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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.
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appreciate their work!
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