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Part I

Slugger Gets a Hit

Learn what you are and be such.

—Pindar, Odes





One

The clinic was in a low-slung, nondescript building at the corner of La Salle and Huron, and the gunmetal Chicago sky was just starting to look threatening as Joseph Riley Flood arrived for his 9:00 A.M. appointment. He went inside and gave his name to the receptionist. She directed him into a small examination room just off the lobby.

Joe sat down on a cold laminate chair and stewed for a moment, wanting to be anywhere else. Arms folded, thick shoulders straining the seams of his houndstooth sport coat, he had the air of a hard-ass coach about him, an old jock whose muscles had congealed into hard fat, whose ruddy complexion and henna-brown hair were getting grayer every day. He still had the smile, though. The killer Irish smile. He could still light fires with that damn thing.

Trouble was, Joe hadn’t been smiling very much lately. Just a couple of weeks ago, he had suffered through his fiftieth birthday, and it had put a real zap on his head. Never mind that he couldn’t get within twenty feet of his favorite spicy foods anymore and that his eyesight was starting to go; the worst part was the simple mathematics of it. Wilt Chamberlain retired in 1974 at the age of thirty-eight, and he was considered a senior citizen. Jimmy Connors played in the U.S. Open in his forties, and he was considered a freak. Joe didn’t like the ring of fifty years old one little bit.

A nurse materialized out of nowhere and started prepping Joe’s arm for the needle. Told him she needed to take another sample of Joe’s blood.

“They did that already,” Joe informed her.

“Who?”

“Folks at the hospital.”

“I understand that,” she said, and then pricked his vein with all the tenderness of a deli-counter clerk. “This is for follow-up.”

“Follow-up for what?” Joe asked her, wishing he had never contacted the sawbones in the first place. Joe’s bladder had been getting weaker and weaker over the years and had just recently gotten so bad that he was getting up every freaking hour to piss in the night. Last week he finally broke down and called the Kagan Clinic. They had him come in immediately.

Once he was theirs, nurses drew blood, technicians x-rayed his chest, and finally Dr. Kagan himself, the little bald fart, did a full prostate exam. It was bad enough when the little guy stuck his fingers up Joe’s ass and massaged his prostate gland. But when the fucker rammed a metal contraption roughly the size of a cattle prod up there to chase down a pea-sized lump he’d noticed, Joe started thinking of creative ways to kill this quack.

“Dr. Kagan will explain everything,” the nurse finally replied, pulling the syringe clear and giving Joe a perfunctory smile. “He’ll be ready to see you in just a moment.”

She bandaged Joe’s arm, ushered him out into the hall, and led him down to the last door on the right. Joe entered a small private office, which was currently unoccupied, and took a seat across from a cluttered oak desk.

“Dr. Kagan will be right with you,” the nurse told him, and vanished back into the corridor.

Joe sighed, chewed an antacid tablet, and scanned the messy office. Amid the spindly rubber plants and framed diplomas were stacks of medical journals, file boxes, and reference books. At first, the haphazard mess took Joe by surprise. Joe was instinctively neat and orderly, and he expected a doctor to be similarly organized. Joe had no time for sloppiness. His job would not allow it. And it made him nervous when he encountered it in others. This place looked like a college-dorm room after a week of amphetamines and finals.

He was about to start straightening the desk himself when the sound of footsteps loomed behind him.

“Mr. Joseph, good morning,” Kagan said flatly as he came into the office, walked behind his desk, and settled into his padded swivel. Joseph was a name Joe gave civilians, an alias that he had been using for years. Doctors never asked questions, anyway, unless they thought there might be a problem in the area of bill payment.

“How goes it, Doc?”

“Just fine, thanks.” The doctor nodded genially. He was a delicate little man with a ferretlike face and thin strands of hair combed across his bald pate. He wore a white jacket, and the corner of his mouth twitched faintly as he spoke. “We need to have a little chat,” he said then. “I appreciate your coming in on short notice.”

Joe grinned. “Couldn’t wait to get back, Doc. I was really starting to miss having that Roto-Rooter stuck up my ass.”

Kagan’s nervous smile quickly evaporated. “That’s a good one.”

“What’s the problem, Doc?”

Kagan searched the disaster area on his desk for a particular file. “Mr. Joseph, we did a complete workup on your blood—a CBC and chem 24. The PSA we did for the prostate turned out normal, point one, in fact, which is fine. The biopsy was negative.”

“I have a feeling that’s not why you asked me to come down here this morning.”

Kagan kept searching the clutter, then paused and looked up. “On your forms it says your first name is Joe. You mind if I call you Joe?”

“Please do,” Joe said.

“Joe, we found something. The blood test. I told Natalie to put the lab report on top of your file, but I can’t seem to—”

“Doc, ol’ buddy,” Joe broke in, his stomach twisting, the backs of his arms rashing with chills. It was obvious Kagan was avoiding eye contact. “As they say in the movies, give it to me straight, I can take it.”

The doctor looked up, blinking. There was an endless pause, and Joe could tell that the doctor was searching his memory for the proper bedside détente, the appropriate turn of phrase. And for a moment, the chalky taste of Tums in his mouth, stomach smoldering, Joe felt as though he were levitating out of his chair, as though the room were in free fall.

“We got a positive, Joe,” Kagan finally said.

“Positive on what? HIV?”

“No, no, not HIV. You show positive on acute myelogenous leukemia.”

“Leukemia?”

“Yes, now, before you panic, let me explain a few things. First of all, I’ve had the lab run the test twice, and we got the same results, so we’re pretty sure this is real. But we’re gonna take this one step at a time; I’m going to put you in the hospital, and I’m going to get a hematologist to look at you to determine whether we need to discuss a bone-marrow transplant or radical chemotherapy.”

Joe suddenly felt as though he were in a bleacher seat at some second-rate vaudeville show, watching some two-bit comedian, dressed as a doctor, making bad jokes about his fate. “I didn’t even feel that lousy,” he said softly, with the mild resolve of someone discovering ants at a picnic.

Kagan nodded. “It’s not unusual for a person with acute leukemia to feel nothing more than a little run-down, maybe a little achy. That’s in the early stages. Your spleen seems okay on the X rays, but my guess is, it’s enlarged. Have you experienced any unusual bleeding lately? Weight loss? Joint pain? Anything like that?”

“My gums bleed like stuck pigs when I brush my teeth,” Joe told him. “Always figured it was gum disease.”

“I understand what you’re saying.”

“Let me get a handle on this thing, Doc. You’re telling me I’ve got leukemia.”

“Joe, the test results are usually fairly accurate.”

“So I’m dead meat.”

“Now, wait, Joe, slow down.” The doctor raised his hand. “There’s a lot to talk about here. Choices to make. I want you to understand the test results, and I want you to understand the options.”

“Yeah, yeah, let’s discuss the options.” Joe found himself studying the physician’s face. This was a poker game all of a sudden, and Joe could see that the guy across the desk had all the cards. It was in his eyes. The tell. Joe had a feeling all doctors secretly relish this moment, the telling. Giving patients the bad news. It’s in the moment itself, the switch, the point at which the patient’s life irrevocably turns inside out and the doctor becomes the sole lifeline, his word that of an Old Testament god.

Joe was very possibly the only other kind of professional who understood this profound rush.

“First of all,” the doctor droned on, his words becoming a layer of noise in Joe’s head, like a power line creating a sixty-cycle hum. “What’s going on in your body, the healthy bone marrow is being replaced by immature white blood cells, and this gradually breaks down the normal production of blood. We still don’t know for sure what causes it. The latest thinking is, it’s environmental, toxins, what-have-you. But you should know, Joe, this disorder is very common. Over twenty thousand adults come down with it every year. Which is why we have an enormous body of literature and treatment options.”

The doctor paused as though waiting for the room to applaud, and Joe just fixed his gaze on him. “Symptoms, uh, when exactly does it—”

“When does the disease become symptomatic?”

Joe nodded.

“Well, basically, there are two types of leukemia—chronic and acute—and we’re leaning toward acute in this case. You’re going to feel fine, and then we might see a little fatigue and, uh, some weight loss, fevers and extreme weakness, joint pain. But Joe, I don’t want to dwell on the—”

“What are the odds?”

“Pardon me?”

“The odds.” Joe said it again, hurling the word at him. “You know what I’m talking about, Doc.”

“Joe, listen to me for a second. The good news is, a man your age, your health, there’s an incredible array of treatments available. We’ve progressed in leaps and bounds in the past few years. New programs in chemotherapy, new antibiotics, new medicines, we can deal with the pain quite well, and we can extend your quality of life significantly—”

“What are the odds, Doc?”

“Joe, I really don’t think it’s productive at this point to talk about—”

“What.” Joe wasn’t even looking at the man anymore. Stabbing his forefinger against the oak veneer of the desk, he punctuated each word. “Are.” Again, with the stabbing. “My.” And finally the fingertip came down so hard it made a hollow thumping noise. “Odds.”

The doctor looked at him for quite a long moment and then said in a cold monotone, “Mortality rates with myelogenous leukemia vary from seventy-five to eighty-five percent within the first year.”

Joe let out a breath, almost a sigh of relief, and then glanced over at Kagan and saw that the little man’s face had gone ashen white. Joe began to laugh. Not a belly laugh, but something edgier, moodier.

The doctor gaped at him. “Are you . . . all right?”

Joe just shook his head, chuckling, waving off the diagnosis as though it were some ironic old joke. He rose to his feet and prepared to make his exit.

“Wait a second, Mr. Joseph. Where are you going? We still have a lot to go over.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Joe said, heading for the door.

“Joe, wait.”

“Duty calls, Doc.”

“Joe!” The doctor rose and started to come around the end of his desk, but it was too late.

The Irishman was already halfway down the hall.

BY NOON, JOE had gathered all his research in an old leather portfolio and had laid it on the passenger seat of his Volvo 850. He drove south down Lake Shore Drive to Grand, took Grand to Columbus, then turned south again, descending into the cement catacombs of lower Wacker Drive. The sky was low and dark, but it still hadn’t rained. Only a blustery wind off the lake suggested that a storm was imminent. Joe had to be careful not to let any of the dossier pages blow out the window vent as he pulled into an unmarked loading dock and parked. He turned the car off and took one last look at the profile.

The client was a real prince. Former aide to a right-wing senator from Louisiana, this guy had been in charge of dirty tricks throughout the eighties for numerous white supremacist candidates in the South. In 1990 the client had gone freelance, and some believe a little insane, setting up new computer networks for the Klan and various extremist militias. The client had become known simply as Big Foot among FBI branch offices across the South and the Midwest for two reasons: his heavy-handed techniques of persuasion and his physical size. Big Foot was a six-foot-seven brute who weighed nearly three hundred pounds, wore a size-62-long jacket, and consumed enough food to feed a small platoon each and every day.

Joe zipped the portfolio closed and got out of the car. He went around back to the trunk, dug in his pocket, found his rubber surgical gloves, and slipped them on. Then he opened the trunk and wrestled out another leather case, a satchel about the size of a bread box. Joe slammed the trunk and carried both items across the scarred pavement to a battered metal door embedded in the rampart. The door was marked Stevens Machinery. The vibrations of trucks and buses groaning overhead made the ground rumble, and the occasional swish of a passing vehicle filled the air, but Joe ignored it all, going about his business like a milkman delivering the morning cream.

There was an incinerator to the right of the door, a hulking portal of soot-covered iron and riveted metal scorched with age and pollution. Joe went over to it, lifted the door, and threw in the portfolio.

The sparks pulsed white for a moment.

Joe let the hatch bang shut, then turned and went over to the service entrance of Stevens Machinery. He entered a dank stairwell and trudged slowly up an iron staircase to the uppermost floor. When he opened the roof door, the wind and daylight slapped him in the face. The rooftop was a wasted platform of pebble tar and heating chimneys about the size of a football field, nestled in a canyon of taller buildings. To the north rose the spires of the NBC building and the Hyatt Regency; to the east, Lake Michigan. In the distance to the west lay the vast summits of Marina Towers, the Standard Oil building, Prudential Plaza, and the Helmut Jahn nightmares beyond. The wind roared in Joe’s face as he strode across the tar, satchel gripped tightly, the plumes of steam swirling around his trousers. He went over to the edge of the roof and hunkered down between two trunks of pipe.

He opened the satchel.

The Galil sniping rifle was broken down and nestled in plastic bubble wrap. Made in Israel and proven in battle, it was semiautomatic, lightweight, and hard for forensic people to identify and chambered 7.62-millimeter loads in a twenty-round magazine. With it, Joe could score a head shot at three hundred meters, half-body hits at distances exceeding six hundred meters. Joe rarely used high-powered iron to deliver a client; he preferred the cleaner, more certain intimacy of the handgun. Nevertheless, if faced with an Oswald, he usually went with the Galil or the West German Mauser. Nobody tooled rifles like the Germans, and Joe could usually purchase the kits at decent prices through back-page ads in Soldier of Fortune, American Rifleman, and Shooting Times.

Joe assembled the rifle quickly, pausing only once to glance at his watch. It was 12:27, and the target would be emerging from the complex door any minute now. Joe snapped the buttstock and bipod in place. He attached the scope and tightened the lug screws, then propped the pod legs on the parapet. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small plastic case containing a pair of rubber-baffled earplugs. The Galil had a moderately loud report, and Joe couldn’t afford to lose any more of his hearing. He worked a plug into each ear. The plugs were designed for rock musicians, to filter out sudden jumps in decibels but still allow the music in. This enabled Joe to stay alert, in touch with ambient sounds, and still protect his eardrums.

Joe peered into the scope, carefully aligning the sights with the door, which was about two hundred yards away, three stories down. Fairly straightforward hit zone. Joe took a deep breath. Then he began the penultimate part of the process, the secret part, the part that his employers would never know.

He began working up the rage.

Staring through his scope at that inanimate door, caressing the trigger pad, Joe thought about the target’s legacy of death—the slain civil rights workers in the early seventies, the execution-style murders of the two ACLU reps in Little Rock, the hate mongering in Colorado that had led to the killing of an infamous left-wing radio personality—and soon the outrage and the certainty were flowing through Joe like smooth electric current, the reptile-brain hot wire, the praying mantis poise, and Joe felt the stillness settling over him again, that hypermeditative serenity only a sharpshooter knows.

He had learned this technique long ago.

In the 1960s . . .

It was after his dad had died a miserable, slow death from stomach cancer, after all the grief and pent-up emotion had turned Joe surly and mean, after all the fights with his mother had made him the bane of the Catholic nuns at St. Vinnies; after all of this, Joe had discovered the Marine recruiting office on Halsted Street. A way out of the pain. The year was 1963, and America was still drunk on Camelot, Indochina was about to erupt, and Kennedy was sending more and more uniformed “advisers” over there to keep things contained. Joe was only sixteen when he heard the call, and unbeknown to the drill instructors at the San Diego recruiting depot, Joe turned out to be a prodigy. Made the M-21 sniping gun do things that weren’t even in the brochure. Got the highest scores in the history of basic training and got sent overseas immediately. Got stationed in the Ia Drang Valley and got classified. Participated in secret ops that officially didn’t exist and unofficially killed more targets than the bubonic plague.

Joe came to think of long-range terminations as the light socket. Always began with that weird calm before the storm, the centered calm, then the adrenaline rush, and finally the kill, always at a distance, glimpsed through the crosshairs of the scope, the target’s head turning to red mist. It was an ugly orgasm, a jolt of electricity. The light socket. And it was addictive.

He rotated back home in ’65, back to a life that was not only mean but meaningless. Hardwired, stone-cold, the echoes of Ia Drang bouncing around his brain, he hungered for the respect of the special ops guys, he yearned for meaning, and most of all, he longed to put his finger into that light socket again. He started with a little casual street justice. Then one day he put the word out around the old neighborhood that he was available for more than that—that he’d make things right for people who’d been done wrong. It was vigilante stuff, revenge jobs for innocent victims of organized crime, and it wasn’t long before somebody asked him to step over the line.

Put his finger back into the socket.

Now, in the distance, a faint noise.

All at once Joe glanced up and saw the big, lumpy man known to field operatives as Big Foot emerging from the North Loop Atrium wearing a polyester sport coat and stepping into the crosshairs of Joe Flood’s scope.

Joe fired three times.

Through the scope Joe saw the fat man stagger, his head blooming red carnations. Direct hits. Quick and clean. The fat man crumbled to the ground, his bodyguards scrambling for cover. Joe kept his eye socket pressed to the cup for another moment, confirming the kill. In the green telescopic field, the man named Big Foot sprawled in the doorway, twitching, blocking open the door, his enormous work boots splayed at odd angles, a puddle of scarlet spoor spreading under his skull. Joe sighed and let his muscles relax.

Then something unexpected happened.

It only encompassed the better part of an instant, but it struck Joe between the eyes, the image—fusing white-hot, etching into his retinas—of a man waiting for death. A strange feeling turned in the pit of Joe’s stomach. What was it? What the hell was it?

“Enough!” Joe’s voice yipped angrily under the swirling gusts. In the distance, the siren wail was starting up. The faint terrified calls of the gathering crowd and the Doppler whine of emergency units. Rising to his feet, Joe scooped up the Galil, folded the bipod, and stuffed it back into the case. He carried the satchel over to one of the massive exhaust vents and threw it into the furnace. Then he made his way back into the building, down the steps, and across the loading dock to the Volvo.

He had some major thinking to do and not a lot of time in which to do it.





Two

There was an aging Rock-ola against the artificial bricks of Paddy’s Irish. It was playing a crackly old Grand Funk Railroad tune. Something about an American band. Joe could barely hear it. He was slumped in a stool near the front, belly pressed against the hardwood bar, his head filled with narcotic cotton. He had five Tummy Numbers under his belt, and over the last ten minutes, everything in the pub had eased back a few notches, had gone all gauzy and slow.

Joe swallowed up the last of his chalky cocktail and gazed around the cool, dim haze, taking a silent roll call. All the regulars were there. All the raincoats and denim jackets and Supercut hairstyles. All the nameless working stiffs from up and down the North Shore, sitting at torn Naugahyde booths, drinking away another workday. Joe felt no connection to these people, none at all; he was a space alien from another world.

“Don’t tell me you want another one of those horrible fucking things.”

Joe looked up. The bartender named Debbie was standing over him. An acne-scarred blond girl with a bad mall cut, miles of pink lacquered fingernails, and an imitation angora sweater from some discount place like the Fashion Bug or Hit or Miss. Debbie was Joe’s lifeline, the only barkeep along the Lake Michigan coastline who never asked Joe any personal questions, never gave him any shit, never got nosy. Better than that, she was the only one in Chicago who was willing to regularly stock Joe’s preferred poison: the inimitable Tummy Number. One part Baileys to three parts Maalox.

“Set it up, sweetheart,” Joe said, wiping the milky scum from his lips. His mouth felt as though it were getting fat and uncoordinated. The inferno in his stomach had cooled to a low simmer.

“I don’t know how you drink those things,” Debbie cracked as she reached below the stainless-steel undercounter and uprooted the economy-size bottle of antacid that she kept especially for Joe. She mixed him another colon cooler and traded it with the empty. “Gonna be shitting white for weeks.” She smirked and lit a Marlboro Light.

“It’s an acquired taste,” Joe murmured, staring at the water rings on the battered counter.

“You okay, sport?”

“Yeah.”

The jukebox fell silent, and the hushed murmurs of other patrons seemed to feed Joe’s pain.

Debbie took a voluptuous drag off her cigarette. “Having a bad day?”

“Not at all, everything’s fine and dandy, couldn’t be better. Why do you ask?”

“Because you look like somebody pissed on your birthday cake.”

“You could say that,” Joe murmured, rubbing his eyes. His bowels were sizzling. In about three seconds he was going to have to hit the head again for another round of diarrhea. The pain was a living thing inside him now, a tapeworm moving around his guts, chewing him up. His illness seemed to be thriving on his pain like flames on gasoline. Or perhaps there was more to it now; perhaps it was some greater malaise. The bane of every good hit man: the crisis of conscience. Joe couldn’t help hearing the dry cackle of his late mother, Katherine, her Old Testament litanies echoing in his midbrain: “He who lives by the sword . . .”

“Promise me something,” Debbie said all of a sudden.

“What?”

“Promise me you’re not going to sit there and bore me with some fucking hard-luck story.” Debbie’s voice was pure South Side, the hard r of Blue Island and Cicero and Evergreen Park. Tough, coarse, no nonsense. “Because if you’re gonna do that, I want to go get a cot and lay it on the floor so I can catch up on my beauty rest.”

Joe smiled halfheartedly. “Don’t worry. I’m saving it all for my memoirs.”

Debbie smoked her cigarette and gave him a sidelong glance. “The thing is, you don’t seem like that kind of guy to me. The hard-luck type, I mean. The victim. Know what I’m saying? It doesn’t fit you.”

“Is that a fact?” Joe studied the counter. He could see his reflection in the water rings and droplets on the counter, the cubist distortion of his ruddy-handsome face belying his agony. He could see his exaggerated brow furrowing, his fleshy jowls, his receding hair, and his eyes. His eyes had the glazed, feverish look of dirty diamonds, and for one brief, woozy moment, he fantasized about putting himself out of his misery. He was so good at killing, it would be a piece of cake. Maybe a quick hollow-point to the temple. Maybe he’d open his veins in a hot tub at the Sybaris motel. Or perhaps a midnight snack, maybe a Halcion sandwich, something along those lines. But as quickly as the thought crossed his mind, it dissolved in a fog of Catholic guilt, the infernal flames of hell, the commandments scorched into an ancient shroud in his imagination: the deadly sin of suicide.

The old lessons of his childhood always died hard in his mind. Transgressions leading down the road to hell. Suicide was one of the biggies. Whenever young Joey had thought of people who commit suicide, he had envisioned the surreal world of Sunday school hell. The heat of a lighted match multiplied a million times. Eternal pain, the kind of pain that lasts as long as it takes a single crow, pecking once a year at the stone of a mountaintop, to wear that entire mountain down to nothing. In other words, the kind of pain that could ruin your whole day.

Suicide . . .

Right then, all at once, a switch went off in Joe’s brain and all the angst and confusion and guilt seemed to coalesce inside him, a cubic puzzle clicking into place, forming an idea. An idea so simple, so diabolically logical, that he didn’t understand why he hadn’t thought of it the moment he had learned of his leukemia. It was perfect. It was pure. It was the only way out of this hell, this eternal Catholic hell.

The ideal solution.

“He who lives by the sword . . .”

“What’s wrong?” Debbie was eyeing Joe.

“Gotta go,” Joe said, then gulped the remaining jiggers of his drink, wiped his mouth. “I just figured something out.”

“Secret to the universe?” Debbie picked a fleck of tobacco from her lips.

“Yeah, you could say that.” Joe dug out his wallet, fished for a couple of bills, and laid them on the counter. His ears were ringing. He had to get out of there before anyone noticed his eyes welling up. “Secret to my universe, anyway,” he added, putting his wallet back and winking at the bartender. “Arrivederci, kiddo.”

He headed for the door.

“You take care of that stomach!” Debbie called after him, but Joe had already vanished into the neon blur of Clark Street. The bartender shrugged and snubbed out her cigarette. Then she picked up a rag and started wiping down the water marks on the counter where Joe had been sitting. She noticed his bills lying in the water rings. She paused. She picked them up, turned them over, studied them some more.

