand was on the butt of her gun. She
stopped then breathing a sigh of relief sat on a rock, head in
hands.

“You Okay Miss,” asked a passer
by.

“Hah,” she laughed then added, “Yah,
thanks for asking. Just a little headache.”

He smiled and walked on. There were
still good people in the world, weren’t there? She laughed again
for no reason then shook her head and moved on.

Once every couple of weeks she had to
get away from it all. Not that she didn’t love her daughter Mary,
her adopted son Martin, and her friends but a woman needs time to
herself every now and then. So she came out here to Canyon Sin
Nombre and hiked the trails.

She would always park Jenny, her Dodge
Challenger, near Carrizo Badlands Overlook and walk in. The trail
was accessible to vehicles but what was the point. When you needed
a break from the modern world you walked. You didn’t ride a two
wheeled dirt bike that sounded like grandma’s sewing machine. You
didn’t bounce over rocks with a jeep or pick up truck.

When you wanted to get away from it
all, you walked.

Vegetation was scarce as was all life
in the canyon. One came here for the scenery and exotic land
formations. She’d heard once that it took nature four million years
to cut this six hundred foot depression in the land. Mother Nature
had piled rocks all around in interesting and random ways forming
mountain chains. There were caves and chasms throughout that would
take a life time to explore. There was always a new trail to
discover. Sometimes crawling through a gap between two rocks
unveiled a new world that may or may not have been seen before. Who
knew?

As she walked the tension released its
grip slightly but would not completely relent. She was certain now
that it was a warning like the ones she’d had in the Middle East.
She stopped and looked about but saw only tourists enjoying the
sun. No terrorists pointing AK47s her way. She laughed again trying
to drive the feeling away but it was of no use. The feeling of
dread simply wouldn’t go away.

She wouldn’t surrender though and kept
walking searching for peace in vain. A child chasing a butterfly
made her laugh but the image was clouded by another. A child
running onto a land mine in Afghanistan, never to be seen again.
She held back tears at the thought then uttered another humorous
laugh. She was haunted by thoughts of that Middle East war. Once
you knew something, once you’d seen something there was no taking
it away. You were stuck with it like it or not.

Jackie opened a water bottle and when
she tipped her head back to take a drink noticed the sun sinking
into the earth. This always happened; she’d get lost in it all and
have to hurry to get back to her car before dark. Today she didn’t
make it but used the flashlight she’d stowed in her knap sack to
find her way. She threw her gear into the back seat and cranked
over Jenny’s Hemi. It roared to life and she drove to Ocotillo down
S2 to Number Eight.

 


It was a clear moonlit night, long
shadows all around. Highway Eight wound its way through the desert
east of Ocotillo. Canyon Sin Nombre was behind her and there were
ridges on either side of the road. Jackie mouthed the words to her
favourite tune, the CD volume turned high as it would go. Broken
words sprang from her mouth now and then.

Her head lights caught the red gleam
of taillights from a car parked on the side of the road. A woman
shot out, hands high in the air, and wandered in front of her car.
Jackie pounded her break pedal hard as she could, her anti-lock
system chattering under the stress. Her car missed the woman by
inches.

Jackie stared into space trying to
calm her twitching nerves, taking slow deep breaths. Her mind was
drawing blanks as she searched for everything she ever wanted to
say to an idiot that would do something as stupid as that. The
numbskull hopped into her car, smiled and said,

“Thanks for stopping.”

Jackie stared at the fruitcake
blonde.

“That was pretty stupid. You were
inches from being strained through my radiator.”

She looked surprised and frightened
all of a sudden as if it had just dawned on her she’d done a
dangerous thing.

Car headlights glared behind so Jackie
pulled ahead of the broken down vehicle and stopped. They were
bathed in light until the car went by. The stranger’s eyes
stretched in fear but relaxed when the tail lights faded in the
distance. What the hell was she afraid of wondered
Jackie?

“What’s wrong with your car?” asked
Jackie.

“I have no idea. It just
stopped.”

“Give me the keys and I’ll check it
out. Maybe it’s something simple,” said Jackie.

The woman’s lips twitched but she
didn’t speak. She stared through the rear window at her car and
appeared to be in a trance. Finally she said,

“The keys are in the car.”

Jackie thought that was strange, as
strange as the woman who uttered those words. Nobody did that in
today’s world. This one was a bigger dipstick than she first
appeared. She got out and walked back to her car.

A man’s body was slumped in the
passenger seat.

Jackie opened the door and checked for
life. There was a pulse but it was weak and the reason for his
condition was a bullet wound in the chest. It didn’t take a doctor
to diagnose that. She’d seen lots of those in her day including a
couple in herself. It had entered his back and exited his chest
leaving a hole big as a golf ball. She eyed the woman not far away
and said,

“Why didn’t you tell me about
him?”

She was wringing her hands and staring
into space then said,

“I was going to get help and come
back. I didn’t know what you’d think if you knew.”

Jackie wanted to control the bleeding
but knew that only a miracle would save his life.

“There’s a med kit in my knapsack in
the back seat. Get it.”

The woman stood staring and didn’t
move.

“Now,” hissed Jackie.

She finally moved.

The harsh words made the man stir and
open his eyes. He stared at her and in a raspy voice
whispered,

“Jude? The cabin… Thirty-eight,
fifty-six, nine… Water…”

She grabbed a bottle of water from the
centre console and offered it to him but he refused it. She waited
for more as he hissed and tried to speak. The man grunted and
exhaled a final breath. She checked for a pulse but found none. He
was gone. She heard the woman’s footfalls behind her and turned to
ask for an explanation then found herself staring into the round
hole at the end of a thirty-eight.

The dipstick’s hands shook as she
said,

“You’re one of them aren’t you? The
ones who shot Michael. What did he tell you before he
died?”

It would be a while before she stopped
to help another stranger, that’s for sure. She couldn’t take her
eyes from the shaky hands wondering if the gun was going to go off.
She didn’t know the significance of the numbers or anything the man
had said but thought it prudent to keep it to herself. Maybe the
dipstick was the one who shot him. Jackie quietly said,

“He asked for water. As for being one
of them I haven’t a clue as to what you’re talking
about.”

The woman moved the gun around in
crazy circles and said,

“Get out of the car and put up your
hands.”

She patted Jackie down and found her
forty-five. She slid the gun out of her holster with her left hand,
looked at it, then said,

“I knew it. You shot him, didn’t
you?”

If there was ever a reason for fear
the time had come. Shaky hands and a hair trigger make a dangerous
pairing. Jackie had reached into her jacket and taken the safety
off when she saw the body. That turned out to be a bad idea but was
reflex action when she saw him.

“I’m a private investigator. My I.D.
is in my jacket pocket. Why would anyone want to shoot
him?”

The woman checked her I.D. and was
almost coming unglued, tears running down her cheeks. Jackie had to
get control of the situation before the blonde did something stupid
like pump a few rounds into her.

“Look, I can help you. We can go to
the police and get this sorted out.”

The woman paced back and forth staring
at Jackie’s identification. She stopped and glared then
said,

“All right we’ll go but I keep the
guns.”

That was something at least but the
shaky hands still made her nervous.

“Please lower the guns. If one goes
off you’ll have a bigger mess to sort out.”

She did lower them. Jackie blew out a
big puff.

People had always told her she had a
knack for finding trouble and she guessed they were right. She’d
never found it this easily though. Her premonition turned into a
rational event but Jackie was still on edge. Her mind and body
refused to relax. She wrote it off to events that had only minutes
ago transpired. In peacetime America you didn’t see a man die of
gunshot wounds everyday, not outside of Detroit in any
case.

The woman was still in tears and
said,

“I didn’t shoot him if that’s what
you’re thinking.”

“If that’s true then why don’t we call
the police now? I’ve got a cell phone in the car.”

“I can’t. I have to get out of here.
People are after me.”

“Why? Who?”

“I don’t know. They just
are.”

“The police will help,” said
Jackie.

The woman wasn’t making
sense.

“We don’t have time.”

There was no arguing with the dippy
blonde so she decided to go along, give her a ride, and dump her
somewhere then call the cops.

“My name’s Jackie. What’s
yours?”

“Judith Kyle. They call me
Jude.”

Jackie proceeded west toward San Diego
making small talk to calm the sobbing woman. She relaxed a little
when Jude put both guns in her purse. There was an all night gas
station and convenience store ahead so she pulled up to the pumps.
It was a self serve so she removed the gas cap and stuck in the
nozzle. Jude went to the washroom while Jackie gassed up the car.
She moved as though she had the world on her shoulders and maybe
she would have if a ballistics check proved the dead man was shot
with her gun. Jackie doubted it though: too big an exit wound for a
.38. Depending on the type of slug a .38 rarely ripped through a
man’s chest

Jackie was still racked with
apprehension and a premonition that there was more to come. It was
irrational yet she couldn’t shake it off. She was so caught up in
the feeling itself that she missed them completely.

Two cars drove up to the pumps
simultaneously as she put the gas cap on and seated the nozzle. She
was about to pay when a gun pressed into her back. Four men had
climbed out of the cars, all carrying pistols. Jude came out of the
washroom but ducked back in. Two of the men saw Jude and charged
after her.

The owner of the gas station came
their way so they shot him. When his wife ran out screaming they
shot her as well. The man behind her was the one who did the
shooting so had to take his gun out of her back. She elbowed him in
the face and reached for his gun. Red hot pain at the side of her
head spun her around. She was on her knees in darkness, her sight
gone. Another blow to the back of the head left her numb and unable
to move.

She felt herself being dragged and
somewhere in the distance a woman screamed. It went on non-stop
mixed with shouts from one of the men.

“Where is it. Talk or we’ll kill you
real slow,” shouted a man.

Jackie’s sight slowly returned but she
was still unable to move. She lay on the floor of a convenience
store staring at candy bars and bags of chips. She heard voices and
saw feet moving about. She heard Jude scream again. It was a horror
filled sound that one heard in a movie theatre, not in real life.
She’d never clearly seen any of the men in the lot so if she
survived this ordeal wouldn’t be able to identify them. She’d never
pick them out of a book filled with mug shots or a line up. If she
lived to tell the tale.

Jackie’s neck seemed to be locked in
place but she managed to twist her body far enough to see Jude. She
was naked and tied to a chair. They were torturing her. One of the
men beat her with a thick rubber hose. Another cut her with a
utility knife.

“Talk you bitch or I’ll kill you right
now,” shouted the man.

“I told you Michael only talked to
her,” blubbered Jude.

Jackie knew they must be talking about
her.

“And you had to hit her a second time,
you idiot,” said a man.

“The bitch elbowed me in the face so I
did her, so what?”

“You could have waited till we asked
her a few questions. Always the hot head, aren’t you,” said the
man.

Jackie’s eyes were cracked open only a
shade hoping they wouldn’t see she was awake. Jude was dripping
blood from a hundred cuts. A slash across her breast brought on
another scream. It was more of a gasp then her head dropped and she
was out. They tried to revive her with pails of water to no
avail.

She heard one say,

“She’s done. Let’s get the hell out of
here.”

Another said,

“We’ll take her with us.”

“I said she’s done. She won’t come out
of it for a week if at all.”

“What about the broad on the
floor?”

“She’s dead as dead can be. You took
care of that old buddy. I should elbow you in the face myself for
that. We’ll have to see the boss. Torch the place. At least neither
of them can tell anyone else where it’s at.”

They thought she was dead and maybe
she was. She’d never been dead before so didn’t know what it felt
like. Jackie smelled gas and heard a thud as a flame ignited it.
She had to get herself and Jude out of here or they’d die. She
thought of her daughter Mary and her newly adopted son Martin
yearning to see those faces again.