Two soggy hundred-dollar bills.

THE SOUND OF the dial tone was hideous, an inscrutable church bell clanging in his ear.

He punched in the area code, and the shrill electronic tones synchronized with his throbbing headache. Seven, zero, eight. It was a Forest Park area code, a number Joe rarely called, especially at this time of night. Six, eight, seven. Joe knew the number by memory, which was the only way to safely keep it on file; and even in his current condition he still remembered it as though he had just called it yesterday. Five, seven, six, seven.

Joe held his breath as the connection clicked in his ear. It was hard to believe that Ma Bell was responsible for so many underworld milestones. Her relays clicked, and kingdoms fell, regimes toppled, and people died.

Joe had decided to make this call from the moment he had come up with his brilliant idea down at Paddy’s, but deciding to do it and doing it were two infinitely different things. It had taken an hour of pacing, sucking down nearly a half a bottle of Gaviscon, and staring at the medicine-cabinet mirror for endless minutes before Joe was able to work up the nerve; and still, with his sweaty, hot grip on the handset, it was indescribably excruciating just listening to the electronics.

The second ring.

Joe swallowed hard, wetting his lips, preparing his words as carefully as he would a valedictorian speech. He had most of it worked out in his mind. He had anticipated the questions that the other party might ask, the twists and turns his conversation might take. He had worked out all the responses, and he planned to make it short and sweet—before he lost his nerve altogether.

The third ring was cut short by someone picking up the receiver. “Hello?” The voice sounded mildly annoyed at being called this late in the evening.

“Tommy?” Joe was gripping the phone hard enough to crack the plastic.

“Yeah, this is Tom Andrews. Who’s calling, please?”

“Tom, this is ‘X.’”

“X?”

“Yeah, X . . . like in box two-two-four.”

There was an awkward silence as the lawyer put the pieces together. Box 224 referred to a safe-deposit drop in an uptown bank that Joe used to relay messages and security deposits on various hits. After a moment, the voice said, “Yeah, right, um . . . Can you hold on a second? Need to grab another phone.”

“Sure.”

Joe heard the click of a HOLD button and then another stretch of silence. C’mon, Andrews, don’t leave me out here hanging by my balls. I gotta do this, I gotta do it now.

“Slugger?”

“Hey, Tom.”

“What’s going on? Jesus, I haven’t done any fumigating for weeks. All I know, there’s a bug on my kitchen phone.”

“Doesn’t matter, Tom. I got a simple problem needs taking care of.”

“Whattya mean, you got a problem?”

“I mean, I got a problem.”

“Don’t you just take care of these things yourself?”

“This won’t work that way.”

“What are you talking about? Aren’t I supposed to come to you?”

“Not this time.”

“I thought you were the button man. I’m just a lowly lawyer, for Chrissake. I’m not the Outfit, I don’t give orders.”

It was true. Andrews was one of the myriad intermediaries who passed along contracts, money, or general news on hits. He had been working with Joe for several years now, and Joe trusted him about as much as one person could trust another in the killing game. Andrews’s storefront—Wilber, Michaels and Associates—was a notorious old lefty law office on the West Side. Specialized in ACLU stuff, tenants’ rights cases, First Amendment crap. Had a direct pipeline to various underworld splinter groups. Tom Andrews was one of the few closet liberals left who had a taste for the underworld, and Joe had always enjoyed doing business with him.

Joe gripped the receiver tighter. “This is a special situation, Tom.”

“Special situation? Whattya mean?”

“Truth is, it’s kinda unusual, Tom. That’s why I called you.”

“Listen, Sluggo, I’m pretty comfortable that this phone is clean as a whistle, and I’m too tired to play the Man from Uncle, so if you need something special, why don’t you just tell me what it is?”

“Fact is, Tommy, I do need somebody to get whacked.”

“Who is it, then? Who’s the target?”

Just tell him, for God’s sake, just say it. “The target’s me, Tommy. Yours truly.”

There was a blip of silence and then a low titter on the other end as Tom Andrews chuckled at one of the better jokes he had heard all week.

“I’m not joking, Tommy.”

The chuckling wilted. “Wait a minute. You’re serious? You’re serious about this?”

Joe smiled to himself, a humorless smile. “If you’ll excuse the pun, Tommy, I’m dead serious.”





Three

The milky morning sun flared off the Volvo’s hood, glaring in Joe’s face as he pulled off the Adlai Stevenson Expressway and tooled down the Midway exit. The wind smelled of jet fumes and asphalt. Joe put on his Ray-Bans, and when he reached the intersection at the bottom of the ramp, he searched for the proper signs. A small green rectangle pointed south to Midway International Airport. Another one led to Gas, Food, and Lodging.

Joe turned north.

Five minutes later, he pulled into the lot of a Bub’s Hamburger joint. The place had a drive-up window and a large cement patio out front, shaded by a dirty fiberglass canopy. Perfect for clandestine meetings. Bug-free. Clean and innocuous. Joe parked and went inside. The place had its air conditioner on and was as cold as a walk-in refrigerator. Joe ordered a vanilla milk shake, carried the drink outside, took a seat in the blustery air, and waited.

“Never thought I’d meet the Slugger face-to-face—not in my lifetime.”

The voice came from behind Joe, and when he spun around, he got his first eyeful of the man known as Tommy Andrews. “If it ain’t Clarence Darrow,” Joe said, getting up and carrying his milk shake over to Andrews’s table. “Nice to finally make your acquaintance, Counselor.”

The two men shook hands.

The attorney was a lot younger than Joe had expected. Couldn’t have been too far beyond forty. Dressed in a purple silk baseball jacket, Perry Ellis shirt, and power tie, Andrews radiated La Salle Street money and connections. His hair was pure Gentlemen’s Quarterly. The only thing wrong with this picture was that his boyish blue eyes had the dead quality of an eager shark. “I didn’t anticipate a man of your . . . refinement,” Andrews said after a moment’s pause.

“What did you expect, Tommy? Luca Brasi in chain mail?”

“I don’t know what I expected,” Andrews said, and then grinned. “But it’s a real honor, you know, meeting you like this. I kept some of the clippings. The Grand Dragon up in Madison. Shachter, that Nazi dude from Michigan. That was incredible, that Shachter hit. Newspapers said you waxed that guy with his own gun, just turned it back on him as pretty as you please.” The attorney’s face was filled with wonder now, like a child meeting a baseball star. “You’re the angel of fucking death, Slugger, one of the best ever.”

Joe took a pull on his straw and looked around the deserted patio. “Don’t believe everything you read,” he murmured.

“What’s the joke?”

Joe looked at the attorney. “It’s no joke.”

Andrews laughed. “Yeah, right, you want me to go to the Outfit and get some of Carlotti’s muscle to come after you. Whattya doing here, Joe? Taking out the competition?”

“I’ve got money,” Joe said, leveling his gaze at the attorney. “Listen carefully to what I am about to tell you.”

Andrews’s smile faded.

“I’ve got eight million in three separate accounts in Zurich,” Joe said, and pulled a three-by-five index card from the inner breast pocket of his sport coat. He set it down and shoved it across the table. “These are the account numbers and the authorization codes. I want you to—”

“Wait a minute, hold it.” Andrews was raising his hands, glancing around the patio. He licked his lips, and then he looked into Joe’s eyes and said, “Is this thing a Company thing?”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, is it some kind of bizarre agency thing? Some kind of black-bag exercise? Because I’m not getting involved in government stuff. I’m not. It’s too goddamn complicated.”

“Calm down, Counselor.”

“Listen, Slugger, listen. I don’t know what the gag is.” Andrews was gibbering all of a sudden. “The stuff I bring to you is always straightforward, nuts-and-bolts stuff. I don’t get involved in some spy-versus-spy stunt.”

Joe sighed and rooted a Camel out of his coat. He sparked it a couple of times with his Zippo, the wind toying with the flame, and then took a long, deep drag. “Listen and understand,” he said finally. “This isn’t Company and it isn’t NSA. It’s not government. It’s not mob. It’s me, and I need you to do several things for me.”

The wind buffeted the lawyer’s jacket for a moment, and he slammed his hand down on the index card to prevent it from blowing away. “All right, boss,” he muttered, slipping the card into his jacket pocket. “Tell me what you want.”

Joe snubbed out the cigarette on the surface of the table. It left a black ashy blemish in the fiberglass. He pulled another typed index card from his pocket. “I want you to take one million and give it to St. Vincent de Paul’s parish charities. Execute it anonymously through the firm.”

Andrews pulled a mini-Filofax from his coat and began writing. “Okay . . . go on.”

“Next, I want you to take another million and transfer it to the account of a woman named Maizie Vargas—full name, Margaret Rosalynn Vargas.” Joe slid the second card under Andrews’s notebook. “You’ll find all the salient info on this card.”

Andrews wrote another note to himself and then looked up. “That leaves six mil.”

“That’s correct,” Joe said, grimacing as the blast furnace in his colon raged.

“You gonna draw a little bit out for the shooter?”

“That’s right.”

“Gonna need at least seventy to eighty large,” the attorney said, tapping his pen on the Filofax, getting fidgety all of a sudden. It was clear that Andrews didn’t like this whole caper one bit. It just didn’t add up. Didn’t make any sense. Plus, it probably pained the lawyer deeply to be discussing the impending demise of one of his heroes. “And it’ll probably go up when the shooter finds out who the target is,” Andrews added sheepishly.

“That’s okay,” Joe said. “I want you to put the rest of the money in escrow. Pick one of the family banks so the Outfit’ll feel comfortable.”

“Six million dollars?”

“Correct.”

The lawyer swallowed hard. “And then . . . ?”

Joe looked at him. “And then get the word out.”

“Excuse me?” Andrews blinked.

“You heard me, Tommy.”

“I don’t get it.”

“It’s real simple. The deal is, you give six million bucks to the first cowboy who sends this old desperado to boot hill.”

There was a moment of windy silence. “What are we talking, a contest?”

“I guess.”

“For mob guys?”

Joe smiled wearily. “Tommy, sweetheart, you’re still not getting it. I want this offer to go out to everybody. Everybody in the Game.”

“What, you mean everybody—everybody?”

“Worldwide.”

The attorney put his pen away. “Uh-huh. . . .”

“No, listen to me, Tommy.” Joe could tell it wasn’t sinking in. “Understand what I’m saying. I want you to put out an open contract—”

“An open contract.”

“An open contract to every button man, every terrorist, every mob enforcer, every frigging KGB cutthroat-scumbag-assassin crawling this rotten planet. Tell ’em the guy who wastes old Slugger wins the brass balls. Six mil, tax-free. Fuck-you money for the rest of their life. Got that, Tommy?”

The attorney didn’t answer. He just kept on gawking at Joe as though Joe had just sprouted chrysanthemums from his nostrils.

“Tommy . . . you got that?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Andrews muttered, staring. “You want me to pay six million to the first schmuck who whacks you.”

Joe finished his milk shake, tossed the empty cup into a nearby trash receptacle, and rose to his feet. “The deal starts at midnight tonight. It’s no secret where I live; most covert-op offices have files on Joe Joseph. I’ve got a few things to put in order; then I’ll be available.”

“You want . . . somebody to kill you at home?”

Joe didn’t answer, but instead put his hand out for Andrews to shake.

Andrews sprang to his feet, stuffing the notebook back into his pocket. His lips were moving soundlessly as he gaped down at Joe’s hand. Finally, the lawyer managed to stammer, “I’ll do this thing, okay, I’ll do it, because you asked me to do it, Slugger, but man, say it ain’t so, know what I mean?”

“Sorry, Tommy.”

“But why?”

Joe put his hands into his pockets. “Like my old man used to say, ‘Fella has his reasons.’”

Joe turned and started toward his car.

“Slugger, wait!” Andrews grabbed at Joe’s shoulder, turning the older man back around. Digging into his pocket, Andrews said, “I almost forgot. I brought along one of the crime-scene photographs from the Schachter hit. This guy at the firm, he’s got a connection in Detroit homicide, and he gets these things . . . Here it is!” The attorney pulled out a dog-eared, black-and-white five by seven and handed it to Joe.

Joe looked down at the clinical photo, a dead Nazi leader sprawled in the back room of some anonymous roadside café. “What do you want me to do with this?”

Andrews smiled awkwardly and pulled out his pen. “Autograph it, will ya?”

Joe shook his head, took Andrews’s pen, and scrawled “Love, Slugger” at the bottom of the photo. Then Joe handed the pen back to the attorney and walked away.

THAT EVENING, THE sky over Lake Michigan turned the color of a bruise.

Joe made one stop back at his apartment, gathered some of his things, and then drove into the Loop. He parked at the Hyatt Regency and carried a medium-sized Samsonite case through the main lobby, down a couple of flights of stairs, and out a service entrance.

There was a deserted construction site behind the hotel that consisted of a vacant lot of scarred, wind-sheared earth and a concrete ramp leading down to the water’s edge. The breakwater, a mile-long rampart of scabrous boulders bordering the whitecaps of Lake Michigan, was postcard lovely at this time of day. The sun glinted peach-orange off the water, and the smell of lake trout and decay mixed with the monoxide mélange of the city. Joe hauled the suitcase through the mud and then glanced over his shoulder to make sure he had privacy. The shadow of a construction crane rose behind him.

Joe opened the suitcase.

Lucy was inside, among the cartons of ammunition and silencers and scopes, her shank nestled in oily rags, her 24-karat oak leaf glimmering dully, like old brass. Joe had owned the commemorative Colt .45 for over two decades, and he had used her in tight scrapes a couple of times, whenever he needed an extra lift from Lady Luck. Lucy was a Stradivarius. Put eight rounds through a plate-glass window and hit the bull’s-eye with every one. She was also the only weapon Joe kept in his possession. The fact was, on most jobs he used unmarked, untraceable weapons that were essentially disposable. But Lucy was Joe’s baby, a reminder of the good fight.

A reminder of Joe’s mission.

He flung the weapon into the water.

The waves engulfed the gun and then yanked her out into the dirty blue, and Joe stood there for several moments, watching, breathing hard. Then he hurled the Samsonite and the rest of the ammo and accessories into the lake. The suitcase slid across the surface for a few feet and then folded into the currents, sinking fast, a faint belch of air trailing after it as it plummeted. Joe watched. He was wired, energized, his hands aching. He looked down and saw that his fingernails were digging into his palms.

“Okay, all right, mission accomplished,” he whispered, turning and heading back up the ramp.

There was one more item that needed tending, one more duty a billion times more difficult than tossing guns into a lake.





Four

OPEN DISPATCH // CODE TWENTY-THREE-FORTY-SEVEN BRAVO-OMEGA // SPECIAL PROJECT IN U.S.—OPEN TO WHOLE NEIGHBORHOOD // SIX BILLS TO THE FIRST LION TAMER TO DROP CLIENT CODE-NAMED SLUGGER // MUST DEMOTE MAXIMALLY TO COLLECT // CLIENT IS SPECIALIST IN E & E, SANCTION WORK, OUTFIT CLEANUP // VITALS AVAILABLE IN NETWORK—COLLECT THROUGH DROP-BOX VICTOR-LIMA-EIGHTEEN.

The cathode-ray text flickered across the laptop screen, its latent power pickled for the moment in the limbo of a circuit board. Tom Andrews, Esq., nodded to himself, punching the SAVE icon and then sitting back in his leather swivel to gloat. Contrary to what he had confessed to Joe earlier that morning, Andrews was a sucker for the cloak-and-dagger. He loved to dabble in the subterranean strata of the intelligence community. He was the ultimate neophyte, and Joe’s unexpected announcement was a perfect opportunity for Andrews to play.

He brushed his fingertip across the SEND icon at the top-right-hand corner of the screen. It was positively intoxicating, the potency of that SEND icon. Andrews knew for a fact, in a matter of moments, that the brief communiqué would wend its way over fiberoptic lines, telefax machines, and internet mailboxes in key crime centers around the globe. It would be translated into at least nineteen different languages, encoded and decoded countless times. It would be perceived as a joke by many. Others might think it a trick, an elaborate sting operation. Only the best in the business would recognize its authenticity, and these people would immediately set about to enter the contest.

The intelligence jargon was part of the fun for Andrews; he loved the cryptospeak. “Bravo-Omega” was spy talk for Black Operation, and “special project” usually referred to assassination. But the two items that had probably caught the attention of the world’s most experienced killers were the client’s identity and the prize money. Everybody in the “Game” knew who the Slugger was, and if they couldn’t identify him by face, they certainly could do it by reputation. “E & E” referred to Joe’s expertise in escape and evasion; “sanction work” referred to his hired killings; and “demote maximally,” of course, was a juicy euphemism for terminating with extreme prejudice. But the price tag was the real carrot; six million was high even for a third-world dictator.

For various sentimental reasons, however, Andrews had chosen not to mention the part about Joe putting this contract in motion himself.

Tom Andrews took one last look at the block of text and then punched SEND.

“HOLD STILL, DERRICK,” Maizie Vargas muttered around the rubber baby pacifier clenched between her teeth. The man in the chair was in critical condition, his face marbled with bruises, his right eye swollen egglike, rimmed in dark contusions. A deep gash ran along his left jawline, hectic with blood. And his hair was a matted rat’s nest of black straw. “For God’s sake, Maizie,” Derrick groaned, waving her away with a theatrical flick of his wrist. “We’re doing Tristan und Isolde, not Théâtre du Grand Guignol.”

“Hold still for one more second.”

“Stop with the gore already.”

“One more effect and we’re done,” Maizie said, taking the pacifier out of her mouth. “And if you’re good, I’ll give you a sucker.”

She was standing in the heart of her work area, a retooled dental chair bracketed in front of a makeup mirror in the backstage area of Chicago’s Lyric Opera. Dressed in a loose-fitting, tie-dyed blouse, black jeans, and combat boots, the petite Mexican was a pure anachronism in the venerable old opera house. Like a rock-and-roll groupie who had wandered into the wrong auditorium on her way to a Breeders concert. But underneath all that bohemian grunge, Maizie was a quagmire of contrary emotions. Was she doing the right thing with her life? Was she wasting her time with Joe Flood? Was she headed for disaster?

Disaster was the place from which Maizie had come. It was her low-rent childhood in a trailer park in Hammond, Indiana, her teenage years in and out of reform school, and her flirtations with girl gangs. She had moved to Chicago to find a better life, but poverty and loneliness were all she had found. Thank God she had found the opera. It had saved her. Maizie had won a ticket to the Lyric through some radio call-in show, and once she had seen the spectacle, she was hooked. She proceeded to parlay a natural talent for makeup into an apprenticeship in the theatrical-workers union, and before long, she was working full-time backstage.

Then Joe had come into her life.

Maizie had first met Joe Flood at a performance of La Bohème, and she had wondered at the time what a bruiser like Joe was doing at such a prissy event. But the more she got to know him, the more complex he seemed, full of contradictions, mysterious. She fell for his gruff affection, the tenderness hidden beneath the hard shell. He was gentle and attentive in bed, and he made her laugh. But the clichéd pathology of the single man was destined to take hold, and sure enough, they’d been arguing lately. Maizie wanted to get serious.

Joe wanted everything to stay just as it was.

At the present moment, however, Maizie was struggling with a different sort of man, one named Derrick Halberstam, one of the stage’s most infamous pains in the ass, former bane of the Metropolitan and cronie of Jerome Hines and Beverly Sills. Maizie was prepping Sir Derrick for a dress rehearsal of Tristan und Isolde, scheduled for later that night. She was charged with making up Halberstam for his first-act entrance. Halberstam would be playing Tristan, of course, freshly bloodied from a medieval sea battle. Tristan und Isolde was one of Maizie’s favorite operas in the Wagner canon, with all those decapitations and wars and shipwrecks. In order to give it her all, Maizie was employing a new, experimental wound makeup.

“One last touch,” she said, and pulled a pair of dainty little manicure scissors from her breast pocket. She snipped off the end of the pacifier, tossed the base in a nearby trash barrel, and carefully thrust the rubber tip into Halberstam’s left nostril.

“Good Lord,” the actor honked, “what are you doing?”

“Your nose is supposed to be swollen.”

“Mind your fingernail!”

There was a sudden noise behind Maizie, a shuffling sound near the stage door.

“Hello?”

Maizie whirled toward the voice.

At first, she didn’t see anybody; the rear of the backstage area was a forest of ancient cables, pulleys, and counterweights. A crumbling brick wall lay beyond the cables, connecting the stage with the rear of the building. In the far corner, partially obscured behind piles of sandbags and stacks of lighting trusses, was the stage door. The door was half ajar, letting in a slice of dirty moonlight from the alley in back.

A stocky figure stood silhouetted in the light.

“Joe?”

Maizie took a few steps toward the rear, squinting to see better.

Joe Flood was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets and a sour expression on his face. His sport coat was wrinkled. And even in the dimness it was clear that he was upset, his arms folded awkwardly across his barrel chest. “Hey, kid,” he said softly, an odd trace of frisson in his voice. “Got a second?”

“Sure, yeah, uh . . .” Maizie turned to the actor sitting in the dentist chair. “Derrick, could we take a break for a few minutes?”

The actor gazed up at her morosely. “You’re telling me to walk around like this?”

“Derrick, please.”

Halberstam reluctantly obliged, rising to his feet and vanishing behind the wing-curtain in a huff.

Maizie felt the hairs on the back of her neck bristle. Something was very wrong. “What’s going on, Joey? What’s the matter?”

Joe came forward and kissed her dryly on the forehead, and Maizie inhaled his odors, a musky mixture of Pierre Cardin aftershave and cigarette smoke. Joe motioned for her to sit in the dentist chair. “We need to talk.”

Maizie sat. “Okay, let’s talk.”

“Kid, it’s like this.” Joe began to pace in front of the makeup mirror, its border lights forming a halo around his stocky form. “We gotta slow down.”

“What do you mean?”

“Us . . . we need to take things a little slower.”

“Okay.” Maizie shrugged. “So we’ll take things slower.”

“No, I mean, we really have to step back and reassess where we’re going.”

“What are you talking about, Joe?”

“I’m talking about us,” he said. Then he stopped pacing and faced her as though he were about to fold in a game of poker. “I think we need a break.”

“A break?”

“Yeah, you know, I think we oughtta see other people for a while.”

Maizie stared at him for a moment, then looked down at her hands. She hated them. They were stubby and small. Her nails were always chipped or broken, stained with mascara, sticky with greasepaint and spirit gum. She felt tears welling, burning her eyes. How could things have deteriorated this rapidly with Joe? It just wasn’t possible. Not now. Especially not now. “What are you doing, Joe?” she said at last. “What the hell are you saying? Are you saying you want to break up?”

Joe regarded his shoes and nodded.

“What the hell is going on?” Maizie gawked at him for a moment, then got out of the chair and went over to him. She reached up and touched his cheek. It felt like cold, chiseled stone. “You gonna flush a whole year down the drain just like that?”

Joe pulled away and then bored his gaze into her. “It’s over, kid.”

Maizie felt the heat of anger rising in her gorge, needles prickling the base of her spine. This had to be some kind of cruel joke. The timing was just too horrible. Maizie felt her throat constricting, and she reached for words that would not come. But then, in the midst of her paralysis, something struck her as odd. Something about the pained expression on Joe’s face; this was not the face of a man who had been cheating. This was the face of a man in conflict, a man with a hidden agenda. Perhaps things were not as cut-and-dried between Joe and Maizie as they seemed. Perhaps there was still hope.