Amidst the rising temperature she
struggled to her feet. She stumbled to Jude’s chair and pulled at
the knotted ropes but they wouldn’t budge. She felt the heat and
almost choked on the smoke. The flames were closing in and she knew
they had to get out. The overhead sprinklers were spewing water all
over the place but couldn’t get ahead of the fire fed by gasoline.
They did slow the fire and helped control the smoke and were the
only reason they weren’t already consumed by flames.

Jackie grabbed Jude’s chair tipping it
onto the back two legs and dragged it to the back door. She
strained to stay on her feet and conscious while dragging the
woman. The door, the only way out, was locked. She wanted to lie
down and rest awhile then saw her daughter’s tiny face. She stepped
directly under a sprinkler and let the cold water shock her into
action.

Jackie limped to the counter and
checked under the cash register finding about twenty keys. She
grabbed them and while the flames licked her face tried them one by
one. It seemed as though she’d gone through them all twice when she
finally heard a click. She flung the door open and took a breath.
The air rushing in fed the flames almost devouring her. The water
from an overhead sprinkler was the only reason they’d survived the
blast. The roof at the far end of the store collapsed and the water
spray ceased. She grabbed the chair and dragged Jude out to a
grassy spot in the yard. Jackie collapsed.


Chapter 2

 


Jackie was awakened by a nurse
bandaging her head. She tried to smile but couldn’t manage it. She
was glad those guys were wrong about her being dead. No dead person
felt pain like she did now. Her whole body felt as though she been
staked in the sun for three days. The last thing she remembered was
dragging Jude out of the blazing inferno. Someone must have come
along and found them, probably a fireman. Her throat was too dry to
speak but she managed,

“Water.”

“Oh, she’s awake,” she heard someone
say but the voice wasn’t familiar.

“She’s too tough to die.”

It was Chyna.

“You bet yah. It’d take more than a
little smoke and flames to snuff out our buddy.”

It was Samantha.

Now she could manage a smile and
followed the voices to her friends’ smiling faces. The hand that
touched her was John’s. She’d know his feel anywhere, John Wilkes,
her friend, her lover. The nurse propped her up and let her sip
water through a straw. Her first thoughts were of her daughter and
son her second of Jude.

“Jude?”

It was John who asked,

“The woman with you?”

“Yes.”

“In a coma. They’re not sure if she’ll
ever come to. She was tortured. Lost a lot of blood. We’ll talk
later. Rest now,” said John.

Jackie couldn’t do that. She’d seen a
woman tortured and was beaten herself. Nobody did that to her
without paying a price. She’d never seen their faces but had heard
two of them speak. She’d remember those voices, couldn’t forget
them. She’d kill them for what they did to Jude and what they did
to her. Her throat was a little better after a glass of water. She
rasped,

“Chyna, see what you can find out
about Judith Kyle.”

“The woman with you?”

“Yah. Her associates. Those men are
looking for something. May do the same to someone else. We have to
warn her friends. How long have I been out?”

“Two days.”

“Shit. They may have already found
them.”

Jackie knew they wanted something from
Jude and Michael. They might go after someone else including her if
they found out she was alive. She’d heard Jude tell them Michael
had talked to her before he died. The only reason she wasn’t tied
to a chair and had the crap beat out of her was because they
thought she was dead. She’d have to watch her back.

She was discharged the next day and
sentenced to a week of rest. She took it easy that day playing with
Mary and Martin, needing to see their faces had saved her
life.

Her skin was still hot and no amount
of moisture cream could take away the dryness. Sam had done the
best she could with her singed hair but it looked like crap and
would until it grew in enough for a trim. All in all her body was
fine but her mind was on fire fuelled by feelings of revenge. Her
right hand opened and closed involuntarily as though needing to
grasp the butt of her gun.

Mary’s scream brought her back to the
present and her smile warmed Jackie’s heart, a smile that chased
away the black emotions leaving behind only love. Little Mary the
ghost buster could do more for her than a knight on a silvery
steed.

There are priorities in life of which
her children were number one. The lives of others came next so the
next morning she dressed, loaded her spare .45, and slipped a
second clip into her jacket pocket.

The urgency of finding Judith’s
friends drove her to Jenny and the road. Chyna had gotten an
address on Jude so that was stop number one. She rang the super’s
door and little man with a sneer and a butt in his mouth answered.
Every super she’d met so far smoked making her wondered if that was
a job requirement. She gave him a twenty to open Jude’s room but he
only stared at it and didn’t move. She added another twenty which
finally got him mobile. He shuffled his way along the aisle and up
the stairs, not too stable on his feet, palming the walls for
support. Cheap wine would be another requirement for landing a
hotel superintendent’s job.

It was a small but cosy two bedroom
apartment. One room had Jude’s clothes, expensive at that. She was
a well dressed woman. The room had obviously been searched as
things were strewn all over the place. They hadn’t found anything
though as there was no end point to the search. The whole room was
cluttered and if they’d gotten what they wanted there’d be a spot
where they stopped the search.

“Did you call the cops?” asked
Jackie.

“Why? Are they gonna clean it
up?”

He laughed and coughed at the same
time.

The jerk didn’t give a crap about his
tenant but then why would he; he didn’t care about
himself.

The other bedroom had been cleaned out
but had a look about it that made her think it had been occupied.
Drawers were open and so was the closet. There was a sock on the
floor and a glove half way to the door. It appeared as though
someone had made a hasty escape.

“Who lived with her?”

“The Tanner dame. Beth
Tanner.”

“Where did she move to?”

He stood and snorted in a disgusting
way. As a matter of fact everything about the little man was
disgusting from his uncombed hair to the holes in his slippers. His
smoke and alcohol breath assaulted her even though he was standing
six feet away. He puffed nervously and stared through blood shot
eyes, the smoke almost hiding his grubby, unshaven face. She was
not the judgemental type but did make the occasional exception. He
was one.

Begrudgingly she handed him another
twenty.

“She was expecting an important letter
so she gave me this,” said the super.

Jackie copied it to her pad. No luck
though because it was a post office box.

She went to the post office and found
the box. It was in the first row pointing to the street in front of
a window. She and Chyna spelled each other as they watched the box
from their cars across the street. They used a camera with a zoom
lens to get a closer look when anyone came near their target. On
the second day a woman appeared and opened the box taking the mail
with her.

Jackie pursued but the woman picked up
the tail. She was obviously frightened of someone and floored her
Impala sedan so Jackie did the same. She called Chyna and guided
her to intercept then gave Beth Tanner the impression she’d lost
her tail. Chyna followed at a distance as Tanner drove to her
house. Jackie had learned long ago that when a mark thinks a tails
has been shaken they’re relieved and don’t look as hard for a
second one. Jackie took over after the woman entered her
house.

It was a small place near the railway
yard in the poor end of town. Jackie knocked on the door and was
invited in by a woman holding a gun on her. Great.

“Your friend Jude did the same thing
to me just before four men came along and tortured her. She’s in a
coma fighting for her life. I came to warn you that they maybe
looking for you. What’s all this about? I’m a private investigator.
I can help.”

Jackie fired out those words in an
unbroken string hoping the woman wouldn’t pull the trigger. She’d
left herself in this potential mess sending her backup, Chyna, away
before knocking on the door. She turned slightly toward the street
and saw Chyna’s red Mustang. She was glad her friend didn’t always
do what she was told. Jackie turned back to the woman and stared in
her eyes. It was her move.

The woman also spotted the Mustang
then lowered her gun and stepped aside to let Jackie in. She
appeared calm under the circumstances.

“I don’t know what’s going on but I
know someone’s after me. I cleared out of the apartment after
someone searched it.”

“So go to the police.”

“I did and they checked it out. They
said it was a burglary. I told them someone was following me. They
checked that out as well, tailing me for a couple of days. Whoever
it was stayed away. The police said it was my imagination. As soon
as they left he was back. I ran.”

“Michael is dead and Jude’s knocking
on death’s door. They’re after you now and there has to be a reason
for it.”

“I want to hire you to find that
reason because I don’t know. Find out why Michael had to
die.”

Her unshakable mood and too easy
manner made Jackie uneasy. Only people in the business were calm
holding a gun while someone was supposedly chasing them. This woman
had ice in her veins. She didn’t flinch when she heard Michael was
dead and Jude was on her way to join him.

“And your name is Tanner,
right?”

“Beth Tanner, yes.”

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


John Wilkes immediately put Beth
Tanner under surveillance after Jackie gave him a quick rundown on
the situation. Jackie sat with the woman in his office as he
questioned her. John asked,

“What do you do for a living? Maybe
the reason you’re being stalked has something to do with your
work?”

“We did nothing glamorous. Rather
boring actually. All three of us were insurance appraisers. We
authenticate art. Depending on the insurance company and the value
of the collection art must be authenticated periodically. Most
museums have to be done once a year.”

“Where did you work last?”

“Mexico. Just across the border in
Tijuana. We authenticated their artefacts. Aztec and Mayan
goodies,” said Beth.

“Expensive?”

“I don’t know how to answer that.
Irreplaceable, I think is the best way to describe it. Anytime
something is rare it is of great value to some. You wouldn’t pay
more than twenty dollars for the sculptures in that museum but
there are private collectors who would pay millions.”

Jackie thought it was rather obvious
and said,

“Murder is about money or sex. Usually
one or the other. It has something to do with those artefacts. You
come back from Tijuana and Michael is murdered. Come on Beth. What
else could it be?”

“If it is about my work then I have no
idea what.”

Having no more to add Beth left with a
police officer.

“What do you think John?”

“I think you’re right. It has
something to do with work. I was just going through the tests we
did on the crime scenes. Michael was shot by a large calibre
weapon. We don’t have the slug but the entry wound is quite large.
We did paraffin tests on Judith but they were negative. She hadn’t
fired a weapon. The car stopped on the road because of a bullet in
the gas tank. It slowly ran out of fuel. They were obviously chased
and lost their attackers for a time but they must have picked her
up when you stopped for gas.”

“You know what bothers me John? Jude
should have told me they were being chased and why. She must have
known something yet wouldn’t give me even a tiny detail. If she’d
given me my gun, this may never have happened. The gas station
owner and his wife didn’t have to die. She knew something and was
trying to hide it. There’s something screwy going on
here.”

“You’re right Jackie. Is Beth part of
whatever it is? That’s what I’d like to know. I’d hook her up to a
lie detector if I had my way about it.”

“You’d find out whether she was lying
or not but would she tell the truth? And that’s what we need. The
truth. I’m going for a little drive to Mexico. Maybe someone else
will shine a little light on this. See you later
alligator.”

Jackie’s first stop was home to say
goodbye to her kids. She wasn’t planning on being gone for long,
maybe a couple of days. She needed to load up on Mary’s sunshine
before she left. There was an unbelievably strong tie to her
daughter, much more powerful than anything she could have imagined.
She was eight years old when her mother passed away so couldn’t
really remember the feelings she had for her. That was over twenty
years ago and time numbs emotions as well as memories.

Her mother was a prostitute and drug
addict and from what she’d remembered her mom loved cocaine above
all else. She doubted the same feelings were shared back then. But
maybe she was being a bit too hard on mom: she never brought home
any of her tricks. That’s something that had just popped into her
mind: there had never been a strange man in their apartment.
Another street girl had once told her,

“Never worry kid. Nobody messes with
Angel’s kid.”

And no one did while her mother was
alive. So there was something between them and maybe that’s where
her strong feelings for relatives and friends came from.
Mom.

After a thousand good byes she jumped
into Jenny and headed south.

Jackie drove across the border to
Tijuana. There was some kind of festival in the border town but
then they were always celebrating something. It was a tourist city
and had an ongoing party atmosphere about it. You couldn’t help but
join in the festivities soon as you set foot in the
place.