But unfortunately, before Maizie could object further or even utter another word, Joe had already hastily turned and started toward the exit.

AT FIRST, JOE didn’t notice the blinking light.

He came lumbering into the apartment with the bottle of Baileys in his sport-coat pocket, his shirt torn and damp, his hair mussed. He was drunk. Over the last two hours he had polished off nearly a full quart of Irish Cream in the lobby of the Ambassador Hotel, swallowing back all the pain and tears and self-loathing for the hateful lies he had hurled at Maizie Vargas, the only woman he had ever trusted. Why had he broken it off with her so deliberately? Was it because he didn’t want any loose ends?

By 11:00 P.M., Joe had gotten too drunk to answer any of these questions, not to mention find his way to the public rest rooms; so he had staggered home to his building.

Now he slammed the door behind him and started across the living room.

His foot caught the edge of the Oriental rug, and he stumbled to the floor. He landed hard, and he heard the crack and felt the remaining ounces of Baileys leaking out the seam of his pocket. He looked down. The liqueur pooling around his hip was pink, the cream mixing with his blood. He began to laugh, and it was a grotesque parody of a laugh, a Barnum & Bailey laugh, all clogged with phlegm and agony, and he rolled onto his back and fished in his pocket for a cigarette. The pack of Camels was soaked in liqueur, and Joe tossed it across the room and laughed some more.

“This is it, ladies and gentl’mennn,” Joe slurred to himself. “End o’ the line.”

Rolling onto his side, Joe saw the red blinking light across the room. He blinked. In his gauzy, inebriated gaze, the light was a blurry starburst in the dark apartment. A tiny red dwarf flashing spider veins in Joe’s bloodshot eyeballs. He giggled when he realized what it was: The frigging answering machine. Somebody had left him a message. Maybe the undertaker? The insurance company?

Joe giggled some more and lay there like a drugged grizzly. He wondered if it was one of the shooters on the machine, calling to make sure Joe was home. Joe squinted at his watch. It was 11:53. Nearly game time. Joe wondered how quickly word had spread of the little contest he had devised. Andrews had surely utilized the internet, probably E-mailing every known hitter in the Western Hemisphere, probably around the world. Probably put an open call in the underworld bulletin board.

He crawled across the floor to the liquor cabinet and pawed through the bottles until he found his Baileys. He poured himself a few more fingers in a brandy glass and tossed it back, feeling the velvet burn in his belly. In his peripheral vision, he could see that tiny blinking light. An incessant reminder of the outside world closing in on him.

Joe wondered who would show up first. Who would win the toy poodle? Probably somebody from one of the local families. More than likely somebody like Tony Alcotta. Maybe one of the spooks flying up from Langley like John Hassel or Gustav Barriman. Or maybe even Salty Hunt. Joe had always gotten a kick out of him. Former numbers runner for some backwoods Cajun gang down in the swamp outside New Orleans, Salty Hunt was a big, old Creole doofus with more hair on his back than his head. But he was stone-cold deadly with a Randall knife. Salty could penetrate a leather jacket with a three-pound blade at fifty feet. Then again, perhaps the killer would be someone like Brunetta Jones. The Black gal was a monster with a ten-millimeter Smith & Wesson and one of the few women in the Game that Joe knew of.

The light kept blinking.

Joe looked at his watch and saw that it was five minutes to twelve.

He gulped down the rest of the stale Baileys. The room was spinning now, the blinking answering-machine light melting into streaks, and Joe collapsed again, prone on the rug, flirting with unconsciousness. It started to dawn on him that maybe he didn’t really want to die, after all. Maybe he was drinking himself into oblivion because he didn’t really want to be awake to see this thing go down. But maybe that was the point. Maybe he was supposed to look his destiny in the eye, see the flare of the barrel, and feel the hammer punch against the bridge of his nose before his skull imploded. Of course, if a mob guy showed up first, it was going to be in the back of the skull. Mob guys would never let you see them coming. Spooks would do it face-to-face. Spooks are sadistic that way.

Joe shuddered.

Whatever card fate was about to deal him, it was going to be better than wasting away in some anonymous cancer ward down in Cook County. It was going to be better than having his blood and bones and marrow slowly devoured, his body malfunctioning, his life dripping away to the slow torture of IV sticks and morphine and baby food. Whoever was about to take him out was a far, far friendlier reaper than that psycho-gonzo hit man called Leukemia.

“GAHHHH-DAMMMMIT, WOULD YOU STOP BLINKING!”

Joe rose to his knees, then lurched across the rug to the end table on which the phone and answering machine sat. He slammed his fist down on the machine, flipping it off the table. The machine landed like an upended beetle, still connected to the umbilical of its cord. Its motor was whirring all of a sudden, and it took a moment for Joe to realize that its messages were playing.

There was a beep, then a muffled recording crackling through the tiny speaker.

“Mr. Joseph, this is Gloria from Dr. Kagan’s office. Dr. Kagan needs to speak with you as soon as possible, so if you could call us as soon as you get this, we would appreciate it. It’s kind of urgent. If it’s after hours, please call the night line and Dr. Kagan will call you right back.”

Another beep.

Joe struggled to his feet and stood there on wobbly knees, head spinning, heart racing, his gaze riveted to the bottom of the answering machine as a nervous male voice squawked out of the speaker: “Hello? Joe? This is Dr. Kagan. We’ve got a little bit of a situation on our hands down here. If you could just call my private line as soon as you get in, there’s something we need to talk about. I feel a little chagrined here. It’s just that, um . . . Please call in as soon as possible, uh, so, thank you. . . .”

Joe stared as the machine chimed again.

“Joe, it’s Steve Kagan again, and I really don’t like to leave salient information on answering machines, but I think when you hear the situation, you’ll appreciate my position. It’s just that, well, there’s been a mix-up. Your blood workup was run twice, I made sure of that myself, but the problem was, the lab got the wrong blood sample. We learned of this just today when we got the physical samples back. The good news is, your blood is normal, completely negative. No leukemia, no prostate problem. Matter of fact, your cholesterol isn’t even that bad. . . .”

Joe felt his skin flush hot, then cold, then chills snaking up his spine from his tailbone to his skull. His eyes felt too big for his head, and the light in the room was changing, like the sky in the eye of a hurricane—that miracle yellow burning off the gloom.

The message continued squawking: “We’ve had some clerical problems at the clinic lately, and, well, you don’t want to hear any excuses; there’s no excuse for this kind of mistake. It’s just that these things happen from time to time, Joe, and we will certainly reimburse you for all the subsequent consultation and, of course, the second test. I know this is a tough thing to go through, and again, I ask you to call me as soon as you get this message. Again, I’m sorry . . . but if you look on the bright side, it looks like you’re gonna live to be a hundred.”

There was a click, and the whirring noise abruptly stopped.

“Fuck me.” Joe uttered it softly.

He started backing away from the machine, inching away on shaky, uncoordinated legs, moving his lips but making no sounds. The world had turned upside down, and now the ceiling was the ground, and the floor was the sky, and the answering machine was a beam of celestial light slicing up through the clouds.

A message from God.

“Oh my God . . . my-Jesus-God . . .”

Joe’s ass hit the door, and he froze.

The tattletale luminous hands of his watch were glowing on his wrist. It was midnight, and Joe was turning into a pumpkin, but none of that mattered anymore because God had given him a sign, God had delivered the good news like a code encrypted within the doctor’s message: Joe, my son, you were right all along, you were right, your life has not been in vain, you were right to kill, and you deserve to live. And now Joe felt the strength filling his veins, burning away the drunkenness, illuminating the sky, burning away the storm, and he wanted to taste the clean air and cry out for joy and sing out to the heavens, and more than anything else, Joe wanted to live.

But all of that would have to wait.

Right now there were heavy footsteps coming down the corridor, outside his door.
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The endorphin rush of sudden, profound panic is better than a half-dozen cups of steaming Maxwell House. Joe could feel himself sober up immediately.

Think . . . think-think-think-think-think! His back was pressed against the door, his heart hammering. Joe’s mind cast about for escape strategies as the sound of muffled boot steps came down the ancient carpet runner outside in the corridor. Think-think-think! It sounded like two men, maybe three, probably local cowboys out to split the prize. Think-think-think, motherfucker, THINK! Joe slapped his face, and his face tingled, and his mind felt sharp, and he figured it was time to get the hell out of there, so he started across the room toward the window. Unfortunately, his body hadn’t sobered yet, and his stupid feet tangled immediately.

He went down hard.

Gasping for breath, eating dust and fibers, Joe started crawling across the rug, toward the window overlooking the fire escape. He could hear the whisper of voices and the sound of a sharp metal point probing at the tumblers, and he realized it was an ice pick, a frigging ice pick, and he knew instantly who it was.

A legend was standing outside Joe’s door, fucking with his lock.

Ben “Mad Cat” Malambri had been an infamous, old-style Mafia strong-arm for decades, a cold-blooded killer notorious for whacking the Jewish mobster Israel Levin while still inside the joint at Marion back in the fifties. Malambri’s specialty was beautiful in its absolute simplicity: He killed with an ice pick. A single stab into the brain through the auditory canal was a simple, quick, and efficient way to kill a man. The bonus was that it could fool most overworked medical examiners into declaring death by natural causes. Mad Cat was the master of this particular craft, and although this Old World approach had long since gone the way of 78 rpm records, Malambri had become an unofficial icon of Old Chicago. They made him mayor of Division Street, and one time they even let him throw out the first ball at a Crosstown Classic baseball game.

This same Benjamin Malambri was huddling outside Joe’s door, preparing to break in and do the honors.

Joe reached the far wall, still on his hands and knees, and paused, glancing over his shoulder, marveling at the latest developments: Of all the two-bit gunsels who might have shown up on Joe’s doorstep, the actual guy turns out to be an institution. A brand name. The guy had to be in his late sixties, maybe even seventies, coming out of retirement solely to kill Joe. It was the sort of privilege the wise guys bestow only on their very best. It was tantamount to having Frank Sinatra sing at your wake or having John Gotti pick out your burial suit.

It was an honor, and honor happened to be a major deal with these guys.

Joe managed to grin in spite of his groggy terror.

Across the room, the door burst open.

Joe didn’t see the two younger men in black jeans and leather jackets, probably spotters, flanking old Ben Malambri or the psychotic gleam in the old man’s eyes or the trembling of his gray-grizzled chin as he raised the ice pick for old times’ sake, or the glint of the cut-down twenty-gauge pump in one of the spotter’s hands; Joe was too busy spinning toward the bathroom door in the far corner of the apartment, diving for cover, landing on the black Mexican tile of the bathroom floor, clawing at the door, pulling it closed behind him, slam, lock, and then the sound of the shotgun slide clanging loudly out in the living room, a shell snapping home.

Then the blast.

The doorknob vaporized.

Joe dove away from the concussion, hurtling over the rim of the bathtub, the spray of debris and dust and wood shards engulfing him, the shower curtain tearing from its rings. Joe landed hard on the tile. Cracked an elbow against a faucet. Breath tumbled out of him, and the debris rained down on him for a moment. He squinted up through the dust, gasping, searching for the tiny window above the stall. Outside the door: footsteps looming, voices.

“Did ya get him, boy?”

“Take it easy, old man, we’ll save him for ya.”

“Don’t kill him.”

Joe struggled to his feet, balled his sleeve over his right fist, and punched at the window. The glass held firm for a moment, then cracked and collapsed. A two-foot-square portal of ragged caulk and ancient paint opened up. Joe clutched at the edges, lifting himself up, slipping on the soap-slick ledge. The sounds of hit men were filling the bathroom doorway behind him, the sound of a gun barrel swishing up through the dust.

Malambri wheezed a warning to his minions. “Don’t let him slip away.”

“Clip his legs, Johnny.”

The clang of the shotgun pump; but Joe was already through the window.

Joe landed on a corrugated catwalk and began tightrope walking, searching for the down ladder, shadows crisscrossing wildly in front of him. Joe found the ladder at the far end, folded up and concealed against the building. He kicked the ladder downward, his heart galloping, and started to descend.

The ladder tore free of the fire escape.

Joe plummeted fifteen feet, landing on the filthy pavement of the back alley, yelping in outrage and agony. He rolled toward the mouth of the alley, trying to get up on his feet, to claw his way out of there, but there was a sharp noise to his immediate left, a terrible noise that momentarily stunned Joe like a rabbit in the high beam of a Kenworth.

A security door had burst open next to him.

“Take one of his legs!” The leather boys and the old man were clamoring out the doorway, surrounding Joe. The clunk of the shotgun slide was Joe’s death knell.

“Don’t plug him,” the geezer roared at his charges. “This is my show.”

“Keep your truss on, Daddio,” Shotgun Boy muttered, and then started for Joe.

“Hold it, fellas,” Joe said, rising to a kneeling position, holding his sore knee. The gunman loomed, inserting the barrel of the sawed-off into Joe’s left ear. Joe raised his hands. “Ben, call off the Doberman. I ain’t going anywhere.”

The old man approached. His turkey neck protruded from an old bowling shirt. His bald, liver-spotted head was crowned by an English cap. He had a spot of milk or mashed potato on his chin, and he was trembling like a leaf. This old predator had certainly seen better days. “Joe the Slugger.” Malambri cackled, his smile revealing green rotting teeth. “Ain’t never been a better man with the iron.”

“How they hangin’, Mad Cat?” Joe said.

“Better than you, looks like.”

“I made a mistake.” Joe felt his stomach lurching, hot acid bile rising in his throat. He didn’t know whether to die, laugh, or beg for his life. “All this bullshit about a contest—it was a bad decision, Ben. I’m calling it off.”

“You can’t call it off, Junior,” the old man said. Malambri was right, and Joe knew it. Once hit money landed in escrow and the hit was put into motion, the process could not be called off. The old man raised his ice pick, and the weapon quivered with the sick dance. “You were the best, Joey,” the old man said, “a credit to the profession.”

The other leather boy was clenching his fists. “For Chrissake, old man, get to it!”

Joe suddenly roared vomit.

The chalky bile and chunks of food sprayed in the old man’s face, and the ice pick went flying. Shotgun Boy was taken by surprise enough to flinch, and the barrel of the twenty-gauge wavered for a moment, dripping with puke, and Joe instantly took advantage, swinging his fist up into the kid’s gut. The gunman staggered, and the twenty-gauge slipped from his hands.

Joe rose to his feet.

“Motherfucker!” The other kid was reaching for a .44 holstered under his jacket. Joe turned and kneed the kid right in the groin, hard enough to knock the poor bastard’s nuts up into his rib cage. The kid collapsed into a fetal ball on the pavement. Joe reached down and yanked the .44 from the kid’s shoulder mount, quickly checking it out. It was an antique, an old Ruger Redhawk. Long barrel. Frigging huge. Joe checked the cylinder. Kid had it chambered with high-velocity blunt-nosed rounds. “Jesus Christ, kid,” Joe said, snapping the cylinder closed and spitting a mouthful of bile. “Whattya doing, hunting rhinoceros?”

“Eat shit, motherfucker,” the writhing leather boy offered up from the ground.

“Mind your manners,” Joe said.

Old Man Malambri was backing away, wiping vomit off his face, gaping at Joe with yellow eyes and trembling chin. His hand was raised in surrender, palsied fingers dancing. “Don’t be a chump, Slugger. Ain’t nothing you can—” Malambri abruptly stopped when a sudden shuffling movement flashed to his right.

Shotgun Boy was going for his weapon.

Joe calmly raised the muzzle of the .44 and fired it at the kid’s leg.

The kick—a magnesium flare, then a recoil like a bullwhip—surprised even Joe. The sound was gigantic, like two great sledgehammers pounding each of Joe’s ears, and the blast consumed Shotgun Boy’s leg, gobbling a bite out of his shin from his toes to his kneecap, tossing him six inches off the ground and slamming him against the brick wall. The kid shrieked and clawed at his mangled leg and blubbered, “Fuck, man, fuck, FUCK . . . FUCK . . . !”

Ears ringing, Joe walked over to the kid and looked down at him. “Oughtta have more respect for your elders.”

“Fuck you, man. You’re dead, you’re a fucking corpse.”

“Yeah? Is that right? Well, welcome to The Night of the Living Dead, kid.”

There was a sudden noise directly behind Joe, and Joe spun, instinctively raising the revolver, pointing it at the noise, catching a glint of metal, and feeling the sharp point of a needle on his cheek and finding himself standing nose to nose with Benjamin “Mad Cat” Malambri.

“Easy, Junior,” Malambri said, shakily holding the point of his ice pick just under Joe’s left eye.

“I’m fine and dandy,” Joe said, pressing the muzzle of the .44 against the old man’s loose, fleshy Adam’s apple. Joe felt a sharp pang in his belly. Beads of sweat spidering down his back. Vision blurring. For all intents and purposes, he was still sick and drunk, walking through a nightmare now, one that could bite him at any moment.

“Be quite a thing for an old cocker to take down the Slugger, even if it’s the last thing he does.”

Joe snapped the hammer back. “I don’t want to make you dead, Ben.”

“I’m gonna die soon, anyway. Got a lungful of cancer.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“They say I got maybe a year.”

A droplet of sweat ran down into Joe’s eye and burned. “Make sure you double-check the lab reports.”

The sirens were getting closer.

“Gotta tell ya, Junior, that was a sweet hit you pulled off down at the Mexican embassy. Wise guys been talking about that one for years.”

Joe blinked. “How the hell’d you know about that one?”

“Outfit knows everything. You oughtta know that by now.”

“Of course.”

“Just like they knew about this cockamamie contest five minutes after you spilled the idea to young F. Lee Bailey this morning. Just like they had word out within an hour to every spotter east of the Mississippi. You’re the grand prize, Junior. Everybody and their brother is out gunning for you.”

Joe nodded morosely. “I’m touched.”

“Tell me somethin’, Slugger.”

“What’s that?”

“Guy like you setting up a screwy thing like this contest? What gives?”

“I’ll be honest with ya, Ben. It was not one of my better decisions.”

There was a beat of silence, and the old man sucked on his rotten teeth, thinking. “You were always a pisser, Slugger, I’ll give you that.”

The sirens were closing in.

Joe swallowed acid. “What are we gonna do about this little situation we got here, Ben?”

The old man cocked his head at an odd angle for a moment, a scabrous pink tongue peeking out of his mouth, thoughtfully licking his chapped liver lips. If it was possible for the old geezer’s eyes to twinkle, that’s exactly what they started doing. Joe kept his gaze riveted on Malambri’s. It was like looking into a ruined soul with one last gesture of tenderness left. An old lion with fangs all rotted and worn. Joe felt the ice pick drop away. The old man let the weapon slip out of his grip, and the thing clattered noisily on the pavement. Malambri showed his rotten teeth and winked.

The leather boys gawked.

Joe started backing away slowly, toward the mouth of the alley, keeping the gun aimed at the old man. The police sirens were a couple of blocks away now. “I owe you one, Mad Cat,” Joe said, backing faster and faster toward the vapor light of the street.

“You should put some money on yourself, Junior.” The old man laughed, trembling convulsively now, his eyes still shimmering with that Santa Claus twinkle. “Kinda odds they got on you, make you a rich man!”

“I hung up my gambling shoes, Ben,” Joe said, and hurried across the threshold of the alley. Vapor light splashed in his face. The smell of exhaust and pollution wafted around him. The street was deserted, but Joe could hear the roar of police cruisers coming down Sheridan, people shouting out their windows, and the echo of Old Man Malambri’s feeble cry behind him.

“Coulda whacked you tonight, Junior!” The faint cackle swirled through the night air behind Joe, the laughter of a madman. “Coulda done it easy! One little flick of the wrist . . .”

The laughter faded as Joe slipped across Sheridan and ducked down a side street.

He walked as quickly as possible, didn’t run, didn’t dawdle. His joints were screaming in pain, his head was throbbing, and his stomach felt like a metal drum scoured clean with acid. Nevertheless, he kept his eyes forward, and he kept walking with a studied nonchalance. He wanted to blend into the night, give himself time to think, to plan. Reaching around, he shoved the .44 under his sport coat, wedging it under the back of his belt. It was like trying to hide a twenty-pound barbell in his pants. He took a deep breath and smoothed the wrinkles in his jacket, and a moment later he began to calm down.

Now he was a mile away from home, and the only sounds were the rhythmic crunching of his Florsheims, the faint creaking of his arthritic knees, and the afterecho of an aging killer’s singsong refrain.

One little flick of the wrist, Junior . . . Coulda taken you out Sicilian style!

JOE MADE A quick stop at the 7-Eleven at the corner of Clark and Wrightwood. He got a roll of adhesive tape, a box of Band-Aids, a bottle of Tylenol, a package of caffeine pills, granola bars, a pocketknife, sunglasses, cigarettes, chewing gum, maps of Illinois and the United States, and a small nylon rucksack that was a premium gift for buying a dozen Dolly Madison powdered doughnuts. Joe bought the doughnuts and then threw them in the trash dumpster outside after leaving the store. He had just spent almost seventy dollars; he still had more than three hundred in his wallet as well as four different credit cards belonging to four separate aliases.

On his way to the train, Joe popped one of the caffeine pills and a couple of the Tylenols. His head felt as though it were about to split open. He needed to shake the wooziness and disorientation. The vomiting had helped, but he needed to concentrate now. He needed to be sharp, sharp enough to form complete sentences, sharp enough to talk his way out of this thing.

Ten minutes later, he was standing on the windy, deserted platform of the Belmont elevated train. He held the payphone receiver against his ear, the molded plastic like dry ice on the tender flesh of his cheek. He was listening to the line ring on the other end. “C’mon, Tommy . . .” Joe tightened his grip on the phone and kept his back to the Plexiglas windbreak, making sure he kept his eyes on the platform.

The El station was a barren plateau of barnacled iron and windswept steel, as desolate as a vapor-lit archipelago. At this time of night, the trains ran infrequently, so Joe felt relatively safe, but he still kept his peripheral vision alert for wise guys, cowboys, spooks. His immediate plan was to get ahold of the young attorney, see if there was any way to call the whole Game off, and then catch a train down to Dearborn Station. From Dearborn he could grab a shuttle out to O’Hare Airport and hopefully stay out of sight long enough for the fire to be put out.

“Tommy-Tommy-Tommy . . . C’mon!”

The line kept ringing. A third time. A fourth. Joe started getting antsy. It was possible that Andrews was still out on the town, maybe reveling in the weird celebrity of being chosen as the ersatz game master. Or maybe the young Esquire was down at Connely’s, catching the whole thing on some remote video feed, watching Joe run like it was some kind of frigging lost episode of American Gladiators. Joe couldn’t remember if Andrews was married or had a family. All Joe knew was that, at the moment, the young attorney held all the strings.

There was a loud click on the other end of the line, then the digital hiss of electronic voice mail.

“You’ve reached the Tom Andrews residence”—Joe cringed at the sound of the smarmy recorded voice—“and right about now, you must be thinking, Gosh darn it, how am I ever going to connect with that handsome, dashing Tom Andrews that I’ve been hearing so much about? Well, fear not, fair caller; at the sound of the beep, your voice will be recorded and stored so that I can retrieve it just as soon as possible and call you right back. If it’s superurgent, just press the pound sign after you leave your message and it’ll be sent to my beeper. Good luck and have a super day.”