They’d been occupied for five hundred
years by the Spanish and the French. There’d always been
revolutions and heroes who’d led the peasants in revolt. Every
revolutionary’s birth and death had to be celebrated which added up
to a lot of drunken party days in Tijuana. This was her kind of
town.

She sought an appointment with the
museum curator and was delighted when he saw her
immediately.

“Thank you for seeing me so
soon.”

The curator raised his brow and
said,

“You are a detective and we are a
museum. It could be important, no?”

“I’m not sure but there’s trouble with
three appraisers who’d just been here. It may have something to do
with your museum.”

She’d found a picture of the three
together in Jude’s apartment so showed the curator. He verified
they were the ones who’d checked out his collection.

“Is there anything missing from the
collection?” asked Jackie.

“Nothing. It is funny you should ask
because when we did an audit afterwards we found we had one piece
too many. You see the pieces are taken out to be cleaned then
authenticated afterwards. We had an extra Mayan sculpture, a
head.”

“Are they of value?”

“They would be to a private collector
but private collectors are rare. Only the gold and jewelled items
would sell on the open market. It is mostly Spanish and the
workmanship of that day was excellent and the gold content
high.”

“Gold and jewels?”

The curator pointed to a display case
taking Jackie by the arm and leading her there. She looked and
said,

“Wow. Did these go out for
cleaning?”

“Yes they did.”

“Where?”

“Colton Labs. Right here in
Tijuana.”

Jackie stared at a fortune in gold and
gems. As good a reason as any to kill a man. But they were safe
under glass and none were missing.

“Mind if I look around for
awhile?”

“That is what we are here for, so yes
please browse.”

She wanted to get an idea of what they
had in case she ever saw any of it in someone’s possession. She’d
seen figures and sculptures of stone and wood similar to these in
San Diego stores. What made them different from the ones she was
staring at now? These appeared to have an aged look about them as
though they’d been sanded by time. The shop ones were crisp and new
even smelling as though they’d been freshly made.

Jackie made an appointment with the
director of Colton Labs. She’d see him tomorrow morning so had to
get a hotel room for the night. She went to the bars and had a
little too much Tequila. She watched dancers in ornate dresses do
tap dances at a terrific pace. Half lit she got up and tried it
herself. She received a lot of applause when she left the dance
floor. A gent bought her a drink which she didn’t need. She slept
well that night.

Jackie didn’t like the director of
Colton, Dave Becker. Everything about the man rubbed her the wrong
way. He was arrogant, self indulging, and had a roving hand. For no
reason at all he put his hand in the small of her back and led her
to a chair. His hand dropped a couple of inches to her butt on the
way there. He came close to an elbow in the face. For now though
she needed him awake. If he did the same thing on the way out he’d
be horizontal.

She kept it short and sweet wanting to
know what safeguards were taken to ensure nothing would be stolen.
Two armed guards accompanied the locked containers taken from the
museum. They weren’t allowed to take their eyes off them. Everyone
hired whether guard or jeweller was checked and double checked by
the police. The pieces were returned, counted, and
authenticated.

Always back to those three.

Jackie drove home to San Diego on a
sky blue day. She took the coast road watching the boats and ships
along the way. There were yachts by the thousands in this part of
the world. The rich loved to play. It took a special kind of person
to live on water and she definitely wasn’t one. The open sea
frightened her almost as much as the open sky. She needed solid
ground under her feet.

It was all that training in the army
that made her feel safe in her own environment. There were times
when she felt like a lioness on the prowl. Had she been trained by
the navy things may have been different but she doubted it. A
landlubber was what a sailor would call her and she was proud of
it.

When she was growing up and making her
rounds of foster homes she was Queen of the alleys. She could dodge
the worst of them and crawl into places no one else could fit. As
she grew she learned how to fight and would never give in to
anyone. At twelve she won a free year in a karate school buying a
punching bag at a sporting goods store. She’d work delivering
papers and doing odd jobs to keep up her training after that. If
she was a little short one month then Sensei Tan would let her
off.

She earned her Black Belt then met
Gary Stark who taught her the art of kick boxing. She was in his
car when he killed a man, driving him off a cliff. She was too in
love with him to turn him in and also frightened of the man. The
danger surrounding him was what attracted her when she was young.
He was killed in the Middle East releasing her from the solemn vow
she’d made to never leave him.

Gary Stark, a murderer and a bully.
How could she ever love someone like that? But then she wasn’t much
better than him. She’d killed a few herself not only in war but at
home as well. She’d done it only when her life was at stake. That’s
what she told herself. That’s how she justified their
deaths.

Sometimes self analyses led to a
better life and sometimes it led to self doubt. This time it took a
little glory out of the day. The sun didn’t seem as bright or as
warm as it did a half hour ago. There was a cloud in her
sky.

She made a stop at Sure Tech, the
company that employed Beth and Jude. Nothing there either. They had
a clean record and were highly respected in the trade.

The well was dry. Nothing. Nada. Zip.
Nothing missing. As a matter of fact there was one artefact too
many. That gnawed away at her for some reason. If there was one
less the museum would have sounded the alarm but they didn’t seem
to care that their inventory was out. One less or one too many,
there was something wrong either way.

When she drove to the laneway there
was a blue sedan parked around the corner. She wouldn’t have
noticed except the driver pitched a butt on the road as she went
by. She eyed him in the rear view and watched him tip a cup to his
mouth. She’d been on stakeouts herself and knew that’s what it was.
Someone was staking out her house.

She called John and asked,

“You watching my place
pal?”

“No. Why?”

“There’s two guys in a car checking me
out.”

“I’ll send someone over.”

Jackie entered the back way then
kissed Mary and Martin hello. She hugged Sam and Chyna, glad to be
home.

Jackie peeked out the curtain as two
unmarked cruisers blocked the blue sedan front and back. The men
were cuffed and stuffed in the back of the cop cars and wheeled
away. She sighed with relief knowing someone was on her side.
Having the head of the homicide division as a lover was not a
planned event but a bonus none the less. He’d solved a few of his
outstanding crimes with information from her. It was a good pairing
so her lawyer Hanna would say.

 


John called and told her that the men
were taken in for questioning but said little. They were both from
Chicago working for a market study firm. They were supposedly doing
studies on American suburban life. They were both armed but had
licences.

One had a youth record for theft.
Chicago police suspected they were guns for hire. The market study
firm was believed to be a front for a group that specialized in
illegal investigations and enforcement. The F.B.I. suspected them
of more than twenty murders across the country. Why the hell were
they watching her house?

The judge granted her a restraining
order but she knew that was almost worthless. If they were serious
they’d send two more. She only wanted to send them a message down
east in Chicago that she wouldn’t take any crap and that she wasn’t
as dumb as they thought. They’d have to send their top guns or let
her be.


Chapter 4

 


Jackie’s cell phone rang and she
answered. It was John with more bad news. The cop watching Beth had
been clubbed and she was gone. Jackie drove over to look at the
scene and again someone had torn the place apart, searching. What
were they looking for? It must be small but then it could be a map
leading to something big. Again she knew they’d missed finding
anything because they’d not stopped their search.

Jackie found some photographs. Most
were in those envelopes you get when the pictures are processed. A
few were in a small two page album, family photos and one of her in
a man’s embrace. It was still in the album so she knew a man had
searched the room. A woman would have known the significance of
putting a boyfriend in a family album. If he was indeed a
boyfriend, if not a cousin. He was important to her in any case.
She’d send it to the family by Fed Ex for identification when Chyna
found their address.

Jackie called Chyna and had her check
out properties owned by all three, their relatives, and any close
friends she could find. Jackie had a hunch they wouldn’t have
searched the place if they had Beth. So Beth was on the run
again.

 


First she’d see Thunderclap, a
wrestler, a boxer, and a talent promoter as he called himself, in
other words a pimp. The man would talk about himself all day long
but to get any information from him cost a twenty just to get his
attention.

On the way through the bar some sawed
off runt gave her a pat in the butt. The guys at the table with him
laughed. She turned and kneed him in the face knocking him and the
chair over backwards. The guys at the table laughed again but this
time at him. The idiot grabbed the chair in both hands and came her
way. She took off her jacket and let him see her gun, let him see
that he had lots to lose and would never win no matter how tough he
was. He stopped, hung his head low, set down the chair, and left
the bar. No one at the table laughed, only staring at their
hands.

Thunderclap gave her a big clap. With
hands as big as dustpans it did sound like thunder so hence his
name was well earned.

“That’s my girl Jackie making friends
all the time. You ought to be one of those diplomats they send to
make peace.”

She felt like telling him to shut up
but she wanted him to talk so tossed a couple of twenties on the
table and asked,

“What’s the news on the
street?”

“The cowboy’s in town babe. That’s
what they call him. He’s a dick like you only twice as mean if
that’s possible. I don’t think so. I’m just telling you what I
hear.”

“Any idea who he’s after?”

“I’ll put it this way. Two guys they
took in for questioning from Chicago were asking questions about
you. That’s what Helga says anyway. If you can believe what that
fat ass says.”

“Helga your wife? You call her a fat
ass to her face?”

“Sure why not? She knows what she is.
I also tell her she’s the best mare in my stable.”

“Liar. She’d kill you for saying
that.”

“Watch your beautiful ass babe.
Somebody’s after it.”

“Do you know who? I mean the guy
laying out the bread.”

“No and if I did it’d cost more than a
couple of twenties.”

“Thanks pal.”

Jackie drove to her office where Chyna
dumped the info her and Tokyo had found on Beth and company. None
of them owned any property in San Diego County. No relatives in the
area from any of the three, all originally from New
York.

Her parents were listed on her company
records as next of kin and a phone number was in the files as well.
Jackie called and told Beth’s mother she was representing her
daughter. Had she recently called? She said no so Jackie asked
about the young man in the photo album. They told her it would be
Jerry Page a guy she’d lived with for three years. They split up
when she moved west. They remembered he had a place in California
but couldn’t recollect where. Chyna checked the county records and
found a chunk of land near Anza Borrego Park belonging to Jerry
Page.

Jackie thundered east on Number Eight
to Anza Borrego, Jenny’s Hemi purring like a kitten all the way.
Tokyo had printed a map that would take her to the property.
Computers nowadays cut detective work short; type in an address and
print out a map. Simple.

Jackie always loved this drive through
the most beautiful scenery in the world. The foliage was sparse but
beautiful. She slowed and manoeuvred around a big iguana crossing
the road.

The dirt road that led to the property
ran between two ridges of rock about fifty feet high. That was one
of the things so endearing about this part of the country, the
variety of terrain. She was about to crest a small hill but decided
to walk and look first. She was close and thought the property
should be just over the ridge.

Not only was it a chunk of land but
had a cabin on it as well. There were two other outbuildings and
fences making it quite a spread. Beside the cabin sat an Impala,
Beth’s sedan. She was here and hopefully alive so Jackie drove in
slowly not wanting to spook her. Beth must have recognized her car
because she approached.

“What happened Beth?”

“I heard someone working the door lock
so I climbed out the washroom window. I got the hell
out.”

“You’re lucky you did. They smacked
the cop. He was out cold. Come on and follow me back.”

“I’m staying out here.”

“You can’t. They’ll find you sooner or
later the same way I did, through Jerry.”

They returned that night and found
John at home. Beth would spend the night at John’s
place.

No way.

Not unless she did as well. John was
her guy. Simple as that. She called Sam and lied that she was
spending the night at a motel down Number Eight.

Sam said,

“Say hello to John for me.”

Of course she knew. She’d
absentmindedly used John’s phone to call instead of her cell. That
would show on Sam’s display.

“Smart Ass,” said Jackie.

She hung up to the sounds of
laughter.