There was a beep, and Joe felt like smashing the receiver through the Plexiglas shell of the kiosk. But he kept his cool and took a quick breath. “Hey, Tommy, how’s it going? It’s the Slugger, kiddo. Now listen. I know it’s late, and I apologize, it’s just that—this is kinda awkward. I gotta ask you a big favor.”

For a brief moment Joe gazed off into the distance, quickly turning things over in his mind. He could see the tops of tenements and store façades along Belmont, their spires dotted with sodium arc lights, cold and foreboding. Clark Street was the River Styx, and off in the distance, the carrion vultures were coming on the keening whoosh of steel on steel. Joe swallowed and got his bearings. He didn’t want to sound too desperate or too panicky over the phone. That would alarm the lawyer and make it sound like Joe was pulling a scam.

“Tommy, the truth of the matter is, I need to call the whole damn thing off. The thing we put together yesterday. I need to cancel it.” Joe chuckled humorlessly, and the sound of his own voice was like gravel in his ears. “I know it’s a little unorthodox, this thing coming together like it did and now me calling you like this, but I’m pretty comfortable with just canceling the whole damn thing. Know what I mean? Something came up. It’s a long story. Don’t ask. I just need you to do me this one favor and get the word out that the thing is off. All right? The thing is definitely off.”

Joe glanced up.

A train was approaching from the north, its twin high beams cutting a swath through the haze, its electrified metal rasp like fingernails on a blackboard. Joe’s heart was beating a little faster than he would have liked. He sucked in a quick breath and said, “Tommy, listen, I gotta roll, but keep in mind that I’ll pay any cancellation fee, penalty, whatever. Whatever the protocol is. I just need to call the thing off. Okay? The whole damn thing. Off. All right? I’ll call you in a couple hours. Make sure everything’s copacetic.”

Joe pressed the pound sign and hung up.

He walked over to the apron overlooking the track. The train was rumbling into the station, swirling chaos and noise, and the lead engine thundered past Joe, the windows strobing, the lonely, empty cars flickering by, slower, slower, until the train finally groaned to a stop and the motorized doors slid open.

Joe boarded the last car.

The doors closed, and the train continued on.

Joe staggered toward the rear seats, bracing himself on the plastic backrests. The car swayed and lurched and smelled of old rubber and B.O. Joe sat down. He could feel the girth of the .44 pressing against his tailbone. He put his rucksack on the seat next to him and scanned the car. There were two other people onboard, a young Black couple. Girl with a micromini so tight it looked like a second skin. Guy with a long leather duster and expensive fade haircut. Another pair of Windy City nighthawks out cruising for some hip-hop. All the best hitters were Black now, and they were taking less and less paper on their own race. Too much Black-on-Black violence under the bridge. Nowadays a brother would rather hit a wise guy than another brother, regardless of the payoff. Joe admired that.

The Black kid glanced back at Joe, and Joe nodded a greeting. The kid just glowered and turned back to his woman.

A cold current of dread flowed down through Joe’s intestines for a moment as he realized that he didn’t really know the young Black couple’s true purpose for being on the train. For all Joe knew, they could be gang shooters, or they could be frigging freelancers with earphones and semiautomatics under all that high fashion. Or they could merely be civilians. The world had changed for Joe Flood as completely as the turning of one day into another. The world was a video game now, full of pop-up menace and surprise ambushes.

The train pulled into the Fullerton station, and the Black couple disembarked. As the doors rattled shut and the train resumed on its course, Joe thought he saw the shadowy silhouette of a man standing on the platform, talking into a two-way radio. Plainclothes detective? CTA cop? Wise guy?

Joe started thinking about getting off the train. God only knew how many shooters were out there cruising the Loop tonight, looking to bag some big game. Joe stood up. Gripping the filthy fiberglass backrest to steady himself, he staggered toward the door. The caffeine pill hadn’t kicked in yet, and Joe was still drunk, and the pitching of the car was ruining his balance, making his legs all rubbery and weak. Outside the greasy windows, the train was descending into the concrete netherworld of the subway. Fountains of sparks spraying the blackness on either side. Joe gripped the seats, taking deep breaths, thinking strategy—strategy, goddamnit. He’d done jobs down here before; there were advantages to being underground.

There were disadvantages, too.

Joe’s muscles tensed.

The next station was looming up ahead in a blur of yellow light, a ghostly apparition out of the darkness of the tunnel, a half-a-block-long corridor of rotting tile and cement. The brakes came on, the keening squeal of metal on metal, and Joe clenched his fists. Sudden gravity tugged at him. His eyes were everywhere at once, sweeping the empty station, looking for enemies, for cops, for anybody that might pose a lethal problem. The train finally came to a stop, and Joe started toward the door, but he halted abruptly when he saw the figure.

He was standing behind one of the rotting tile ramparts, his back to the train. Broad shoulders under a dark raincoat, wool slacks, designer shoes. He emerged into a pool of yellow light, and Joe saw that the man’s hands were in his pockets and his body was coiled. He was definitely mob; the guy had Mafia written all over him. Then he turned toward the train, and Joe caught a glimpse of his face.

It was Elvis Presley.

Joe stumbled backward on wobbly legs, ducking behind a bench. He wasn’t sure whether or not he’d been spotted. The hit man in the plastic Elvis mask was entering the second-to-last car, and the only thing Joe could do was turn and head for the rear emergency door, duckwalking as low as possible, glancing over his shoulder, pulse pounding in his ears, mouth going dry. He had a feeling he knew who Elvis was, and if he was right, this was not a good development. Not good at all. Joe reached the rear door, unlatched it as quickly and quietly as possible, and tried to slip through.

Sudden movement erupted.

The other figure came from the shadows behind the train, pouncing directly at Joe, a flash of fluorescent light across a plastic face, Yogi Bear, the shimmer of human eyes buried in polymer. Another fucking mask. And Joe reacted as quickly as his mushy legs would allow, crying out, yanking the .44 from his belt and swinging its butt at the plastic face, bam! The mask staggered for a moment, fumbling for his weapon, and Joe gripped the doorjamb, swinging his legs up, then kicking the assailant, once, twice, three times, hard in the gut.

Yogi slipped off the foot rail and tumbled to the tracks.

“Hey, Sluggo—” The voice came from behind Joe, and Joe turned just in time to see Elvis coming through the far doorway, a Skorpion submachine gun cradled in his arms. “Cavalry’s here!”

Joe dove behind a bench.

The first burst was a lightning bolt ripping through the air three feet over Joe’s head, the spitballs chewing through the ceiling; 7.65 millimeter shattering light fixtures, perforating ad placards. Joe crouched against the wall as the sparks and dust rained down on him, the noise like a popcorn machine. Son of a bitch had the Skorpion silenced, fourteen rounds per second through an aluminum suppressor. Thank God the silencer was slowing the slugs down enough to keep them from penetrating the benches.

The barrage ceased for a moment.

The train lurched into motion, the conductor oblivious to the gunplay in the rear.

“That you, Tony? Tony Alcotta?” Joe swung his .44 around the edge of the bench.

“It ain’t Doc Holliday,” Elvis replied, his voice muffled by the plastic. He was snapping the Skorpion’s cocking mechanism back, which sounded like an old cigarette lighter opening and closing. Joe knew Alcotta was merely playing with him, trying to scare Joe with all the strafing and shotgunning. Alcotta was one of the most bloodthirsty and prolific hitters in the Midwest, and when he was ready to take Joe down, he would do it in a big way.

“How ya doing, Tony?” Joe said, blindly aiming the Redhawk around the bench. He squeezed the trigger.

The Redhawk’s roar was a cherry bomb inside the train, a muzzle flash and a wet baritone that popped in Joe’s ears and started them ringing again. The bullet punctured a divot through the far wall of the train, and Joe peeked under his bench in time to see Alcotta, his Elvis mask askew, huddling behind the back of a seat, fiddling angrily with the button on the side of the Skorpion’s breechblock. “Been a while, Slugger,” Alcotta said, straightening his mask. “I figured you retired.”

“Don’t know what I’d do with myself,” Joe said, mentally counting his remaining loads. Four bullets left in the chamber; then it was farewell and adieu. The train had picked up speed now and was screaming around a turn, swaying, blue sparks playing around the window.

“I appreciate the contest thing, Slugger,” Alcotta hollered from the far end of the car, his voice rising over the keening noise of the wheels. “Got a teenage daughter at home; she’ll be a freshman at Northwestern next year.”

Alcotta leaned out into the aisle, aimed and fired another burst.

The rear of the car lit up like the Chinese New Year, chasers of sparks curling along the floor, 7.65-millimeter needles puckering the metal, and Joe slammed against the corner, huddling behind the bench, sucking in a breath, eyes pressed shut, feeling the mist of debris on his face like cold sleet and the bullets arcing over his head, firecracker sharp, poison-snake deadly, six inches from his face, and wondered how the hell he was going to get out of this one.

Then it stopped.

The clatter of the box magazine hitting the floor snapped Joe out of his shock. He realized it was time to act. The narrow window of opportunity was presenting itself. He swallowed nerves and leaned over to the edge of the bench, trying to get the Italian’s attention. “Whattya packing there, Tony? An old Czech machine pistol?”

The voice from the other end was vaguely proud. “It’s my baby. You like it?”

Joe shook his head. “You bring a fucking duster to a public hit? What the hell is that about?”

“Eat shit, Gramps! You’re still packing those Chinese-fucking-eighties; what do you know?”

Joe rolled his eyes. “You get on a train where there’s civilians around, kids, women, and you’re shooting an antique automatic? That’s typical Outfit slop!” Now Joe was leaning out into the aisle as he spoke, taking a good look at the distance between his bench and the other hitter.

The dome lights flickered off again, the train rounding another curve.

At the far end of the car, Elvis was hunkered behind the lead seat, muscling another box magazine into the Skorpion, cursing at the weapon, and all at once Joe came up with an idea. A solution to his current predicament. In fact, it was mildly surprising to Joe that he hadn’t thought of it the moment Alcotta had shown up. The answer was so frigging simple, so obvious; and at the moment, it was clutched in Joe’s right hand.

In the space of an instant, the facts swirled around the back of Joe’s mind—all the ballistics crap he had learned as a young man, all the penetration data and bullet ratings. Joe knew that most cheap street guns nowadays packed enough of a wallop to successfully take out a human being at thirty feet without much of a problem. But in a lot of cases the tool simply didn’t live up to the job. Some punk with a nervous system juiced on PCP could run around with a .38 slug in his belly all night and not even feel a twinge till the morning after. And .357s weren’t much better. But the .44 Magnum, with its monster load delivering 971 foot-pounds of pressure at the muzzle, could shoot through the Hoover Dam.

Do it quick, Slugger, Joe’s mind barked at him. The train’s approaching Grand Avenue, and the brakes are coming on, and Alcotta’s going to be locked and loaded in a blink. Do it now, while you still have the chance. Joe leaned out across the floor, resting his shoulder on the corrugated iron, bracing the Magnum with his elbow on the floor, drawing a bead on the bench, aiming at the spot directly over Alcotta’s chest. Then Joe held his breath and squeezed the trigger.

The lights came on again.

The blast was deafening, an M-80 inside a barrel. The bullet struck the front bench dead center, piercing the fiberglass like a needle through flesh, penetrating instantly. There was an audible gasp, and Alcotta was thrown against the frame behind it. Blood rosettes bloomed across the wall, the blunt-nose bullet lodging in Alcotta’s chest.

Alcotta slid to the floor, stunned.

Joe rose to his aching feet, brushed himself off, grabbed his rucksack, and walked the length of the car.

“Wait a minute. Wha-what’s this shit . . . ?” Alcotta was struggling for breath on the floor, blood filling his lungs. The Elvis mask had been blown clear, and now his face was revealed, his purple tanning-booth complexion, his salt-and-pepper coiffure. He looked down at the window in his chest. He looked up at Joe. “You had . . . h-high-velocity Teflons in that .44?”

Joe shrugged. “Took it off one of Ben Malambri’s kids. Who knew?”

Alcotta looked embarrassed. “Slugger, I gotta ask you—”

“Yeah, Tony?”

The hit man was drowning in his own fluids, choking, struggling to get the words out. “Will ya do me one favor?”

Joe knelt and patted Alcotta on the shoulder. “Sure, Tony, whatever.”

The hit man looked at his wound. “Don’t tell anybody—you know—how easy it was for ya . . .”

Joe nodded.

The train was approaching another station, Grand and State, the blur of dirty tile rushing past the windows, the whetstone sounds of the brakes. The car lurched. Joe braced himself, patted Alcotta one last time, and then rose to his feet. He turned toward the door and waited for the train to grind to a stop in the empty station.

“Slugger!”

Joe turned back to Alcotta.

The dying hit man looked up at Joe, took a watery breath, and said, “I heard the lineup—the guys coming into town to take you out. You wouldn’t believe it if I told you—fucking dream team . . . The thing is, it ain’t gonna get any easier for you, if you know what I mean.”

The train came to a stop as Alcotta smiled a bloody smile. “Not easier at all.”

The doors slid open, and Joe took one last look at Alcotta before slipping out.

THE REMAINDER OF the trip out to O’Hare International was a quiet storm in Joe Flood’s head.

Sitting in the back of a shuttle train bound for the airport, the .44 pressing against his lower spine, only three bullets left, his head throbbing, his ears still ringing unmercifully, he felt completely sober for the first time that evening. This allowed him to ruminate on the worst-case scenarios. What if Andrews didn’t get the message? Or what if the attorney couldn’t stop the Game for some reason? Joe knew it was tough to call a hit off once the money was banked, but Jesus, this was a special circumstance, wasn’t it? Joe felt the panic stirring in him. The cruel reality was that the wheels were in motion. The die was cast. The bones were coming up snake eyes for Joe, and it wasn’t just the prize money. Contract killers were notoriously greedy, sure, but there was a deeper incentive now. Joe knew it as surely as the day was long. The brass ring: to be the one who bags the Slugger. Joe couldn’t blame any of them; he would go after himself in a second.

Joe gazed out the window of the speeding shuttle.

It was just past 3:00 a.m., the darkest maw of the night, and the wee-hour clouds were almost opaque over the rooftops of Logan Square. The sky was the color of black lung disease, filled with humidity and pollution. And wasted stretches of abandoned construction sites whizzed by the train windows. Joe felt his soul ebbing away, his strength fading. He wondered what it would be like to lie down and let the next shooter who comes along take his life. Maybe he deserved to die, after all. Perhaps it didn’t matter that Joe was leukemia-free; he was a killer. But his killings were only the beginning. He probably deserved to die most of all for what he had done to an innocent little Mexican woman.

Joe closed his eyes and thought of Maizie. He saw her big, soulful brown eyes tearing up, stinging from the lies he had flung at her. He saw her tiny brown hands trembling, the nails bitten down to the nubs. He saw her body stiffen at the shock. He saw her frantic, enraged expression.

“Goddamnit!”

At first, Joe hadn’t even realized he had said it aloud, until he felt a withering gaze on the side of his face. It was coming from the seat across from him. Joe looked up. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

The old Black woman had been onboard since the stop at St. Mary of Nazareth, back in the Loop. A plump little gal with hair like gray steel wool, she wore a hospital matron’s uniform and was cradling a metal shopping-bag caddy between her legs. “Some people,” she muttered into her bosom, “oughtta be mindful where they is.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” Joe reiterated.

He glanced back out the window and tried to keep a lid on his racing thoughts. He felt like a goddamned rubber band being stretched to the limit. Reaching down to his rucksack, he dug out the Tylenol, popped another couple of caplets, even took another caffeine pill; although he was already wired out of his gourd, he needed to stay as alert as possible. The dark forest was filled with wolves now. Predators behind every tree. There was no telling who might be—

The metallic clang of a cocking mechanism suddenly rang out next to him.

Joe spun off his seat, reaching for his gun, yanking the revolver out of his belt, seeing the glint of silver across the aisle. He swung the .44 up and thrust it into the old woman’s face. “Drop it!” Joe screamed at her, pressing the barrel under her chin. “Drop it right now or get a mouthful!”

Joe snapped the hammer back.

The old matron opened her mouth, eyes popping wide, lips trembling, but she couldn’t utter a word. Her vocal cords were frozen to the tip of the Magnum’s long barrel. Joe looked down and saw that the old woman had simply folded the handle closed on her shopping caddy. The spring-loaded sound had reminded Joe of a slide mechanism on a nine-millimeter Beretta. Joe blinked. He could smell the old woman’s bowels; evidently the poor gal had soiled her knickers.

“Jesus, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” Joe eased the hammer back, swinging the gun away from the matron.

The old woman kept gawking, paralyzed.

“I’m sorry.” Joe slid the gun back behind his belt, grabbed his rucksack, and started toward the front of the train car. He prayed to God that the old woman had a strong ticker; he didn’t want to scrape her off the floor. He raised his hand. “I thought you were reaching for a—I guess I thought you were somebody else.”

Keeping his eyes on the old woman, Joe went over to the doorway and waited impatiently as the train continued westward toward O’Hare.

The old woman was still gaping when the train rolled into the station.

JOE FELT BETTER once he had gotten on the plane.

“At this point, we’d like to ask all passengers to make sure your carry-on items are securely stowed in the overhead bins, your tray tables are in their locked, upright positions, and your lap belts are securely fastened.”

The announcement sizzled through the intercom of the Western Eagle commuter jet, flight 109. The engines were falsetto voices underneath the floor, rising, and the hiss of air recirculators surged suddenly. Joe felt a slight lurch in his belly as the plane started its taxi across the tarmac. Joe closed his eyes and tried to breathe normally.

“During this Western Eagle nonstop business-class flight to St. Louis, we invite you to enjoy our complimentary beverage and continental breakfast service, and for all of you Western Airlines mileage-bonus customers, we’ll be logging three hundred and seventeen miles this morning.”

Joe took a deep breath and waited for the goddamn crate to get airborne.

It was the earliest domestic flight out of Chicago that still had an available seat. Joe had debated about getting on a nonstop flight overseas, maybe to Ireland or even Switzerland; he carried a fake passport in his wallet for quick evasions. But he had nixed the idea when he realized that that was precisely what he would be expected to do. And right now, his best bet was randomness. Random behavior. Randomness was the only modus operandi that was beyond analysis. The only technique that could elude the wolf pack. Joe would run, but he would run in a chaotic pattern, a nonpattern. St. Louis would be a useful destination. It was a midwestern transportation hub, a jumping-off place, and beyond that fact there was nothing distinctive or logical about it.

After St. Louis, Joe had no idea where he would go, who he would become. There were plastic surgeons he could see. There were men who could get him new identification materials, new birth certificates, new identities. There were islands off the coast of Florida. Atolls in the Pacific. But that was all in the future, that was pie in the sky, because Joe had to survive the contest first.

“The captain asks that you stay seated throughout the takeoff, with your lap belts securely fastened. Once we’re in the air and the captain has turned off the seat-belt sign, please feel free to use the facilities or stretch your legs. But while you’re seated, we ask that you keep your lap belt fastened for your protection.”

Joe took another breath and gazed around the cabin.

It was an RJ-70, one of the smallest jets in the fleet. Twin-engine job. Probably not more than sixty seats in all. Joe was next to a window near the front, near the bathroom. He glanced over his shoulder and saw two columns of cloth contour chairs, two abreast, reaching back to the rear galley. The plane was packed. Mostly business types. Overstressed, overweight men in shirtsleeves and ties; cardiac cowboys; prim, middle-aged women in dark dresses and attitudes to match; a couple of families from the suburbs. Joe was sitting next to a thin, fortyish woman with graying hair, a Donna Karan dress, and a host of nervous tics. She smelled like tooth polish and astringent, and Joe marveled at the practiced way that the woman avoided eye contact.

Joe’s rucksack was in the overhead bin. He had tossed the .44 into a trash receptacle before entering the terminal, and now he was naked, sans weapon. The granola bars he had inhaled an hour ago were now congealed into a heavy lead ball in his gut, and his head was severely fogged. He needed some real food and some strong coffee badly. So far, the day wasn’t much better than the night. He heard the crackle of the captain’s voice.

“Attendants, prepare for takeoff.”

The plane began to vibrate, the engines winding up for their pitch.

Joe took one last look across the row of passengers, mentally scanning the faces. Although there were no sure ways to tell just by looking at a person whether or not they were in the Game, Joe had a keenly developed sense about these things. You look at the attitude and the garb and ask yourself, Are they trying too hard to look like a civilian? Are they coming off as too improbable? But mostly you look at the eyes. The eyes give it away. A killer’s eyes are inside out. A killer’s eyes are dead, shiny mirrors, revealing nothing of the soul within, yet soaking up the external world. Joe knew the look of a killer’s eyes a million miles away. After all, he saw it every morning in the mirror.

The faces were all neutral this morning. The woman across the aisle was buried in a crossword puzzle. The man behind her was fussing with his laptop. The young parents two rows back were darting their gazes from one to the other, tending to their kids, fidgeting in their seats. And the other faces were all either blank or content or absorbed in their own little worlds. No red flags anywhere.

Joe turned back to the window.

The plane was taking off.

Joe watched the landscape melt into a blur, the thrust pressing his chest into the back of his seat, the white noise rising, and the thunder-hiss filling his ears. The plane left the ground. The g-forces hugged the cabin for a moment, shoving passengers deeper into their seats. The plane banked. Joe closed his eyes and waited for the bell to signal a safe altitude, and he started thinking that maybe he was going to survive this thing, after all, maybe he was going to escape these goddamned jackals, escape the Game.

The bell sounded, and the plane leveled, and before the attendants even had a chance to drag out their drink cart, Joe had fallen into a deep and troubled sleep, oblivious to the fact that he had missed a familiar face in the rear of the cabin.





Part II

Batman on the Hit Parade

. . . nature is one with rapine, a harm no preacher can heal;

The Mayfly is torn by the swallow, the sparrow spear’d by the shrike,

And the whole little wood where I sit is a world of plunder and prey.

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Maud; a Monodrama”
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Contract killers fall into two basic groups: The first group—call them enforcers—probably dates back to mid-nineteenth-century Sicily, although some historians place the origins of the Mafia itself all the way back to a secret society founded in Italy to counteract the influence of French Angevins in the thirteenth century. The society’s motto was Death to the French Is Italy’s Cry! (which translates into Mòrte Alla Frància Itàlia Anela, or MAFIA). Early Mafia hitters used double-barreled, sawed-off shotguns with hinges built into the stocks so that the weapons could be carried inside an overcoat and sprung into action like a jackknife. Killings were usually political or territorial.

The “ethics” of the mob hit were refined in America in the 1930s and paralleled closely the evolving corporate culture. Organized crime was becoming big business, and a national syndicate was growing from sea to shining sea. In order to create a clean, neutral, and reliable source of muscle, a group of elite killers, based in Brooklyn, were organized into an agency known as Murder Incorporated. Under the new code of ethics, killings were done solely for business purposes. Only people inside the syndicate were eligible for elimination. Outside parties, such as politicians, reporters, police officials, or John Q. Public, were strictly off-limits. The latter commandment wasn’t due to any kind of mercy or humanity; it was because killing civilians simply produced too much heat and was definitely bad for business. Rubouts were to take place only as a last resort and were never to be assigned for personal, romantic, or vengeful purposes. Once a contract was ordered, the originator had to be guaranteed perfect anonymity. Intermediaries selected the actual shooter; and much like a surreal version of the entertainment industry, faceless agents negotiated fees, methods, and timetables.