That night around the coffee table
with Beth and John she said,

“This definitely has something to do
with your profession. Maybe we’re looking in the wrong direction?
Maybe we should look at the place you appraised before
Mexico.”

Beth looked surprised then shrugged
her shoulders.

“It was an insured private collection
belonging to a man by the name of Harry Peterson.”

“Was it worth a lot?”

“Valued at over forty million
dollars.”

“Wow. Anything funny about the
stuff?”

“No. It was the real
thing.”

Jackie didn’t say anything to Beth but
she was going to pay Mr. Peterson a visit. It was all about him or
Mexico. There was a feeling of urgency in all of this. Something
had to be settled right away so it was either Mexico or
Peterson.


Chapter 5

 


Chyna made an appointment for Jackie
with Harry Peterson, owner of Peterson Munitions Corporation.
Clouds churned over the ocean threatening to move inland as Jackie
drove north to L.A. What more could she ask for? Tijuana less than
a day south of home and Los Angeles less than a day
north.

Jackie met Peterson an hour after she
came into the city. She got an immediate appointment which seemed a
little odd. Did he not have anything else to do? When corporate
heads made time for her so quickly it set off alarms.

The man was six foot tall and in good
shape for a sixty year old. He didn’t try to hide his greying hair
or the lines in his face. Many of the rich have plastic surgeons on
speed dial but Peterson obviously had other interests.

“Nice of you to see me on such short
notice,” said Jackie.

“Well, you told my secretary it was
about a recent appraisal of my art collection. That’s important to
me. It’s my life at this time.”

“Were you satisfied with the work of
Sure Tech?”

“Yes as well as I could be after an
appraisal. It’s really a simple affair but required.”

“Was any of it removed from the
premises?”

“Yes, most of it was taken to Colton
Labs for cleaning right here in the city. Supervised by guards of
course.”

“Were they appraised after the
move?”

“Yes. What’s this all
about?”

“I don’t know?”

“You don’t know? You’re wasting my
time for no good reason.”

“Oh no. There’s something wrong. I
just don’t know what it is.”

He appeared annoyed yet stopped to
think for what must have been a couple of minutes. He stared out of
the window then without turning said,

“Well good bye Ms. Star. Give me a
call when you find a problem.”

She wouldn’t be welcome here anytime
soon.

Jackie paid a visit to Peterson’s
insurance company. Nothing there either. He was a respected client.
There wasn’t enough time to return home so she rented a hotel room.
She was ever aware that she might be a target for the men that had
tortured Jude so made sure the door was locked and slept with her
gun under the pillow. Being in a strange place and feeling
vulnerable she slept in her clothes so she could be mobile in
minutes.

In the middle of the night she was
awakened by a sound close to her bed so slowly reached for her gun.
A bright flashlight blinded her and something collided with her
head. She was semi-conscious but totally limp and couldn’t muster
the strength to throw a punch. They walked her down the corridors,
a man on either side, to the parking lot. The fresh air gave her a
little strength so she elbowed the man on her right in the face.
That same hard object again made contact with her head and this
time the lights went all the way out.

Jackie woke in some sort of warehouse
or cabin. There was a single bulb that lit the place and it
flickered as if life was escaping from it which was the way she
felt. She was nude, tied to hooks in the ceiling, and her feet tied
to hooks in the floor. She scanned her environment, the walls and
ceiling dirty. The floor needed sweeping with a shovel. Amidst the
filth and grime sat a table and at the table sat a couple of guys
in business suits. They were playing cards and drinking, smoking
the place up with fifty cent cigars.

“Hey, she’s awake.”

The two came her way, one with the
voice she remembered when Jude was tortured. She was going to enjoy
killing him. Sergeant Pike had always told her to stay positive
especially when the going got rough. Think kill no matter how
helpless you were. Concentrate on the sweet taste of revenge and
make it come your way. Look for escape hard enough and you’ll find
it.

“Now look lady, tell us what Michael
told you and we’ll let you go. Talk to me,” said the
goon.

Jackie knew three numbers and whatever
it was would be at a cabin. What cabin and where? Letting her go if
she told them was utter bullshit. They’d want more like the
location of the cabin and the safe or strong box holding whatever
they were after. The worst scenario would be if they accepted what
she had to offer knowing about the cabin then immediately blew her
away. They’d have to keep her alive if they tortured her giving her
a chance, however slight, to get away.

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“She needs a little softening up
buddy,” said one of the men.

They laughed and doused their cigars
on her belly slowly. The stink of her skin burning sickened her
more than the pain. She gritted her teeth and groaned but never
gave them the satisfaction of screaming. The cigars were squashed
quickly as her body broke out in sweat so they returned to the
table and lit up two more. They were both still
laughing.

They got their thrills eyeing her then
went back to the cigar burns front and back. Those two cigars were
soon squashed, the room reeking of burned flesh. They went for two
more doing the same. The place it hurt the most was when they
touched the red hot butts to her feet. She almost screamed. It
seemed like an eternity until the two cigars were of no use. They
were out of cigars. What was next?

“Where’s the stuff?”

“What stuff? What the hell are you
talking about?” asked Jackie.

“She needs some more softening up,”
said the goon.

A chunk of rubber hose smashed into
her ribs. Again and again on both sides, aiming for the burns. He
hit higher up on her breasts and shoulders, the rubber hose started
to feel as though he was using a baseball bat. He smashed the back
of her thighs and calves then the small of her back. Her upper back
was so tough it hardly hurt. They beat every part of her body
including her arms so there’d be pain everywhere. She still held
tight choking off her screams. That would be worse than death
itself, like telling them they’d won and she wasn’t about to do
that. The smack across her face brought sweet darkness and relief
her way.

The problem with being knocked out is
that sooner or later you come to. Pain can be so bad that the body
stops hurting and works on repairing itself or so she’d heard. It
still hurt like hell so she hadn’t got to that point yet. Hanging
there with her arms tearing at the bruised muscles and burned skin
wasn’t helping matters either. But then that was the idea and what
torture was all about. If they did the same to her as Jude then the
knife came next.