Today’s triggermen have evolved from this tradition. Upon approval of a contract, a shooter is given a target’s identity, background information, and the places in which the target can most likely be found. Once in a great while, there will be a spotter to assist the hitter in identifying the victim. A handgun fitted with a silencer is the weapon of choice, although hit men are known to utilize an array of fast, effective weapons. Shootings are usually done in public, with very little attention paid to privacy. They are done quickly and suddenly, and most hit men will wear a mask or other disguise. This is done as a public service, not to avoid identification but to alleviate the onlooker of the dangerous burden of having to appear in court as a witness. Once the hit is complete, the killer notifies the agent who had directly hired the service, and the news is discreetly relayed up the line of command. The mob killer stays as anonymous as possible and is rarely caught. He’s a craftsman, quiet and methodical, and other than a few sketchy facts, very little is known about him.

Even less is known about the second group.

The second group is made up of former intelligence operatives and highly specialized mercenaries operating on the fringes of legitimate government agencies. Occasionally referred to as spooks or black-bag men, these shadowy characters are the white-collar killers, the hidden underbelly of today’s supremely complex geopolitical board game. They might have trained in the KGB, Special Forces, the CIA, or one of the many organizations still floating around today’s alphabet soup of post–cold war intelligence agencies. Most of these individuals started out as either enlisted soldiers or officers, and somewhere along the line they acquired the skills to kill humans with machinelike precision. The tools of the trade are lightweight and high-tech. German H&K high-powered rifles for long distances. Red Eye plastic nine millimeters for slipping unnoticed through airport metal detectors. Unlike mob hitters, these guys want to work from the shadows and try never to come into the light.

Spooks come in as many stripes as there are world cultures. Some are aligned with terrorist groups and regularly work (or worked, since these outfits have a shelf life shorter than oysters on the half shell) for organizations such as the Irish Republican Army, Greece’s November 17, the PLO, Italy’s Red Brigade, West Germany’s Baader-Meinhof, or France’s Direct Action. Others are completely freelance, moving ghostlike from one hot spot to another, doing high-risk wet work in such haunted places as Nicaragua, Uzbekistan, Bosnia, Medellin, and South Africa.

Most of them are nameless, unremarkable-looking men who can disappear into a crowd or move invisibly down a busy street. Their motives are rarely political or religious or even financial. Such incentives would breed anxiety, and anxiety would lead to sloppiness. White-collar assassins are driven by professional pride in a job well done. They are not insane, and they are not psychopaths. They are aware of the cruel finality of their acts, and it is this very amorality that feeds the assassin’s pride.

And no one in the Game had more pride than the Looker.

She arrived in Chicago bright and early, coming in on a commuter flight from Boston, slipping into the city like a cipher.

By eight that morning, she was in a rental car, tooling northbound up the wasted ribbon of fractured cement that the natives called the Stevenson Expressway. The smell of spring wind and ironworks drifted through her vent, and the overcast sky was excruciatingly bright, even filtered through the polarized lenses of her Wayfarer shades. She wore a leather skirt that hugged her hips and an elegant Christine Davis knit top. She kept under the speed limit, observed all traffic signs, used her signals, and generally avoided drawing any undue attention to herself. Her looks were freakish enough.

She glanced up at the slit-narrow reflection of herself in the rearview.

Under the sunglasses, Brunetta Jones’s face was a masterpiece. It started with her skin. A dark shade of butterscotch, the consistency of cream, very light for an African-American woman but exotic enough to cause much speculation as to her ancestry. Then there were her cheekbones. Of course, these weren’t ordinary cheekbones. They were everywhere nowadays, some of them enhanced surgically, some moderately attractive. Brunetta’s cheekbones were a natural wonder, a Bernini sculpture, perfectly symmetrical, high and severe, yet beautifully framed by the oval of her face. Women were jealous of her cheekbones, and most men were in awe of them.

All this majestic beauty was counterpointed by a lithe, angular, muscled body. A body that stopped conversations cold, one that turned heads on street corners, that looked as though it could kill you by merely brushing up against you. It could and did. When Brunetta was fourteen, a boyfriend had a bad case of raging hormones and wouldn’t take no for an answer. She killed him. By the time she turned eighteen, she had gathered enough hate in her heart to kill for money.

The odd thing of it was, Brunetta got to like the job of killing. It was the logical extreme for such a gorgeous woman. To use her looks like a spider uses its web. Most of her hits were heavy-duty senators, judges, aldermen, and restaurateurs; and most of the marks were more worried about getting into her pants than whether or not she was carrying. She usually left her victims with their own pants down around their ankles. In fact, this particular modus operandi had become her trademark: the “flagrante delicto” hit, often on a mob contract to thin some convoluted political herd.

It was all de rigueur for a stunner like Brunetta.

Up ahead, a green metal sign directed traffic into the Loop. Brunetta flipped on her turn signal and got ready to pull off the highway, paying very close attention to all the signs and warnings. The last thing she needed was to be pulled over by the heat. She had too much artillery in the trunk and too much work to do.

She was determined to be the one to chill the Slugger.

“HOLD UP THERE, half-pint!” Creighton Lovedahl raised a beefy, scarred hand, his gazed fixed on a point at the opposite end of O’Hare International’s C Concourse. The lanky, Black hit man had just arrived in the Windy City and was being extra cautious about whom he might run across. “Looks like more of the competition just rode into town.”

The kid next to Lovedahl froze. “Where? I don’t see nobody.” The kid was Lovedahl’s assistant, a young kid from the projects who went by the name of Money. He wore an army fatigue jacket and a black knit cap pulled down to his eyebrows. He was Lovedahl’s spotter in Chicago, an emissary from a friendly street gang.

“There.” Lovedahl pointed down over the edge of the distant railing. “Those two fat motherfuckers heading down to baggage claim.”

“Who dat?”

“Pair of the stone-coldest Sicilian motherfuckers you’re ever gonna see, that’s who.” Lovedahl wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “C’mon . . . before they get too far.”

Lovedahl started across the terminal.

Money scurried after him.

It was still early, and the terminal had yet to fill with the morning rush hour. Only small clusters of travelers were trudging along here and there, women towing strollers, stewards hauling along metal luggage caddies. Lovedahl sauntered across the parquet tile like he owned the place, his long legs taking giraffe-sized strides. He was a tall man, nearly six feet four, with a basketball player’s physique that was drying up slightly as he closed in on fifty. He wore a purple warm-up suit, expensive high-tops, and a ton of jewelry. His head was crowned with a leather military beret, Special Forces, and he wore the distinction proudly.

Creighton Lovedahl was the man to call in the Apple if you wanted somebody dead.

Lovedahl had learned of Tom Andrews’s bizarre dispatch through a network of mob computer hackers at around eleven the previous night. There had barely been enough time to get a spot on the red-eye from Newark, but Lovedahl made a concerted effort to get a seat. After years of freelance work in the East for everybody from street gangs to the Mafia to the radical Black underground, Lovedahl had been flirting with the idea of retirement for months now, and this would be a tasty way to go out: whacking one of the legends. Lovedahl had been hearing stories of Joe Flood’s exploits since Vietnam and had always harbored a love-hate respect for the man from Chicago. But Good Lord Almighty, to bring that old tiger down, now that would be a helluva trophy.

“What? Them two big fat dudes?” Money was leaning over the railing now, squinching up his nose.

Down below, a pair of enormous men in dark attire were stepping off the escalator and heading toward the baggage-claim area. Identical twins, Federico and Bernardo Sabitini walked with the same beefy swagger, identical meaty arms swinging like power lifters, the selfsame thick necks twitching like plough horses nudging flies. They both carried chrome Halliburton cases. And each man wore the same navy-blue Sergio Armani sport coat over designer turtlenecks—royal blue for Federico, forest green for Bernardo. They spoke neither to each other nor to anyone else. Yet they moved with perfect coordination, and their occasional shared glances seemed to denote a telepathic understanding.

Lovedahl was gazing admiringly down at the twins. “Them big fat dudes’ll put a nine-millimeter slug in the back of your head while you’re eating dinner and then finish your dessert for ya without even thinking about it.”

“No shit,” Money said.

“I shit you not,” Lovedahl said, and then turned and clapped his big hands together. “All the kids are coming out to play this morning.”

Lovedahl was convinced, especially if the Sabitini twins were tromping around in plain view, that out there in the city somewhere this morning there were probably many more shooters coming in through other airports and depots, driving up from the South, coming in through Union Station, slithering through the grass right under Lovedahl’s nose, fixing to win that sweet prize. Probably a handful of spooks from Langley, maybe guys like Witherspoon, the Ice Man, maybe even Salty Hunt, that Cajun motherfucker. The sad fact was, there was only so much Lovedahl could do to ensure a clean shot for himself. Before departing last night, for instance, he had paid a little visit to Big John Black. Black was one of the busier freelance contractors on the East Coast, and Lovedahl knew that Black would be all over this contest like stink on shit. Last night, Lovedahl gave Big John a little .38-caliber valentine; now at least there would be one less contestant cluttering the field.

“Let’s blow, half-pint,” Lovedahl said finally, “while we’re still young.”

The young spotter led Lovedahl across the terminal, down a flight of stairs, then out a lower-level door and into the jet fumes and noise of the parking lot.

Money’s car, a reworked ’87 BMW, was parked on the edge of the lot.

Lovedahl threw his carry-on bags into the trunk and then climbed into the passenger side. He had to fold up his legs just to fit. Fucking small-ass imports. Money fired it up, pulled out of the lot, and drove them through a maze of gates and ramps. They stopped at the exit to pay the parking tab and then pulled out onto Mannheim Road. It took them fifteen minutes to cut across Rosemont, and while they drove, Lovedahl gazed out across the sun-baked strip malls and innocuous office parks of the blue-collar enclave. “Motherfucker’s playing with the tail of a lion.” Lovedahl’s voice was low all of a sudden, barely a murmur, as he lit a Kool.

“What was that?” Money was trying to hear him.

“Something the guerrilla fighters used to say in old South Africa.” Lovedahl kept gazing at the rush of storefronts. “Used to sing it in folk songs.”

“Oh, yeah?”

Lovedahl puffed his smoke. “‘Those who abuse the sons of Great Africa / Are playing with the tail of a lion.’”

Money just shook his head. “That’s deep, man.”

Lovedahl kept smoking and gazing. “Tell you something else, half-pint. The shylocks in Brooklyn are saying it’s gonna be some spook from the CI-fucking-A that brings the Slugger down.”

“Yeah?”

Lovedahl smiled. “They don’t know what kinda trip I’m gonna lay on this motherfucker.”

Money nodded.

They drove in silence.

They arrived at the Des Plaines garage at eight o’clock sharp and parked in the alley between two brick warehouses. The suburb was a working-class bedroom community, a gray single-story world of Denny’s, Kmarts, and modular office plazas. Lovedahl got out of the BMW and stretched his wiry lank, staring up at the gunmetal sky, breathing in the bus fumes. This world was familiar to Lovedahl, an endless continuation of the New Jersey sprawl from which he came. The same impassive street life, the same cruel indifference churning like the cement mixers and jackhammer rhythms of the ever-present road construction.

Money led Lovedahl over to the far garage door and opened the place up.

The hitmobile was waiting.

“Mmm-hmm . . .” Lovedahl lit another Kool and circled the car, pursing his lips and eyeing it judiciously. Money pulled the garage door closed behind them, giving Lovedahl a little privacy. The hitmobile sat on an apron of greasy cardboard, smelling of oil and wax and new rubber. An emerald Sedan Deville, rented from a local Hertz, stripped and tricked out to Lovedahl’s exacting specs, it was a service that the local mob provided to Lovedahl for a fee, a tradition that dated back to the days of Milwaukee Phil and the Chicago Outfit’s bloodiest retributions.

The hitmobile was a customized arsenal on wheels, sporting hidden panels racked with shotguns and concealed switches under the dash that disabled the taillights and jettisoned license plates. Of course, Lovedahl had added his own twists. A CB radio and scanner, a cellular phone, and a cute little remote explosive device rigged to a block of inert C-4 under the trunk’s hood for special occasions.

Lovedahl stood by the driver’s side door and nodded genially. “Not bad, not bad at all.”

The kid was fidgeting behind him. “Uh, listen, uh, Cray, man . . . I mean, Mr. Lovedahl . . . I ain’t exactly got a ten-twenty on the Slugger yet.”

Translation: Money had no fucking idea where the Irishman was.

“That’s okay, half-pint,” Lovedahl said, tossing his duffel bags into the back of the hitmobile. “We’re gonna let the boys in blue find the rabbit for us.” Lovedahl climbed behind the wheel, found the keys already in the ignition, and started it up. The engine sounded like waves crashing. “Get in, motherfucker, we got some hunting to do.”

“Lemme get the door.”

“Get in the car,” Lovedahl ordered, revving the car, and the kid just shrugged and climbed into the passenger side, grinning like a child settling into a seat on the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disneyland.

Lovedahl threw the car in gear.

The sedan lurched.

The impact of bumper on wood was like a peal of lightning, and the crack of old timbers collapsing, the pop of the metal frame giving way, and the sun exploding in their faces were exhilarating. The car burst from the garage like a metal beast, its four hundred horses growling, the tires squealing a crescent through the gravel. The kid was yelling all of a sudden, g-forces throwing him against the door, whooping and hollering a battle cry of rage and blood lust. When the rear wheels finally dug into the pavement, they shot forward like the fucking Challenger.

The sedan roared out of the alley and onto Oakton Street.

When they finally reached the interstate and started heading east, Lovedahl turned to the kid and said, “You feel like some music?”

The kid grinned.

The car had killer speakers.

JOE AWOKE TO a screaming bladder and the feeling that he had forgotten something.

He shifted his weight in the contour seat, blinked, and looked out the window. The plane was still buried in a wall of gray cotton, pitching slightly, vibrations creeping up through the floor. Joe looked at his watch. He’d been asleep for a half hour; and the plane would be starting its descent soon. No breakfast today, no bagel and orange juice. Joe had even missed the coffee service. He glanced around the cabin. Most of the passengers were either still asleep or buried in their newspapers. Joe noticed that the woman to his left was out cold, a strand of milky, dried saliva on her perfectly plucked chin. Funny how sleep can steal the most noble person’s dignity. Rising to his feet, his knees as stiff as a couple of rusty hinges, Joe squeezed between the woman and the outer seat. His stomach was roiling. He had to get some food soon, or at least some heavy-duty antacid, or he was going to puke again.

Joe made his way past the galley module, where he smelled the burnt offerings of the morning’s beverage service, and slipped into the lavatory.

Thank God the john was unoccupied. The aluminum cubicle was hissing noisily, creaking with each sway and yaw of the aircraft. Joe locked the door and then stepped in front of the little metal toilet. He wrestled his cock out of his pants and started relieving himself. His piss stream was weak, sputtery, and Joe wondered if he had an infection. He was feeling so goddamn old. Joe hated being old; hated it so much that he had gotten himself a girlfriend young enough to be his daughter; hated it so much that he had ignored his health and his weight and his cholesterol; hated it so much that he had gotten himself mixed up in a crazy suicide game, a macho spit in the face to that old dark angel Death.

He finished peeing, zipped up, and stepped in front of the mirror.

His face was drawn, his eyes circled with dark shadows. His light gray Bill Blass sport coat was a wrinkled mess, bunched up around his thick belly. And underneath the coat, his black tennis shirt was already pitted out, getting riper by the minute. He took out a comb and groomed himself for a minute, combing back strands of thinning auburn hair. What the hell was he doing? Trying to look good for the firing squad? Who the fuck was he kidding? There was no doubt in his mind that the wolf pack would be waiting for him when he landed. Why the fuck didn’t he just get it over with? Why didn’t he just write a quick note to Maizie, apologizing for all the lies, and then, when he landed, just get out and face the fucking music.

Joe looked at himself.

At that moment, an odd thing suddenly occurred to him: He rarely looked at himself in the mirror. It certainly wasn’t that he was unconcerned with his appearance. Joe took pride in his grooming, his clothes, his style. He bought his sport coats at Saks and J.Crew and Barneys. He got his hair cut at Milio’s, and he often went down to the Hotel Nikko for a manicure and massage. It wasn’t because he had any kind of neurotic fear of his own visage. Then why had he rarely looked at himself? Was it guilt? Was it shame? Was it fear of seeing the face sink with each passing year, grow lined, loosen on its bones?

The sound of knocking was a splash of cold water on Joe’s face.

“Yeah . . . sorry, all done.” Joe turned and unlatched the lavatory door.

There was a large freckled woman in a print dress and chiffon scarf waiting impatiently outside the door. She gripped the edge of the galley doorway, quavering with the slight turbulence as though she were drunk. She smelled musky. Joe gave her a look and then shuffled past her toward his seat. The plane pitched suddenly, and Joe had to brace himself on a headrest before making it back to his row.

He was climbing past the businesswoman when he saw the familiar face.

All at once Joe’s stomach turned cold; his pulse quickened, and his throat tightened up. He had to quickly look down at the slumbering businesswoman, grinning a fake grin, just to avoid the urge to cry out, to scream at the other passengers, Holy shit, he’s on-fucking-board with us, that asshole, that psycho-fucking-scumbag. Joe felt blood rushing in his ears. He squeezed back into his seat and gazed out the window, trying to figure out how the hell he was going to deal with this fucker.

The man with the familiar face was sitting in back, the last window seat on the left, chewing his fingernails, biding his time before he made his move. Joe had glimpsed just enough of that smug young face in his peripheral vision to recognize the bastard. The wild eyes, the five-o’clock shadow, the shock of sandy hair. Gabriel Willard. Former IRA gunrunner, explosives enthusiast, demolition man for numerous terrorist organizations, and neophyte assassin, usually for the highest bidder in the UK. A thirtyish man with a hair-trigger temper, Willard had done time in a Belfast prison for a couple of particularly bloody bombings in the mid-eighties. Over the years Willard had occasionally corresponded with Joe through a network of left-wing legal offices, sending cryptic threats, jealous tirades. The kid was pure wacko.

Definitely not the kind of guy you wanted as a fellow airline passenger.

The question was, had Willard noticed that Joe had spotted him? If the bomber still thought that he was undetected, Joe was in luck. If the bomber caught Joe’s look, then Joe and everyone else on this plane were in deep shit. Joe forced himself to close his eyes. Lay his head back down. Feign sleep. He felt a gentle nudge, his ass rising slightly out of his seat as the plane began its descent. Did he see you seeing him? Does he know you made him? Are you completely screwed, or do you have a chance? Joe kept his eyes welded shut and tried to appear as though he were drifting into a sound sleep.

An agonizing few minutes passed.

Then there was a shuffling noise in the back of the plane, a couple of polite whispers. Somebody was squeezing out of his chair and heading up the aisle toward the bathroom. Joe let one of his eyelids crack just a bit, just a minuscule gap, so that he could see a gauzy slice of the aisle through his eyelash. He didn’t know for sure if it was Willard staggering up the aisle, but he didn’t want to take any chances.

A body appeared out of the corner of his eye.

It was him, young Gabriel Willard, the bastard, carefully easing past Joe’s row, trying awfully hard not to awaken the old Slugger. Joe’s heart started racing, fight-or-flight instinct turning his mouth to cold copper. He started snoring a little bit, smacking his lips sleepily, really pouring on the possum-playing routine. Was he laying it on a little too thick? Was the young assassin seeing through Joe’s summer-stock performance? Through his eyelashes, Joe saw Willard’s blurry silhouette slipping past the seats and approaching the bathroom.

A moment later, the fat lady in the print dress emerged from the lavatory, and Willard traded places with her, closing himself inside.

Joe’s eyes popped open.

There really weren’t that many options. The plane was beginning its descent, sure, but it was still a good hundred to a hundred and fifty miles outside of St. Louis. There were no emergency cables to pull, no little bells to signal the driver that little Joey Flood needed to get off here, that he was late for dinner, that his mother was going to pitch a fit, and that his ass was truly grass, and please, please, please, Mr. Driver, sir, won’t you please stop the bus?

Joe slapped himself.

The sensation was bracing, and the sharp sound of it startled the businesswoman awake. The thin woman looked up, blinking and rubbing the drool from her chin. She gazed at her watch and furrowed her brow.

“Almost there,” Joe told her.

“I fell asleep,” she murmured.

“Dead to the world,” Joe said, and then rose to his feet. “Excuse me, sweetheart.”

Joe squeezed past her, clenching his fists into tight squares of white-knuckled flesh, licking his lips, swallowing hot bile. He knew what he had to do. No choice. No options. No other way to go.

He shuffled past the galley area and approached the narrow metal lavatory door. The door was locked. The tiny display said Occupied, and the trigger bolt was all the way over against the jamb. Joe took a deep breath and gazed over his shoulder. More passengers were coming awake, straightening themselves for the approach into Lambert International. The stewardess, an Asian woman with sharp features, was gathering empties.

Turning back to the metal door, Joe readied himself, his mind racing now, racing with Willard’s past excesses. Gabriel Willard was bug-fuck crazy. Crazy enough to walk into a Parisian nightclub with his belly strapped in hot plastique and Primacord; crazy enough to rig the family Jeep of a Sinn Fein leader with enough C-4 to evaporate a small township; crazy enough to fry an entire classroom filled with Protestant children just to get to the teacher. Willard was capable of anything, and Joe was certain that cashing in an old Irish Catholic expatriate on a small commuter jet, even if it meant suicide, offered very little challenge whatsoever. Hell, Willard would probably rather die a martyr, sending the prize money back to some underground faction of the IRA with his compliments. The only way Joe was going to deactivate Willard’s plans was to get a little crazy himself.

Joe stared at the safety latch, the little plastic Occupied sign.

It wouldn’t be long now before that latch was snapped open, and Joe would be ready. Ready to pounce. Ready to surprise the hell out of Mr. Mad Bomber. Surprise was Joe’s only weapon now, but that was enough. Surprise was a bucking bronco, a wild horse, snorting and kicking all at once, but if you knew how to ride her, you could control her. You could use her.

Joe kept staring at that Occupied sign, waiting. His palms were moist and hot.

In his mind he saw the whole thing go down like some slo-mo video on Sportsvision. Joe saw the terrorist crouched in the little john, futzing with some kind of concealed weapon. He saw himself lunging at the fucker, driving a fist up into his windpipe, kicking his legs out from under him. Joe saw himself winning. This was how the pros did it. This was how Michael Jordan made the behind-the-back layups in the middle of a crowd at the final buzzer. Michael saw himself doing it. He saw himself doing the impossible.

And then he did it.

The Occupied sign flipped off.

“Excuse me, sir?” Joe muttered the words softly, urgently, as he rushed the door.

The door gave, and Joe slammed his elbow up into the gap, quick, too quick to draw anyone’s attention, and his elbow struck something soft. And there was an audible gasp. And Joe shoved the door all the way open and urged himself into the lavatory. Willard was there, jacket hanging open, eyes wide and shiny in the fluorescent light.

Joe slammed the door shut behind him, and the two men were close enough to kiss now in the cramped lavatory, and Willard’s eyes were wild as he fumbled for a gun under his coat.

“Think fast, asshole,” Joe said, and slammed a knee into Willard’s groin.

Willard doubled over, dropping the pistol—a little plastic Glock—which landed in the stainless-steel toilet, wedging at the bottom of the basin, blue liquid rushing around it. The pistol looked like a toy, something you’d buy at FAO Schwarz. Willard reached for it, but Joe drove a knee up into the terrorist’s face, hitting bone and lip.

Willard flopped back against the sink, the back of his skull cracking the mirror, animal grunts forced out of his lungs. There was a makeshift nylon pack strapped to his shoulders—a parachute! The bastard was going to bump and jump.

“Fucking old sot,” Willard hissed, and the blood and drool sprayed in Joe’s face. “You ruined my entrance!” Suddenly, there were hands on Joe’s neck—big, thickly calloused, Celtic farm boy’s hands—and as Joe struggled wildly, the muscled fingers tightened, cutting off his air. “Have to kill you proper now,” Willard hissed in Joe’s face, and Joe smelled the odors of glycerine and Dunhill cigarettes and stale beer and saw in Willard’s glowing eyes that he was in the grip of a wild animal, a killing machine.

Thank God that Joe was wearing his new pair of Florsheims. He’d purchased the shoes at Water Tower Place in January, and he’d splurged a bit. At $279.95, the tassled cowhide loafers with the scalloped toes were a real extravagance, but Joe had rationalized the purchase as a cost of doing business. He was starting to look a little frayed in the finer restaurants and office buildings and to draw attention to himself. The fancy footwear had put him back into the expensive woodwork. But now, in the fever and panic of the tiny lavatory, the design of the shoes had taken on a whole new function. The heels were as sharp and prominent as two jagged iron rasps, and just as Joe realized this, the heel on his right shoe suddenly leaped up into the air and came down hard on Willard’s foot.

The sound was like a chicken bone snapping.

The stranglehold dissolved, and Willard yelped. Joe seized the opportunity by head-butting Willard, skull to skull, whiplashing the terrorist against the mirror, spreading spidery thin cracks across the glass. Joe saw stars in his own vision, but he felt no pain. He was an engine now, roaring in the tight space. He sucked in a breath and rammed an elbow into Willard’s jaw, tossing the terrorist sideways.

Willard slammed against the sanitary-napkin dispenser. The metal casing broke off its moorings and sent white cottony Kotexes spilling all over him. Willard cried a garbled, blood-clogged protest and reached for Joe’s neck, but Joe was on fire now. His head was buzzing with anger, white-hot anger at this psychotic little coward, this little killer of innocent families, of innocent children. Joe wailed on the terrorist, delivering elbow after elbow, pinning Willard to the shattered mirror.

It was either the fifth or sixth blow that fractured Joe’s hand.

It happened as Willard’s head suddenly slipped to the right and Joe’s hand slipped to the left, striking the metal dispenser on the wall. Sudden pain popped in Joe’s knuckles, and he slammed backward against the door, hissing through clenched teeth and holding his hand as Willard collapsed to the toilet. Joe gasped. His hand was shrieking. It felt as though his ring finger had been dipped in molten lava, and his head reeled at the sharp agony, the pain making him dizzy and nauseous. He gazed down at Willard. The terrorist was slumped on the toilet as though he had passed out during a bowel movement. His eyes had rolled back in his head, the whites showing like little hard-boiled eggs. Joe sucked in a breath and tried to steady himself against the lurching descent of the plane.

The knocking sound was a slap in Joe’s face, the muffled bark of the flight attendant outside the door. “Sir? We’re starting our approach. If you could return to your seat, I’d really appreciate it!”

Joe swallowed the urge to scream. “Be there in a second, just one second!”

There was another metal dispenser adjacent to the toilet, a loop of cloth toweling. Joe leaned over and bit into the loop, tearing off a strip of towel and wrapping his hand. The pain was worse now, like high-voltage heat surging up his wrist, and his finger was completely frozen, already starting to swell and discolor. He took a couple of deep breaths, straightening himself, wiping the sweat from his brow, smoothing his hair. He was turning toward the door when he heard the sound.

Gabriel Willard, face marbled with blood, body slumped on the shitter, was moaning. The words bubbled up through a rictus of bloody saliva. “Fucking old sot . . . You don’t even know . . . you already lost.”

“Yeah?” Joe turned and quickly thrust his knee up into Willard’s face, hard enough to jar the coward’s entire body, and the terrorist flickered out like a faulty lightbulb. Joe gazed down for one last moment at Willard’s empty stare. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Joe turned toward the door.

“Sir, are you all right?” More knocking, more muffled protests from the stewardess outside.

Joe froze, his hand riveted to the door latch.

Something was wrong, something terrible, and for a moment, Joe couldn’t move. He couldn’t make his sore legs motivate, couldn’t find the strength to look back down at the crumpled body of the terrorist. But something in the back of Joe’s mind was chiming like a broken church bell, a warning, something that he had just glimpsed out of the corner of his eye as he had been gazing down at the unconscious terrorist. Something he had seen many times in his nightmares.

“Sir?”

Joe turned and looked down at Willard’s inert body.

The terrorist was sitting on the pot, eyes glassy and fixed, the parachute straps tangled under the arms of his worn leather jacket, one leg folded at a severe angle under the other. There was a shiny metal object on the floor beneath him, partially obscured by his left leg, wedged under the toilet, where it had fallen during the fracas with Joe. About the size of a thick paperback book, with a smaller device bound to the top with winds of copper wire. Looked like a thick slab of modeling clay. Gray as a cinder block, and waxy. And the more Joe looked at it, the more he realized that it was not a mere block of modeling clay but something light-years more dangerous. Joe could see that the small device at the top of the thing was blinking, its luminous numbers counting backward.

“You already lost.”

Joe’s scalp crawled, his muscles tensed, his asshole puckered, and his testicles shrank up into his body cavity like a couple of frozen walnuts, for he had suddenly recognized the object on the floor. It was a bomb, a bomb that would have exploded only minutes after Willard made his jump into the ether, and now that hideous realization was seeping cold and metallic down Joe’s spine: The clock was ticking.





Seven

Miss Vargas, I’m trying to tell you, you’re under no obligation here—”

“Then what are you saying exactly?”

“Simply put, when inordinately large sums of cash are deposited at Lake Shore Bank, we make it our policy to offer certain financial-planning strategies—”

“Okay, let me stop you right there, because the thing is, I didn’t make any deposit.”

“I’m sorry, there seems to be some kind of misunderstanding.”

“You can say that again.”

“You’re saying you’re unaware of the wire deposit that was transacted last night.”

“The last deposit I made was last Friday, something like two hundred and fifty bucks from a tax refund.”

“Miss Vargas, I’m sorry, but a rather large deposit was made early last night via telex from Geneva.”

“What?”

“As I said, we make it a policy to offer you the use of our investment-services team, completely free of charge, of course.”

“Hold it, hold on a second, you said there was a wire from Geneva?”

“That’s correct.”

“Geneva, Illinois?”

“Switzerland, ma’am.”

“What is this, some kinda promotional scam? What am I, your millionth customer?”

“It’s not a joke, Miss Vargas.”

“You say it’s a large sum?”

“Yes, that’s right, a very significant sum.”

“How significant?”

“One million dollars.”

“Excuse me, I didn’t catch that?”

“The deposit was for one million dollars, Miss Vargas, and I think maybe you should come down in person to verify—”

“One million?”

“Yes, that’s right, and—”

“Oh, my God.”

“Miss Vargas? Hello? Miss Vargas, are you still there? Hello? Hello?”

MAIZIE SLAMMED ON the brakes outside Joe’s apartment, the bizarre phone call of earlier that morning still echoing in her ears.

She sat there for a moment, flummoxed and nauseous, staring through the windshield of her battered Nissan, gazing at the crowd of rubbernecks outside the entrance gate. There was a throng of neighborhood types gathered, a few Black matrons in hair nets, with babies clinging to them, a couple of emaciated old men, a few teenagers and hustlers, and they were all craning their necks to see over the yellow crime-scene tape. The tape was everywhere, fluttering in the wind like yellow party streamers. A clutch of police vehicles was angled across the mouth of an adjacent alley where shotgun fire had torn through windows and brick. For a moment, Maizie couldn’t move, as though the world had become a carnival ride and the shifting g-forces had glued her butt to the vinyl.

Only minutes earlier, she had been riding the same emotional roller coaster at Lake Shore Bank.

The million dollars had been real. Nobody at the bank or in Switzerland had any idea where it had come from. The names on the original transmittal forms were all numbers, and the Swiss claimed that they were not allowed to give out any more information. Maizie had been numbed by it all. In less than twenty-four hours, her life had gone from the sublime to the ridiculous. Just when she was about to solidify her relationship with the man of her dreams, her beloved Joe does a Jekyll and Hyde, dropping her like a bad habit. The production of Tristan und Isolde gets put on hold due to a local IATSE strike. And then, to top it all off, a cool million pops out of thin air and lands in Maizie’s savings account at Lake Shore. Maizie had never even bothered to play the lottery over the years, and now she was Mommy Warbucks, driving around with a trunkful of small bills.

But why her?

She knew it all led back to Joe.

From the moment she had seen that watery glint in his eyes backstage at the Lyric, she had known something was seriously messed up. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she was dead certain Joe was mixed up in something nasty. She could remember vague images and impressions throughout their courtship, a flash of gunmetal hanging off a hook in his closet, his beeper going off in the middle of dates, calling him away on mysterious errands. And now, stumbling upon the fresh crime scene outside Joe’s building, Maizie was sure that he was in some kind of catastrophic trouble. He must have been protecting her, breaking off their relationship so cleanly and suddenly. But what was it? And what was Joe’s connection to the million dollars? Maizie couldn’t think straight; her nerves were too frayed, her wounds still too raw. She had really fallen for this guy, fallen about as far as you can fall. And now what was she going to do? With her stupid dreams—the house in the suburbs, the white picket fence, the kids, the dog, the cat, and the blah-blah-blah?

Taking a deep breath, she managed to open her door and get out of the car.

It was a blustery spring day, and the wind tossed Maizie’s African-print skirt around her muscular legs as she walked over to a uniformed officer who was standing watch near the corner of the lot. The building rose behind him, a blocky monolith of Victorian brick and mortar. The sun glinted off the regiment of windows, and the sound of fluttering tape only added to the layers of tension in the air.

Maizie approached the cop, addressing him as pleasantly as possible. “Excuse me, uh, sir.”

“Please stay behind the cordon, ma’am,” the cop said, his hands on his hips. He was young, wide-eyed, and fidgety.

“You mind telling me what happened here?”

“Please move back.”

Maizie quickly shifted gears, suddenly blurting, “My fiancé lives in this building, all right? I’d appreciate it if somebody told me what’s going on.”

The cop regarded her for a moment. “Your fiancé lives here?”

“That’s right.” Maizie felt her heart rising up her gorge, filling her throat. She hadn’t lied to a policeman for years, but it came back to her quickly. Just like riding a bike.

The cop pulled a notepad from his breast pocket. “Name?”

“My name or his name?”

“Both.”

Maizie hesitated for a moment, then said, “My name is Vargas, Margaret Vargas, and his name is Joe Flood, and I’d appreciate some answers.”

The cop stopped writing. He looked up at Maizie for a moment, his eyes narrowing. “Please wait here, ma’am.”

Maizie felt adrenaline coursing through her veins as she watched the cop turn and stride back over to the mouth of the alley. Just beyond the police vehicles, next to a dilapidated fire-escape ladder, a pair of plainclothes detectives were chatting and drinking coffee out of paper cups. The young cop approached them, said a few words, and then pointed back at Maizie. The two detectives looked at each other and then quickly started toward Maizie.

Maizie began to tremble, suddenly certain that this thing was more horrible than she had even imagined.

“SIR, IF YOU can hear me, please answer!”

“Almost finished,” Joe muttered, huddling in the little metal sardine can of a bathroom, trying to breathe normally, trying to figure out what to do, staring down at Willard’s inert body and that horrible gray block of plastic explosives. Joe’s fingers were ice, but he was focused, like never before, on the task at hand.

To survive this thing.

A nightmare scenario was unraveling in his mind, all the possible events, past, present, and future, simultaneously bombarding his brain, the image of Willard carrying a parachute concealed in his briefcase, the det cord and plastic pistol parts in the seams of his trousers, the chemicals in his cigarette pack, his whiskey flask doubling for a plastique container, and the clock ticking, how long? 8:21 . . . 8:20 . . . 8:19 . . . 8:18. Joe figured Willard must have planned to give himself ten minutes to bail out. All at once Joe realized that there was really only one way to escape this unusual predicament, and the success or failure would depend on how handy Joe could be with that Glock in the next eight minutes or so.

Joe looked at his watch, synchronizing it in his mind with the bomb’s counter.

The plastic gun was underneath Willard, soaking in the rush of perfumed water. Joe reached down between Willard’s legs, uprooted the weapon, lifted it into the light, and checked the clip. It was a single polymer magazine loaded with Teflon bullets. Ten loads. If Joe understood the mechanics of the thing, the water shouldn’t be a problem. Joe wiped it dry on his pants, then snicked the magazine back in place and cocked the plastic slide. Fucking thing sounded like a Pez candy dispenser. Joe had seen plastic Glocks before but had never fired one. Plastic weapons were still somewhat experimental, for no one had yet been able to solve the physical problems. The biggest engineering challenge had always been dealing with the recoil. The gases released by a discharging bullet would shatter most plastics. But the Glock supposedly featured a series of “muzzle breaks” along the barrel that allowed the excess gases to escape. Joe had never had much use for the things, but the truth was, it didn’t really matter if the thing could fire or not.

All Joe needed for the next few seconds was a little extra incentive.

He turned to the door, slipped the Glock in his pants, and gathered himself. Then he snapped the lock release and shoved open the door.

The Asian flight attendant with the short-cropped hair was standing outside the door with her hands on her hips. There was a passenger, an overweight man in a JCPenney’s suit and full bladder, fidgeting behind her. “Everything all right?” the stewardess asked flatly, her almond eyes glimmering with anger.

“Yeah, uh, a little airsick.” Joe gazed toward the front of the cabin. “We’re gonna be landing . . . when?”

“We’ll be on the ground in less than twenty minutes. Now, if you don’t mind—”

“Miss, can I speak to you for a minute?” Joe was playing the nervous traveler. Meanwhile, the overweight man was shuffling quickly into the lavatory. “Hey, pal”—Joe glanced over his shoulder at the fat man—“you might want to wait for the other lavatory; I left a bit of a mess in there.”

“Sir, please.” The stewardess was trying to urge Joe back to his seat. She was definitely not in the mood. “If you would simply return to your seat.”

“Please, miss, I need to speak with you.” Joe motioned toward the galley. “Very important. Please.”

The stewardess sighed and rolled her eyes and led Joe into the galley.

Joe put his arm around her as though he were about to tell her a secret. All at once there came a sudden thud behind them, and a shuffling of feet, and the stewardess glanced over her shoulder. She saw the overweight man bursting from the lavatory, his eyes wide and blinking, his double chin trembling. “There’s somebody . . . passed out. There’s blood!”

“What?”

As the stewardess started toward the fat man, Joe grabbed her by the arm, yanking her back into the galley. “Excuse me, miss.” Joe gently pressed the barrel of the Glock into the Asian woman’s ribs. “I need you to do a few things for me.”

“What? I don’t understand.” She looked down at the weapon.

“Listen to me carefully.” He pressed the gun a little tighter, just for emphasis. “Help me out with a couple things and there won’t be any problem.”

The stewardess looked up at him. Her eyes were welling up. “I’m not allowed—This aircraft must not . . .” The woman was grasping for words, and Joe could tell that even through her panic she was trying to be a brave little soldier for the airline, to go by the book. Joe admired the hell out of her.

“Sweetheart, it ain’t worth it,” Joe said, and started urging her through the first-class section, past the slumbering executives and rich divorcées sucking on Bloody Marys. “Being a hero for the company? I mean, what do they pay you? There’s not enough money in the world to risk your life over, am I right?”

“Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered.

“Just a simple little favor and then you can go back and wait in the cabin.”

They were approaching the contour door embedded in the wall at the head of the aisle. An oval of fiberglass with a large metal safety latch and a placard marked No Admittance—Crew Only, the door led into the flight deck. Joe ushered the stewardess over to the door and lifted the gun barrel until it rested snugly between her shoulder blades. “Ten minutes from now,” Joe murmured, “you’ll be in the terminal bar with a story to tell the relatives for Thanksgivings to come.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Get me into the flight deck.”

The stewardess looked trapped. “But they told us—”

“Time’s a factor, sweetheart,” Joe urged, and rubbed the Glock softly under her bra strap. The plane was vibrating down through its descent, swaying and pitching gently. Joe felt his stomach churning. His injured hand felt numb around the beaver-tail grip of the pistol.

The stewardess pressed an intercom button next to the door and leaned next to a plastic microphone. “Captain Dutchik, it’s Jennifer. We’ve got a situation out here. If you could let me in for a second.”

There was no response.

Joe looked at his watch and figured the time remaining: 7:11 . . . 7:10 . . .

“Tell them the cabin’s on fire, whatever.” Joe could hear an invisible timepiece ticking in his brain, the hot points of two terminals coming together.

The stewardess knocked. “Jim, please, let me in.”

The door shifted and then hissed open.

“For Chrissake, Jen, what’s the deal?” The copilot filled the doorway, a slender man in light blue shirtsleeves and sandy hair. He had a clipboard tucked under his arm, and his breath smelled of stale coffee and saltine crackers. “We’re a little busy right naahh—”

Joe pressed the barrel of the Glock against the copilot’s temple and stepped into the noise and light of the cockpit. “Wish I had time to explain, gentlemen.” Joe shoved the copilot toward his seat. “We all gotta work together to get this crate on the ground right now.”

The cockpit was smaller than Joe had expected. A tight little cubicle with two bucket seats and a wraparound matrix of dials and toggles. Hardly seemed big enough for a Piper Club. And the odd little items here and there that you wouldn’t expect—a parking-brake lever, Astroturf on the floor, a tiny little pine-tree car deodorizer dangling from an overhead switch panel. It all clamored at once in Joe’s field of vision, accompanied by spurts of radio sizzle as Joe tried to focus.

“What’s going on?” The captain didn’t even look up from his instruments. An older man with graying hair and a military tattoo on his forearm, he had his shirtsleeves rolled up and his right hand on the trim levers.

“Let’s land the plane, boys,” Joe said.

“What are you doing, highjacking us to Peoria?” The copilot was smiling nervously, paralyzed with fear. Joe could see the terror in the man’s eyes as he settled into his seat, his hands raised.

“I’m sorry to do this to you, boys,” Joe said in an even tone, “but I’ll have to start shooting body parts if you don’t land this puppy pronto.”

“And just who the hell are you?” Captain Dutchik was gazing up at Joe now, his frosty blue eyes blazing.

“No time to explain, Skipper,” Joe said. He pointed the Glock at the captain’s right eye and snapped back the cock-slide mechanism, filling the chamber with nine millimeters of motivation. “In six minutes, we’re on the ground or else.”

“What are you gonna do, shoot us?” the copilot blurted, getting brave all of a sudden. “Who’s gonna land the plane?”

Joe put the Glock against the copilot’s left thigh and pulled the trigger.

The blast was a sharp pop, the muzzle flash singing trouser cloth and tiny hairs on Joe’s arm.

The copilot convulsed in his seat for a moment, a yelp tumbling out his lungs. It was as though Joe had stapled the man’s leg to his chair, the soft tissue and fabric absorbing the bullet. “Ahh . . . ahhhhh . . . Jesus!” the copilot was gasping, pressing his palms down on the nickel-sized entrance wound in his leg. “Aaahhh . . . ahh . . . aahh . . . Jesus!”

The captain started madly flipping toggles, barking into his headset. “Western Eagle One-Oh-Niner . . . looking for a priority vector. Who do we got down there?”

The speakers crackled, a voice breaking through the rush of static. “One-Oh-Niner, this is tower control, Springfield Metro, negative on the priority.”

“What’s the matter, Metro?”

“We’re stacked, One-Oh-Nine, look at your alternates.”

The copilot was still moaning. “Jesus . . . Jesus Christ . . . Jesus-Jesus . . .”

“Shut up, Doug!” The captain was trying to keep his eyes on the instruments.

“I’m shot, Jim, for Chrissake.”

“SHUT! UP! DOUG!” The captain fiddled with his headset. “Western Eagle One-Oh-Niner, need a priority, Quincy Municipal . . . hello, Quincy tower?”

Through the static came another voice. “One-Oh-Niner, this is Quincy tower.”

“Quincy, we need a clearance.”

“Negative on that clearance, One-Oh-Nine, we’re real busy today.”

Joe glanced at his watch: 6:32 . . . 6:31 . . . 6:30 . . . 6:29 . . .

Joe moved behind the captain and rubbed the older man’s earlobe with the barrel of the Glock. The plastic was still hot, and the gun gave off a strong scent of model-airplane glue. “Time’s a wasting, guys, I can’t emphasize that enough.” Joe cocked the Glock again, punctuating the urgency. In his mind he could see the bomb back there in the lavatory, ticking away, and the urgency must have shown on Joe’s face, because when the captain glanced up for a moment, he couldn’t stop staring at Joe’s eyes.

The captain turned back to the console, his voice a barely contained roar. “Quincy tower, we’ve got an emergency situation. Request immediate priority and ground rescue. Do you copy?”

There was a noisy silence and then: “Heavy Roger, One-Oh-Nine, you got contact approach if you want it, and you got priority clearance.”

“Roger, Quincy tower, we’re descending at seven thousand feet.”

“That’s a big Roger, One-Oh-Niner, we’re vectoring you left heading one-eighty.”

“Roger, tower.” The captain leaned to his right and spoke into the intercom mike. “Jennifer, prepare the folks for emergency landing.”

Then Capt. James Dutchik went to work.

Joe watched the gray-haired man flipping toggles, tweaking rudders, and easing the control yoke forward. The engine igniters came on, a thunderous rush, and outside the curved windshield, gray smoky clouds streamed against the glass. Joe’s heart was flip-flopping in his chest with each lurch, each dip of the g-forces, the sound and light and noise brightening as the aircraft descended.

The copilot was holding his leg, grimacing.

Joe thought about praying.

A minute later, the clouds cleared, and the windshield filled with a crystalline panoramic view of the landscape below. Joe felt his scalp prickle with nervous tension as he looked down at his watch and saw the sweeping second hand cross the five-minute mark. The captain reached across the center control panel and wrenched a lever in front of the copilot. A loud humming noise emanated from below as the landing gear deployed and the ailerons lowered. The plane pitched left, then right, and plummeted.

Joe’s sphincter muscle tightened like a ratchet, and he began to plan his exit. He reached into his pocket with his free hand and found a large monogrammed handkerchief. Joe wrapped the hankie around his face, tying it off behind his scalp: Jesse James time at the old ranch. Although most of the passengers and crew had already seen enough of Joe to identify him on any street corner or lineup, he wanted to stay as anonymous as possible during his escape. If he was going to get out of this thing in one piece, he needed to exit quickly and discreetly.

“One-Oh-Niner, two-two left at two zero cleared to land.”

“Ten Roger, Quincy, mode-selector approach.” The captain was easing the nose downward.