When she was in the military basic
training under Sergeant Pike was like torture. Over, under, and
through all kinds of obstacles running against the stopwatch. If
you beat the clock your route was extended until you failed to make
it on time. If you were even a second slow then he assumed you
needed practice and you had to do it over again. And then there was
the hand to hand combat where if you didn’t draw blood you weren’t
fighting hard enough. Pike would personally show you how to bloody
a nose. She fought brain fog and eyed the cabin.

They were gone, the room empty. Her
feet were tied down but there was slack on both sides. Not enough
to kick a guy in the shins but a little. The hooks she was tied to
were the open ended kind, not the closed I-hooks.

She pulled up on her right arm, the
pain making her eyes water. It was like doing a one handed chin up.
She pulled and pulled groaning silently as possible, the ropes on
her ankles digging into her skin. She jerked the rope toward the
open end of the hook with her left hand. Eight ten tries. She
thought she’d almost had it then it slid back again. One more
mighty lunge and the fastest snap she could muster with her left
caused the rope to slip off the hook. She rested a second then
pried the knots from her right hand breaking a couple of finger
nails. Not something she would give a shit about as long as she was
free. She untied her feet then made her way to her clothes. She
dressed and slid on her boots which hurt the most but she didn’t
care. The jacket was next then she waited by the door, an old piece
of pipe in her hand.

It seemed like an eternity as she
waited for the showdown between her and two men. She had to take a
leak which made it worse but couldn’t risk the time it took. She
heard voices then the door cracked open. She slammed the pipe into
the man’s throat. She was taught in the service that an eighty
pound blow there would kill a man. The hate that was channelled
into that swing was worth a couple of hundred at least. He dropped
and she caught him slowing his fall so as not to make any noise. He
stirred slightly so she hit him again then another for the pain she
felt.

Jackie sunk to her knees breathing
like she’d just finished a marathon but relieved the man lay there
and not her. She took his gun and searched for car keys but found
none. The outer hallway was empty so she cracked open the outside
door. The other man sat on a stump, back to her, smoking a
cigarette. To her right she eyed lights coming from distant
buildings, dark shapes moving back and forth behind the windows.
She had a gun but couldn’t use it not wanting to draw a
crowd.

She edged the door open a little
farther then heard a tiny squeak and felt tension, probably rust on
the hinges. He was about fifteen feet away, a great distance to
lunge forward and get the jump on him. She opened it and the hinges
did squeak then walked his way at a normal pace.

“Hey Joey, the broad ready to talk
yet?” asked the man.

He turned but it was too late catching
the pipe square across the temple. She hit him a second time, then
a third, her pulse rapid, her heart pounding like a steam
locomotive. Had she not collapsed she would have beat him to an
unrecognizable pulp. His own mother, if he ever had one, wouldn’t
have been able to ID him.

“That was for Jude,” she
whispered.

As if he could hear.

She searched his pockets for car keys
yet found none. She took his gun, some loose bullets, and
money.

Two of the four down and two to go
before she could call it even.

She was outside, both thirty-eights in
her hands. Behind her was the cabin she’d just escaped and far to
her right were what appeared to be barracks, shapes still moving
behind lit windows. There were a lot of buildings in that direction
but none to her left. She wondered what kind of installation it
was.

The goon said he worked for Peterson
so maybe it was some kind of military base. Some kind of testing
ground or a haven for thugs, guys that did his dirty work. Imagine
that, a whole army of hit men working for him. There were no cars
around the cabin and the goons didn’t have any car keys. She needed
a vehicle to escape and knew that they must be somewhere around the
barracks to her right.

Directly before her but far away was a
highway. She felt a connection however distant to mankind. She
wouldn’t risk a midnight run to get there though. A decent shot
with a rifle could knock her off even in semi darkness. There was
too much moonlight and few clouds. They drifted by making shadows
across the open land between here and safety. She eyed the barracks
feeling certain death inside.

She bent low and ran toward a shed
behind the barracks. It was flat and open, few trees and mostly
bushes. She feared that at any moment a search light would expose
her to the world. The same as in the movies when a person was only
inches from cover, hope high, then all of a sudden were lit up then
a machine gun rattled away. She hoped nothing like that waited for
her here.

They had to keep their cars somewhere.
She stayed low and edged closer wary of every sound and movement.
The shed was open on one side exposing cars and a truck, metal
glimmering in the moonlight. She raced down the rows searching for
one with keys. Nothing. The keys would be inside the cabin,
wouldn’t they?

She couldn’t really search them
thoroughly as if she cracked a door open an interior light would
come on and maybe they’d see it. The worst she could do would be to
set off an alarm. Horns blaring and lights flashing giving her
away. No she was done here.

The pickup at the end had a door
slightly ajar. The alarm wouldn’t set unless the door was shut so
that left the interior light. Like the others it was new and she
had no idea of how to hot wire the new ones. If there was an old
jeep or truck she’d soon be out of here. The thought of them inside
the barracks with no weapons was grasping for straws. Half a dozen
armed men would kill her in no time. The place looked big enough to
house fifty.

Her senses were returning and she
smelled water behind the shed. She walked through some bushes and
sure enough in the moonlight appeared a huge body of water, the
smell of salt in the air. There was a dock close by with some boats
attached that bobbed up and down in harmony with the waves. There
were three cabin cruisers but none had keys. She had less chance of
hot wiring these than the cars.

She couldn’t walk around all night and
had to do something. But what? She needed a plan. That’s it she’d
put together a plan.


Chapter 6

 


Chyna slapped a couple more twenties
onto the barbell making it an even three hundred pounds. Tokyo
spotted while Chyna bench pressed the weight for five reps. At two
hundred and five pounds and thirty two years of age she was still
holding her own. Tokyo slapped on two more tens and did eight reps.
At two hundred and forty pounds and twenty eight years old she
could put Chyna to shame.
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