“One-Oh-Niner, reduce your speed about a knot and a half.”

“Roger, Quincy.”

Joe turned toward the doorway, paused, and looked back at the pilots. “Appreciate the help, guys.”

The captain glared back at him. “Fuck you.”

Joe secured the hankie around his face and went back into the cabin.

There were a clutch of people gathered outside the lavatory door, looking in at Willard, murmuring under the muffled whoosh of engines. The stewardess was in the doorway of the galley, whispering into a handset phone. Joe came down the aisle quickly, raising the gun so everybody could see it. “Back in your seats, folks!”

Everybody looked up at Joe, their eyes wide and frozen like animals caught in the high beams of an oncoming truck.

“Please don’t touch the man in the john!” Joe raised the gun as if he were showing them an ID card as he approached. “I’d appreciate it if everybody would get back in their seats, calm down, take a deep breath, and sit still like good boys and girls. All right?”

The passengers scurried back to their seats.

Joe walked up to the Asian woman and took the phone away from her. “Gonna be making an unscheduled stop.” Joe spoke loudly through the damp hankie, enunciating like a kindergarten teacher, putting the phone down on the counter. The plane was descending, the gravity pressing Joe to the floor, sucking his intestines into his shoes. Joe grasped the edge of the galley and steadied himself. He glanced again at his watch and saw that there were less than four minutes left.

“Who are you?” The flight attendant was looking up at Joe through soft, wet eyes. She was terrified. “What are you going to do with us?”

“Take it easy, sweetheart.” Joe winked at her. “Nobody’s gonna get hurt.” Then Joe looked up at the rest of the passengers. “Everybody just take it easy. All right? Just calm down and take a deep breath. Okay? Real deep. C’mon, do it with me. Take a deep breath.”

They all stared blankly at him.

Joe aimed the gun at them. “C’mon, folks, I know you can do better than that.”

They started taking deep breaths.

“That’s good, excellent.” Joe took a deep breath, then let it out. “See? Works wonders, doesn’t it? Again. Real deep. Then let it out real slow. That’s it! Great! I think we’re all gonna be just fine.”

The plane was pitching to the left, then swooping down into its final approach. Joe started breathing deeply himself. The plane lurched, then banked, then lurched again, and three minutes later, the wheels skidded against pavement, and the dragon roar of the thrusters brought the craft to a stop.

There was a virtual stampede toward the emergency exit, and Joe brought up the rear, urging the cattle down the chute with a gun and a prayer.

It took them less than a minute to deplane: 0:08 . . . 0:07 . . . 0:06 . . .

Willard opened his eyes one last time, a man waking up to the end of the world.

“JESUS CHRIMINY!”

The sound was immense. The fireball reached up and tore a hole in the sky, a fist of flame clutching at the clouds. The boom rammed the side of the WGEM Eyewitness News van, rattling the chassis. The young television producer, named Brad Throop, yelped. Like a frightened puppy, he just yelped, the back of his head smarting from the whiplash. He felt for his headset, blinking, trying to focus on the rack of live monitors in front of him. The earpiece had slipped off his head, and he had to struggle to get his ass back into his folding chair.

His lap was warm and wet with spilled coffee.

“Brian, did you get it? Did you?” Throop yelled through his two-way at his cameraman.

Static crackled over the earpiece, the sounds of chaos, people running every which way, hollering over the roar of flames, and the sirens and the sound vehicles charging over the concrete tarmac. On the monitors Throop saw the camera wavering in and out of focus, tilting up into the sun, then washing out to brilliant magnesium white. The quivering, choked voice of the cameraman abruptly sizzled through the static. “Jesus—fffffzzt-fft-zzzt—how could I not get it?”

“Stay on the tarmac, Brian!”

Static.

“Brian?!”

“Yeah, uh—fffffzzzzttt—camera’s getting hot. I gotta—”

More static obliterated the voice.

“Brian.” Throop’s voice was hoarse, straining through the noise and shock. He was a wiry man with longish hair and a silk roadie jacket. He’d been the news producer at Quincy’s little TV station for over five years, and he still hadn’t nabbed that big story that was going to send him north and get him a gig at WMAQ in Chicago or WXYZ in Detroit. But today, it seemed, Throop’s luck was changing. He’d been covering a tractor pull less than a mile away from the airport when word had come over the scanner, a frantic call to the fire department from one of the air traffic controllers. According to the controller, a plane was coming in wounded or disabled or malfunctioning in some fashion, and the airport needed additional emergency units to back up their own ground crew. Just in case. Throop had immediately ordered his trusty camera operator—a grungy, good-hearted kid named Brian Ridgeway—to pack up his gear and immediately hightail it out to the airport.

“Brian . . . over there!” Throop’s gaze was riveted to the shaky image on the monitor. “South edge of the tarmac, the guy on foot! You see him?”

“I see him,” the voice sputtered over the air.

“Goddamnit, Brian, stay with him.”

Throop watched the monitor. The picture was a fuzzy image, tilted slightly, blurred by the jarring footsteps of the terrified cameraman. But it plainly revealed a figure running across the tarmac, heading south toward the horizon of farm fields and wasted lowlands. The figure wore a white bandanna or handkerchief around his face. Ran with a limp. A bull of a man, stocky but showing some miles on him. Throop was sure that he recognized the weapon clutched in the man’s hand. “That’s a plastic pistol,” Throop enthused into his mike. “The kind they sneak through the metal detectors.”

Through the earpiece: “You think he’s—fffffzzt—terrorist?”

“Do I think he’s a terrorist?” Throop thought for a moment, watching the mystery man vanish into the heat waves. “I sure as hell don’t think he’s one of the flight attendants.”

“I’m losing him. I can’t—ffffzzzzt—”

“Go ahead and get the rescue units,” Throop ordered.

The image suddenly blurred as the camera panned abruptly to the left. Fire units were circling the plane, sheets of foam pouring across the apron beneath the craft, billows of black smoke dissipating up into the sky. Apparently most of the passengers had gotten off in time, thank God, but it was this particular fact that was bothering Throop. He had seen something before the explosion, just for an instant, as the passengers clamored down the safety chute. Something bizarre. The mystery man had been behind the victims, training his Glock on them, but he hadn’t seemed to be threatening them at all. On the contrary, he seemed to be driving them out to safety.

Throop pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it, murmuring to himself, “No demands, no agenda . . . Goddamn strange way for a terrorist to behave.”

The producer took a drag, then turned and gazed out beyond the back of the van, the black haze and chaos, and the line of poplars standing sentinel to the south, beyond Fall Creek and Highway 336. The sun was high, and the sky was turning a deeper shade of blue, and the air was warming into a lovely spring day. It was the kind of day when anything was possible along the muddy banks of Old Man River. And Throop felt a tingling at the base of his neck that told him there was big-city news in his future. “One thing’s for sure,” the producer said at last into the mike. “This guy with the plastic pistol—in about no time at all, there’s gonna be a goddamn army out there looking for him.”

Then the producer tossed his cigarette away and turned toward his cellular phone.

He had a major news story to file.





Eight

Mickey Coogan was pedaling down Quincy’s main drag as fast as his stubby legs would allow. The bad guys were behind him, gaining fast, all three of them: Billy Frizzell on a rusty Stingray, Rick Herman on a Huffy, and Kit Doolittle on a beat-up Schwinn. They were whooping and hollering and yelling, and they were getting closer.

The bad guys had been taunting Mickey all day at school, teasing him, calling him Freak and Mongoloid and Gimpy, just as they always did, making fun of Mickey’s condition, as if Mickey could do anything about the fact that he was what his Aunt Kay called a Down’s baby, which meant Down syndrome to most people, but to Mickey it just meant trouble breathing, crooked teeth, trouble seeing, and lots of trouble keeping up with the rest of the boys and girls in class. When the three o’clock bell had rung that day, the bad guys had chased Mickey, just like every other day, clear across the baseball field to the bike racks at the corner of York and Eighth. Thank God, Mickey’s ancient Sears Roadster was waiting at the end of the rack. Most kids knew the bike as the Dorkmobile, and that was fine with Mickey, because he preferred to keep the bike’s secret powers to himself. Festooned with plastic X-Men flags on whipsticks, Batman playing cards pinned to the spokes, and metal-flake ribbons flowing from the handlebars, the bicycle was Mickey’s savior. He had wasted no time hopping aboard and lighting out for home.

Now Mickey would have to call on all his superpowers to elude the evil gang behind him.

Lowering his head and madly pumping his legs, Mickey rattled down York Street Hill toward Fourth. A squat boy of sixteen, with a small head, slanted eyes, and flat skull, Mickey was dressed in faded denim overalls and a yellowed T-shirt. He was definitely special needs, severely learning disabled. He had been stuck in a middle school’s special ed curriculum for three years now, mostly because his parents had too much pride and too little money to do anything else with him. But Mickey didn’t mind too much. He loved his parents. He loved his teacher, Mrs. O’Toole. And he loved his comic books.

He was approaching Fourth Street. A wide expanse of scarred pavement bordered by vast, aging Victorian homes, the street was steeped in the typical blue-collar charm of the Little River Town That Time Forgot. Porch swings, garden trestles, and picket fences everywhere. A quick right turn, then a jog to the left down an alley, and Mickey would almost be home. He pedaled furiously and frantically evoked the secret litany that the Caped Crusader would share with Robin: Engage the Batmobile’s nuclear reactors, Robin. Thrusters on, engines on! Yes! Everything seemed to be working, and Mickey seemed to be winning until he took the corner at Fourth Street a little too fast and his front wheel skidded through a patch of loose gravel.

The bike slipped out from under him, and Mickey went careening to the pavement.

His hands landed first, the handlebars slamming into his groin, the pain erupting up through his belly and his knees and his hipbone. The impact scudded him along the curb several feet, scraping his hands, fiery pain shooting up his wrists. He landed against a mailbox post. The bike stayed erect for several wobbly moments, then struck a garbage can and toppled. Mickey struggled to his feet.

“Lookit . . . lookit Freakazoid!”

“Don’t let him get away. GET HIM!”

The barking hyena voices loomed behind Mickey, the sounds of bike tires chewing through the gravel, approaching the corner. Mickey managed to get back on his feet and started hobbling toward the alley. He ran as fast as he could, his sickly arms pumping, his brain shrieking, Look out, Robin! Look out, the Riddler’s gaining, he’s gaining!

The bad guys arrived.

“Don’t let him make it over the fence!” Billy Frizzell yammered as he slammed on his brakes and hopped off the Stingray in the mouth of the alley. Billy, with half shirt and long hair, was the oldest, a Junior League quarterback. The other two were merely minions in their sleeveless T-shirts and floppy high-tops. Billy started down the alley, and the others followed. Thirty yards ahead of them, Mickey Coogan took a sharp left, ducked under a clothesline, and cut between two houses.

The boy had no idea that in a matter of minutes the course of events was going to change his life forever.

“HELLO?” THE VOICE on the other end of the line was a million light-years away.

“Hey, kid.” Joe kept his voice as low as possible, hunkering down inside the metal awning of a pay phone, trying to catch his breath and not appear too suspicious. The phone was mounted on a high-line pole out behind a little Maid-Rite sandwich joint. The sandwich shop was shaded by ancient elms and had yet to open for lunch, so the lot was still deserted. Joe was sweaty from his harried flight from the airport and subsequent hike across the neighboring farm fields, and his arthritis was screaming. His stomach smoldered with each labored breath, the pain in his hand still razor sharp. He flexed his fingers painfully as he waited for Maizie to respond.

After a moment of rustling silence: “Joe?”

“The one and only.”

“For Chrissake, Joey, whattya doing calling me?”

“I’m in trouble, kid. I need to talk. Tie some loose strings together.”

“Loose strings? I’m a loose string now?”

“Look, I want to apologize . . . for the way I ended things.”

“You hurt me, Joey.”

“I know I did, kid. I’m sorry. I got myself into a situation . . . and . . . I thought I was going to be checking out for good. It’s a long story.”

“Joey, listen . . . listen to me. The cops have interviewed me three times already. I know what’s going on. Where the hell are you?”

Joe swallowed acid. “Whattya mean, you know what’s been going on?”

“Look, Joey, I didn’t tell them anything. I was overwhelmed, and I was totally confused. But I just couldn’t accept the fact that you’d dump me like that. Not like that. But then it hits me. Maybe he’s protecting me.”

Joe smiled sadly and said, “Smart lady.”

“Tell me something, Joey. You haven’t misplaced a million dollars recently, have you?”

Joe sighed. “The thing is, Maizie, when I left, I didn’t think I’d be coming back.”

There was a long pause. “Construction business been treating you well?”

“I saved a little bit over the years, yeah.”

Another uneasy silence. “Do you kill people for money, Joe?”

Joe took a long, deep breath. “I’m not gonna lie to you, kid.”

After a moment: “Jesus Christ.”

Joe listened to the sound of Maizie’s breathing filling the earpiece, anguished breathing, and a series of soundless mutterings. A cloud of mosquitoes suddenly billowed above the weeds and shrubs to Joe’s left, and he batted at the strays. This was crunch time with Maizie, and Joe knew it. The moment of truth. Joe was bracing to hear that telltale click in his ear, but when Maizie’s voice returned, it seemed to have changed, almost as though she had climbed out of her own skin and into someone else’s. “My problem is, I can’t stop loving you, Joe,” she said softly, filled with shame. “That’s my problem.”

Joe blinked away the watery burn in his eyes. “Listen to me, kid. I don’t have a lot of time—”

“Where are you, Joe?”

“Never mind that. They probably got you bugged right now, anyway. I’ll call you in a couple of days, when things have settled a little bit.”

“Joey, what’s going on? They tell me you’re a regular public enemy and I’m supposed to help them track you down, and I tell them to fuck off, and they threaten me, and I’m thinking I should hang tough, but I can’t make anything add up in my mind anymore. Where the hell are you?”

“Kid, listen to me. I need your help, and I don’t have the time to explain right now.” Joe heard the snore of a diesel engine approaching, angry voices. He looked up and saw a garbage truck making its way down the adjacent street, heading toward the Maid-Rite place. “I need some quick advice,” he added.

“Tell me where you are and I’m there, Joey.”

“No, no, forget about that. Just tell me how to disappear.”

“Pardon me?”

“My face—how do I erase it and build another one?” Joe was feeling his grizzled cheek now, running his fingertips along the lines of his chin. With the incident last night and his misadventures at the airport this morning, his picture was going to be showing up in every late edition and six o’clock news show from here to Minneapolis. His own face was becoming his worst enemy.

After a beat of hissing silence, Maizie’s voice returned. “There are certain things you can do, of course, pancakes, appliances you can make with mortician’s wax . . . Joe, please, you gotta tell me where you are!”

“Just a second, honey.” Joe searched his pockets for a pen, something to write on. He found a ballpoint in the inner pocket of his sport coat and an old receipt from the dry cleaners in his back pocket. He spread the paper on the metal counter.

Just then he heard frantic noises coming from the far edge of the parking lot.

Through a stand of poplars, Joe could see a sleepy little neighborhood street bordered with cyclone fencing and crabgrass. There was a commotion of kids heading his way. Kids on bicycles were chasing another kid on foot, and the kid on foot was terrified, eyes wide, cheeks flushed with fear. For some reason it bothered Joe. He tried to ignore it, turning back to his sheet of paper. “Okay, honey, gimme a list of items you’d be able to find in a pantry or a drugstore and make it quick.”

“Joe, forget it! Tell me where you are and I’ll help you out myself.”

Joe’s stomach twinged hotly, and he sucked in a breath. “Listen, sweetheart, this whole thing is gonna be over by the end of the day. Unfortunately, until certain arrangements are made, I’m a sitting duck. I don’t have time to explain. So please, just tell me how to hide my face.”

“Where are you, Joe?”

“Goddamnit, woman!”

“Tell me, please.”

“All right,” Joe surrendered. “You remember that trip we took last fall?” There was a splash of silence as Joe waited for the memory to come back to her. They had gone on a drive along the Mississippi last October, down through Burlington and Keokuk and Nauvoo, along Old 96, to enjoy the colors.

“I remember,” she said finally.

“I’m in the last place we stopped,” Joe told her. “But by the time you show up, I’ll be five hundred miles down the road. So please just help me out with some tips, something prosthetic, anything to get rid of my face.”

After a beat: “I can be there in three hours.”

“Goddamnit, Maizie, blow the wax outta your head.” Joe was hissing into the mouthpiece now, his stomach flaring in unison with his temper. “I got about a zero percent chance of leaving this parking lot with my cranium intact if I don’t vamoose—you understand what I’m saying? On top of that, I don’t need you to come down here and get yourself dead before I even—”

Joe froze.

Across the lot, through the trees, Joe could see that poor little wide-eyed kid tripping and falling face first into a clump of crabgrass. The other kids were circling him like sharks on Stingray bicycles. They hopped off their mounts and gathered around the boy. “Fucking freak! Freak-freak-freak!” The voices pierced the air, and Joe saw that the kid on the ground looked handicapped, maybe somewhere on the spectrum, uncoordinated as hell, gasping, spitting, trying to get back on his feet. His little arms were flailing wildly, and there was dirt in his eyes. One of the other boys, the one with the long hair, shoved the kid back to the ground. “You don’t run from us!” the long-haired kid barked. “We say jump, you ask how fuckin’ high!”

Joe turned away, slamming his eyes shut, biting his lips. God damn, his gut was killing him. This wasn’t his deal; this was civilian bullshit. He couldn’t get involved in this nonsense. He was too exposed. The smart thing to do would be to get the fuck under cover and regroup. The smart thing would be to get ahold of Tom Andrews and make sure the wheels were in motion. The smart thing would be to avoid this kind of small-town civilian bullshit at all costs.

Of course, Joe never claimed to be the smartest man in the world.

“Joey? You there?” Maizie’s voice snapped him back to the here and now.

“Okay, all right.” Joe gathered himself and spoke softly into the phone. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I’m gonna have to call you back.”

“Joe, wait . . . WAIT!”

“I love ya, kid, remember that one thing.”

Joe hung up the phone and walked over to the edge of the lot. He hid behind one of the poplar trees, peering between the branches and watching the poor little special-needs kid writhing on the grass. The overgrown lot—which evidently was someone’s backyard—looked like a museum of kitsch. Little ceramic toadstools and gnomes stood guard as plastic windmills and sunflowers spun on the river-scented breeze. An ancient birdbath, filmed in moss and scum, stood next to the boy, and Joe could smell dog shit. Suddenly, one of the younger kids loomed over the weaker kid and kicked him in the gut. “Told you we got a surprise,” the younger boy taunted. “Don’t you want to see it?”

Special-Needs was shivering in pain now, mumbling something, some kind of prayer.

“Give it to him!” the long-haired boy growled.

They were holding Special-Needs down now, trying to shove something in his face. At first, Joe didn’t recognize the object. Then one of the kid’s yelled, “Freaky gets his first taste of pussy!”

“Tongue-fuck it, Freako! Eat it!” The long-haired boy was chanting, holding the weaker boy’s head in place.

The other boys were laughing hysterically, and suddenly Joe recognized the object. They sold them in the back pages of girlie magazines and under glass cases in adult book stores. A chunk of rubber about the size of a hockey puck, molded, with a soft slit in the middle. Called them pocket pussies. “Lifelike vagina, only $5.95, with vibrating action to create an intense climax, limit one per customer.” The little sadistic fuckers were grinding the thing into Special-Needs’s face.

“He’s getting a woody!”

“Watch out, Frizz, Freako’s gonna jizz!” The boys guffawed.

Joe sighed.

Time to be stupid.

He pushed his way through the trees, joining the boys like some sort of ancient swamp thing emerging from the forest. “Fun’s over, fellas,” Joe announced amiably.

Billy Frizzell was the first to glance up, his eyes glazed with hatred. His brow furrowed for a moment. “What was that?”

“Fun’s over.” Joe stepped closer.

“We ain’t botherin’ nobody.” Kit Doolittle was eyeing Joe suspiciously, like maybe he had enough vim and vinegar to brush this old geezer off. The other kid, the one named Herman, still had Mickey’s shoulders pinned to the ground, and Mickey was still a bit dazed, still flailing and spitting.

“Not gonna tell you guys again,” Joe said, his cold smile lingering.

“Who the fuck are you?” The long-haired kid was getting brave, standing up and facing Joe. “Fucking truancy officer?”

“The name’s Manners, Mr. Manners.” Joe grinned and slapped the youngster across the face.

It wasn’t the mere force of the blow or the stinging sensation that whiplashed the boy’s head backward, hard and fast. It was the purity of the act. The fuck-you simplicity that pierced the veil of Quincy’s respectable adult-child PTA détente, rattling the membrane of political correctness even in this funky little river town. It was a bracing wake-up call for Billy Frizzell.

“What the . . . !” Billy was rubbing his cheek, eyes wide and hot.

The other boys were on their feet now, standing their ground, looking as though they might do something stupid, like rush Joe or kick the sickly kid again, and Joe looked down and saw the plastic vagina on the ground at Ricky Herman’s feet. Joe sighed again, pulling the Glock from his pants, chambering a bullet, and aiming at the sex toy.

The kids dove for cover.

Joe put his remaining three rounds dead center into the pocket pussy. The toy jumped and skittered along the dirt with each blast, the watery pops sounding like old, feeble firecrackers in the stillness of the backyard. When the gun was empty, Joe spit on it to cool it down and then shoved it back into his pants. The three bullies were already halfway across the yard, arms and legs churning, huffing and puffing like their lives depended on it. They tore through the far hedge, each vanishing on a puff of grass and leaf debris.

Joe went over to Special-Needs, helped him up, and brushed him off. Joe didn’t have much time; he felt the eyes of neighboring houses on the yard now, and the cops would be showing up soon. “You okay, little brother?” Joe wiped a grass stain from Mickey’s face.

“Yyyyuuhhh . . . ah-aahhhh . . .” The kid was trying desperately to talk, but his condition had him lockjawed.

“Take it easy, kiddo, slow down.”

“Mmm-my name’s M-mmickey,” the kid stammered.

“Nice to meet ya, Mick.” Joe glanced over his shoulder at the row of homes across the alley. “Sorry to shoot and run, but I gotta be moving along.”

“W-wait!” Mickey grabbed Joe’s sleeve.

“What is it, kid?”

“You’re—you’re him, ain’t ya?”

Joe looked at the kid. “Who?”

“You’re Batman.”

Joe just smiled, patted the kid’s shoulder, and turned to leave.

Mickey wouldn’t let go. “Y-yy-you can come to my house, stay for dinner. My mom’s making fff-fried chicken tonight. Rhubarb pie for dessert.”

Joe started to say no thanks, gotta go, but then caught himself. For the first time since his little odyssey had begun, he actually had a chance to deliberate on something. Up until now, two very distinct things had been making all the decisions for him: adrenaline and instinct. But now Joe actually found himself thinking through his next move. It dawned on him that he was playing a chess game and maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to get off the streets and hide out long enough to figure out his next move.

“You know something,” Joe said to the kid. “I always loved rhubarb pie.”

HIRO SAKAMOTO SHIFTED the raven-black Ferrari into third and gobbled up the entrance ramp, the pavement curling under the car like candy-coated ribbon dissolving in the acid-rush, heavy-metal motion, sympathetic fiber vibrating from below. The car vaulted into the fast lane. Leveled at ninety-five per as he clicked the gearshift into fifth. Hiro palmed the stick with a lover’s grip. His other hand was a tense talon of flesh around the wheel, aproned by a leather driving glove. Two of his fingers—the ring finger and the pinky—were missing. The fingers had been pruned off in ritual dismemberments, or yubitsume. Each joint had been given to a different yakuza superior, the ultimate gesture of loyalty; and now there were very few men left who were superior to Hiro.

“Be patient, teki,” Hiro murmured to himself, referring to Joe, his nemesis, his noble teki, or lifelong adversary. Hiro often spoke to himself in broken English; his neighborhood was global, his lifestyle completely bicultural. He loved American women, music, and movies. While in America, he wore his favorite color: black. Black Guess jeans. Black Gucci boots. Black Lagerfeld turtleneck and sport coat. Offset by his onyx flattop hairdo and pale, angular face.

He often saw his targets in dreams.

“Patience, teki.”

Hiro Sakamoto had arrived that morning on the airbus from Kyoto. Checked into a local hotel. Prepped his weapons. Meditated for about an hour and then picked up the customized Ferarri from a local contact. The car had been spec’d out by an American electronics whiz who often subcontracted yakuza jobs. There was a jury-rigged gyro under the dash, a rebuilt servomechanism that controlled the steering and acceleration functions remotely through the use of a specially designed joystick device. The car was all Hiro needed. He needed no spotter, no guide, no local rat to help ferret out the target. He had been to the States before, several times, in fact. He’d done a couple of foreign diplomats, a few high-level Sony executives, and a handful of burned-out Agency types. And each time he had visited these shores, he had monitored the underground for the latest on the great Slugger. Hiro knew Joe’s legacy well and admired his skill and track record.

It was going to be such an honor to kill him.

Hiro’s informal training had come during his years in the yakuza, or Japanese Mafia. Literally meaning outsider or rebel, the word yakuza was derived from a three-card game of chance, the ya and the ku and the za being the worst combination. In feudal Japan, the yakuza were rural drifters who protected farmers and peasants, but as the country spiraled toward the technological explosion of the mid-twentieth century, combined with rampant growth following World War II, the organization turned to more profitable contraband endeavors, gambling, and prostitution. Hiro was recruited as a young soldier in the late seventies, a teenage terror with a knack for hand-to-hand encounters. He climbed through the ranks quickly, liquidating meddlesome public officials, amputating his finger joints one by one, and tattooing over half his body with the ritual symbols of the gang. Black feathers around his arms denoted loyalty and courage. The falcon on his back, which symbolized his hunter’s spirit, required over fifty painful hours under the bone needle.

In the mid-eighties, Hiro went freelance, taking jobs around the globe, honing his craft to perfection. He became the highest-paid assassin in the world. Most jobs netted him somewhere in the mid-six-figure neighborhood. Needless to say, Hiro wasn’t going after Joe for the money.

Hiro’s true motivation sprang from the Budo, the martial ways of self-perfection. Reminiscent of a purely Taoist mind-set, the Budo led a warrior toward a state of satori, in which a person completely relinquishes his physical self, forgets technique, and becomes inchoate. Like the wind. Bushido. Completely Zen-like. That was Hiro at all times—eating, sleeping, making love, traveling, taking lives. And now, skimming swiftly over the pocked pavement of the Adlai Stevenson Expressway, heading south, he was using the rhythmic flicker of the white lines to enter a new meditation. A meditation on how to hunt down and kill a legend.

“I’m coming, teki, be patient.” Hiro’s voice was barely audible above the chorus of the engine.

Hiro knew many things about tracking a man, especially a fugitive. He knew how to tap into local law enforcement and Interpol bulletin boards. He knew how to track stolen-car reports, license-plate robberies, and Department of Motor Vehicle communiqués. He knew how to retrieve information on recent bank transactions, auto rentals, newspaper classified ads, and airline departures. He knew how to utilize the internet for up-to-the-minute dispatches, hacker chatter, and encoded messages. And he knew how to conceal his weapons and travel light, choosing alternate roads and low traffic times.

About a half hour ago, Hiro had heard the latest report on the Quincy Airport explosion on a CNN newsbreak. It was all that Hiro needed to hear: “A commuter jet today was the scene of a deadly struggle between two known terrorists, resulting in a massive explosion after the plane had landed; one person is dead, one is missing, and a planeload of passengers are breathing terrified sighs of relief.” And now the Budo warrior knew just enough. In fact, about the only thing that Hiro Sakamoto did not know was the number of other shooters who were now heading on parallel paths to the same quiet little hamlet on the edge of the Mississippi.





Nine

Mom?”

The sheets billowed in the breeze like the pages of a vast book.

There was a thick-boned woman standing behind the laundry, clothespins in her mouth, busily hanging damp Fruit of the Looms and shriveled socks. As the wind gusted around her, the hem of her faded cotton dress levitated, revealing spidery varicose veins, thick ankles, and white crepe-soled shoes.

“Mom . . . got somebody wants to meet ya.” Mickey Coogan appeared amid the laundry, reaching out and shoving the sheets aside. Annette Coogan was revealed suddenly, wet panty hose in her hands and a startled expression on her face. The woman had faded auburn hair and a kind of battered beauty, as though she’d had her hands in a lot of dishwater and grief over the years.

“Mickey?” The clothespins fell from the woman’s mouth when she saw her son.

Mickey motioned at Joe, who stood a few paces back, fidgeting on the grass, rubbing the gray damp bandage on his right hand. “This here’s Joe, mm-m-my new friend,” Mickey said. “I asked him to dinner. It’s okay, Mom, ain’t it, if my new friend Joe stays for dinner?”

“Good Lord, Mickey.” The woman dropped her wet laundry and went over to her son. She felt his cheek. There were bruises forming, reddish marks. “What in heaven’s name happened to you?”

Mickey looked down, said nothing.

“Mickey?” Annette was getting a little uneasy, shooting a glance at Joe.

Joe came forward, flexing his aching hand. The pain had settled into his fractured joint, a constant, dull throb. “Ma’am, the neighbor kids were getting a little fresh. I just wanted to make sure your boy got home okay.”

Annette offered no response, instead turning back to Mickey and brushing the grit off the front of his overalls. “Was it the Frizzell boy and his friends? Mickey? Was it Billy Frizzell and his friends?”

Mickey nodded sheepishly.

Annette Coogan’s chin began to quiver slightly. “Did they touch you down there? Mickey, did they touch you down there like last time?”

Mickey shrugged and shook his head.

“Ma’am, you got quite a brave boy there.” Joe was measuring his words now, trying to defuse the situation, trying to gain the woman’s trust. He had no idea if this gal was gonna let him set foot inside her house. Still, the clock was ticking, and the longer Joe stood around outside, in plain view of God and passing squad cars, the more he was running the risk of getting pinched. “He handles himself well,” Joe added.

Annette looked up at Joe. “Have we met?”

“No, ma’am.” Joe extended his good left hand and smiled. “Name’s Joe Joseph. I’m an independent building contractor, up from Cincinnati, checking out some possible sites.”

The woman clutched Joe’s hand. “I appreciate what you did for my son.”

“No problem.”

“He’s not really who he says he is,” Mickey suddenly murmured in a low voice, speaking very conspiratorially.

Joe’s forearms rashed with goose bumps.

The woman turned to her son. “What, honey?”

“He’s not really named Joe,” Mickey told her. “He’s really Batman, but he ain’t supposed to let that get around, ww-w-ww-with all the evil people ww-wantin’ to ambush him and everything.”

Annette Coogan smiled then, and Joe felt both a wave of relief and a twinge of empathy for this big country woman with her varicose veins and sad eyes. “Is that right?” Annette shot an amused glance at Joe.

“Yeah.” Joe grinned down at the grass. “You know how it is for us Caped Crusaders.”

Annette turned back to the boy. “All right, Mick, why don’t we go get you cleaned up and maybe get a cup of coffee for your superhero-friend.”

AT ABOUT FIVE-THIRTY that night, the sound of Lem Coogan’s work boots on the kitchen linoleum came drifting down the hallway.

“Dad’s home!” Mickey pushed himself off the edge of his bed and went over to the door, his palsied grin twitching furiously at the sound of his dad’s baritone voice. Mickey had been showing Joe his comic-book collection and all his little Batman figurines and his utility belt and his secret weapons and decoder bracelets. “You’re gonna l-ll-like my dad,” Mickey enthused.

Joe was sitting on the windowsill, letting the cool breeze from the open window wash over him. A few minutes ago he had washed up in the hall bathroom, tending his cuts and scrapes, changing the bandage on his knuckles, and gulping down the last drops of the family’s bottle of Pepto-Bismol. Earlier, on his way across town, he had tossed the spent Glock into a dumpster at the corner of Eighth and Seminary Streets, and now he was completely unarmed, naked as a jaybird, adrift in the ocean of deteriorating trailer parks and old antebellum woodframe colonials. He felt extremely vulnerable here in this little two-story Cape Cod. The house was nestled in a cluster of poplar trees at the end of Eighth Street, its backyard adjacent to a fallow soybean field that bordered the interstate. Every few moments, the distant whine of a semi would remind Joe that he had an alternate escape route—at least for the moment. But it was only a matter of time until every motorist from here to Kansas City was going to know about the mystery man from Western Eagle flight 109, still at large, assumed to be armed and dangerous. Of course, Joe wasn’t half as worried about the cops as he was about certain other scumbags who might catch the dreaded news reports. Joe was going to have to be on his way very soon or he was a dead man.

If only Joe could find a family pistol, a hunting rifle, an old squirrel gun, anything. Lately, Joe had been reading that more and more lower-middle-class families were packing heat at home. Sign of the times, he supposed. Especially in small towns. But since Joe had arrived at the Coogans’ house, he had found no such item. Only the row of antique wooden duck decoys along the picture window out in the living room gave him any kind of hint there might be firearms stored somewhere. But the clock was still ticking, and Joe knew he couldn’t afford much more time lying low in one place.

“Okay, kid, let’s go see Dad.” Joe groaned as he climbed down off the ledge, his knees creaking. He was feeling a little better since he had arrived; Annette Coogan had given him an iced tea, and he had found some aspirin in the bathroom medicine cabinet. But now his nerves were the problem. He was jumpy, edgy, feeling like one of those wooden ducks in the front room. Just waiting to get beaned and mounted.

“Dad!” Mickey was dragging Joe out the door and down the hall. “You ain’t gonna believe who’s h-hhh-here!”

The house was a cozy conglomerate of Early American and bargain-basement remnants. Particle-board shelves, braided throw rugs everywhere, Thomas Jefferson wing chairs with frayed corners and doilies on the arms. The air smelled of lilac potpourri and old plaster. The Coogans were not exactly the Rockefellers, but Annette ran a tight ship. Tidy. Proud. And when Joe turned the corner at the end of the hall, coming face-to-face with the man of the house, he got another insight into the strong foundation in Mickey Coogan’s life.

“Welcome to Quincy, Mr. Joseph.” The big man in greasy blue coveralls was standing in the doorway of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel, smiling. There were odors of chicken gravy and burned sugar wafting out of the kitchen behind him. “I’m Lem Coogan,” the man said, and stuck out a big, soiled hand.

Joe nodded. “Joe Joseph, good to meet ya.” Then Joe instinctively offered his sore hand, and Coogan shook it, and Coogan’s grip felt like an iron rasp around Joe’s bandage. Joe cringed suddenly, releasing his grip.

“Oops.” Coogan pointed at the bandage. “Looks like you got an old war wound there.”

“Yeah.” Joe was rubbing the pain away. “Banged it in a car door.”

“Sorry if I hurt you there, Mr. Joseph.”

Mickey watched from behind Joe, an odd glimmer in the boy’s eye. “Joseph’s just a f-ff-fake name, Dad,” Mickey said. “He’s rr-rrr-really Batman.”

Joe managed to chuckle.

“That’s what I understand,” Lem Coogan said, grinning, keeping his gaze locked on Joe. “Get you a beer before dinner, Mr. Bat? Or is it Mr. Man?”

“Call me Joe, and yeah, a beer would go down just fine.”

Lem went back out into the kitchen, gave Annette a pat on the butt, and pulled a couple of tall brown bottles of Falstaff out of the fridge. Then he carried the beers back into the living room.

The two men sat in wing chairs, while Mickey watched from a beanbag in the corner.

“Annette tells me you helped my boy out of a jam this afternoon,” Lem said after taking a long pull on his Falstaff. He was a big man, with a coarse complexion, his dark hair greased back with pomade and a jawline so square you could use it as a wooden rule. He wore scroungy blue coveralls with his name stitched on the pocket, and Joe recognized the getup from somewhere but couldn’t quite place it. Midas Muffler shops? Lennox Heating and Air Conditioning? Something was bothering Joe about this guy, the way he kept his gaze riveted on Joe, with those sparkling, intense eyes.

“Wasn’t much of anything, actually,” Joe said. “I just shooed away some bullies.”

“He has ss-sss-superpowers, Dad,” Mickey added.

“That’s good, son,” Lem Coogan said, his gaze locked on Joe, eyes sparkling like geodes.

“Yeah, well, I don’t know much about superpowers,” Joe said, “but you got a super boy right here.”

“We think he’s pretty okay,” the big man said, winking at his son.

Mickey swayed back and forth for a moment, embarrassed, losing the use of his hands for a few seconds. Joe watched the boy, feeling a big sore spot in his heart. Kid had so much potential, yet he had to deal with this horrible crap all his life, crap that was only going to get worse. Joe started feeling something like sympathy for these people, these simple folks with their sturdy smiles and firm handshakes. Suddenly Joe had to get out of there more than ever. Find a frigging gun and get back into the sticks before he brought hellfire and damnation down on these good people.

“Anyway, whatever happened out there”—the big man was searching for words now, and Joe could have sworn that he saw those sparkling eyes well up—“Annette and I appreciate what you done for Mickey.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Kids in this town can be pretty ornery,” Lem said, and then looked away for a brief moment. And Joe could tell that the subject was closed.

The men chatted absently for another few minutes, talked of sports, drank their beers, and humored Mickey. Joe couldn’t shake the feeling that he recognized the coveralls that Lem wore, but somehow Joe thought it would be rude to ask about it. Finally, Annette Coogan appeared in the kitchen doorway and announced that dinner was ready, and the men got up and went into the dining room.

“Tell me something, Lem,” Joe said as he took a seat at the head of the oval table. “You like to hunt?”

BRUNETTA JONES FELT her stomach lurch as the Chrysler Town Car vaulted over a dip, spiraling down a serpentine stretch of asphalt just south of Pontiac, Illinois. Dusk was closing in, and the sun was deflating on the horizon, turning the color of cheap, watery margarine.

Brunetta took a deep breath and smelled the alfresco breezes seeping through the vent. She felt good, centered and focused. She was doing nearly seventy miles per hour down an access road, which required steely concentration just to keep the car from careening into the corn, but it barely fazed her. If there was one thing Brunetta was good at, it was concentrating. She could shut out all extraneous sensory input. She could turn off her emotions. That was how she hunted.

And that was how she killed. Like a machine.

The road widened, and soon Brunetta was tooling along a vast blacktop straightaway, bordered on the west by dark green early corn and on the east by the main highway. Highway 55 was the state’s main artery southward, and Brunetta had decided to utilize the parallel access roads in order to keep tabs on the main interstate. She anticipated encountering other hitters, and she wanted to stay out of the way. She didn’t want any unnecessary scenes.

She reached under the seat for her baby. It was in a velvet sack, cinched with a leather string. She probed inside it and felt the herringbone grip. She wrapped her fingers around it and shrugged off the sack. Then she lifted the gun up into the light, the beautiful salmon-colored light of dusk. The brushed steel looked positively fluorescent at this hour. Ten-millimeter Smith & Wesson, Model 1006. Semiauto. Currently the preferred standard-duty handgun for FBI agents, able to fire nine full-power Norma rounds in about three seconds. It provided what the feds call “immediate incapacitation.” Translation: Brunetta’s baby could fuck you up the most.

“Get ready to come out and play,” she cooed at the weapon, and aimed it out the window, pretending to fire into the rushing darkness. Brunetta had gotten good at pretending. It came with the job. Matter of fact, had she not become one of the deadliest contract killers in the continental United States, she could have been a great actress. She could sell any emotion. She could convince any man or woman that they were the center of the universe, that they were the object of great passion and desire, that they were about to have their brains fucked out. And they would keep believing right up until the moment she snuffed them out.

She swerved around a tight curve, and the wheels complained beneath her. Brunetta smiled and kept her eye on the parallel. The rush of farmland odors and country air was better than Bolivian white, and Brunetta laughed out loud and pointed the gun out the window.

She aimed it at the dying sun.

“Bang bang, you’re dead.”

JUST AS HE was about to dig into his dessert of rhubarb pie and fresh whipped cream, Joe noticed that the television was softly droning out in the kitchen.

Up to now, dinner had been a blessed relief. Joe couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed a real, authentic home-cooked meal. His mother was long in the grave, and Maizie was not exactly Julia Child. And with Joe’s increasingly tender stomach, he had fallen into the rut of bland Chinese carryout and toasted cheese sandwiches every other night. But tonight, Annette Coogan had pulled out all the stops. She had served two whole fried chickens, cooked to perfection, mashed potatoes, gravy, string beans from the Coogans’ garden, baked apple rings, and sun-brewed iced tea. And all through dinner, the Coogans had treated Joe like a family member, telling him funny stories, keeping things light. It was perfect medicine. In fact, right up until the point that Joe noticed the blue glow of the portable TV in the next room, he had almost forgotten his problems.

It was a little battered Zenith under one of the cabinets, wedged between a can opener and a row of flour-dusted cookbooks, and it was barely visible from where Joe was sitting in the dining room. The TV was flickering silently, the sound turned way down; Annette must have had it on while she was preparing dessert and had forgotten to turn it off. A WGEM newsbreak was on. Scenes of the airline explosion, talking heads, and a blurry picture of a man escaping across the tarmac into an adjacent soybean field. A man in a dark sport coat, wrinkled slacks, and Florsheims.

“You know something”—Joe pushed himself away from the table—“I think I’m gonna make a pig of myself and have another cup of that excellent coffee.”

“I’ll get it,” Annette said, and started to get up. She was starting to gather up the dirty dishes. Lem was watching her, smoking a cigarette. Little Mickey had already finished his dessert and had excused himself, running off into the back rooms of the house.

“No, no, you sit.” Joe waved Annette back into her chair. “I’ll go help myself.”

Joe went out into the kitchen and pretended to fiddle with the coffeepot.

He reached down to turn the TV off but suddenly paused, staring at the blurry video freeze-frame of himself. The image slowly enlarged to show a grainy close-up of Joe’s face, and Joe gawked at it, horror-stricken. It was as though someone had just pulled his pants down in front of the world. He was screwed. And the cops were the least of Joe’s problems. It was because the rabbit was out of the hat for the other players. Joe knew they’d be coming soon.

Quincy, Illinois, after all, wasn’t that hard to find.

The coffeepot was still warming on the back of the stove, and Joe poured himself another cup. His knuckles were throbbing, and his hands were shaking again, trembling so hard he could barely get the coffee into the cup, but he couldn’t make them stop any more than he could wave a magic wand and stop the Game. Only one person could do that. Only one person could wave that magic wand and stop this nightmare.

Joe went over to the kitchen doorway and peered in at the Coogans. “Excuse me, folks. You mind if I use your telephone for a second?”

“Go right ahead, Joe,” Lem said around a mouthful of pie, his lit cigarette in one greasy hand and his fork in the other.

Joe turned and went over to the telephone. It was an old wall-mounted rotary job by the back door. Joe dialed Tom Andrews’s home phone number and listened to it ring. Once. Twice. Three times. The soft rings were wasps buzzing in Joe’s ear, spurting hot acid in his stomach. Attorneys. They were like cops and rest stops. You could never get ahold of one when you really needed one.

Again the line rang in Joe’s ear.

This was the third time today that Joe had tried to get in touch with the young lawyer. Once on the El platform. And later, at the airport, when Joe had tried Andrew’s office. Both times had resulted in voicemail recordings. And now Joe was just waiting to hear that mechanical click and hiss and staticky voice message again. But just as Joe was about to hang up, he heard a sudden click and a human voice on the other end.

“Hello?”

“Tommy?”

“Who is this? Who’s calling?”

“It’s Slugger, Tommy.” Joe paused, listening to the awkward silence on the other end. It occurred to Joe that perhaps this was going to be another one of those momentous phone calls. Microwave signals bouncing around the ether, lives hanging in the balance, Joe’s life. He never dreamed he would be utilizing this connection to save a life. Especially his own. “I presume you got my messages,” he added, careful not to sound too desperate. After all, this was probably just another negotiation to the young Esquire. “And I presume you’re working on winding things down as we speak?”

“Joe, for God’s sake, why do you keep calling me?” The attorney’s voice was not the slick, corporate master of the universe to which Joe had grown accustomed. In fact, this attorney’s voice was downright tentative.

“Did you get my messages?”

“Slugger, you shouldn’t be wasting your time on the phone.”

“You didn’t get my messages?”

“I got your messages.”

“Okay, all right.” Joe relaxed a bit, taking another breath. “So we’re together on this?”

“Together on what?”

“The thing. Calling the thing off. You remember the thing, right?”

“Slugger, the thing is not off.”

“What do you mean, the thing is not off?”

On the other end of the line, the voice seemed to rise an octave. “Wait a minute, wait. You’re telling me you’re serious about calling the thing off? Your messages. You really want to scrub this thing?”

Joe felt his temple pulsing, tremors in the tight patch of skin above his left eye. “Tommy, here’s the thing. Simply put. There’s been a mistake. Don’t ask me to explain. I need to call the Game on account of rain. Forfeit. Whatever. You hear what I’m saying?”

After a beat a silence: “No can do, Slugger. I’m extremely sorry.”

Joe tightened his grip on the receiver. “Tommy, I don’t seem to be communicating this concept to you. I want to scratch. All right? Call the bets off. Eighty-six the thing. I’m willing to pay. Whatever. It was a mistake. Now, I want you to get on the horn and put the kibosh on this thing immediately.”

There was an odd noise on the other end, and it sounded as though the attorney were either clearing his throat or laughing nervously. “Slugger. My man. You’re putting me in a trick bag. You know? My hands are tied, cuffed. Totally. You don’t know.”

Joe was losing his patience. “Tommy, goddamnit, I want you to listen carefully. This ain’t no three-legged bag race. This is my rear end we’re talking about, and I like it. I like sitting on it. So do me a favor and get that Rolodex warmed up and start calling the usual suspects and cancel this goddamn thing before they cancel me!”

Another tense stretch of silence.

“Tommy?”

The attorney’s voice returned suddenly, newly charged, hyperpositive. “Okay, all right, I understand what’s going on here. You’ve gotten yourself into a jam, and maybe it was a mistake, but now it’s too late. You know as well as I do, once a hit’s been banked, you can’t go back on it. There’s no out clause. So we’ve got a problem. Fine. I want to ask you something, Slugger. Did you know that the Chinese symbol for problem is the same as the one for opportunity?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Joe felt nauseous, the light and odors of the little kitchen making him dizzy, his undigested dinner like a ball of hot pig iron in his belly. The attorney was starting to sound like a motivational speaker. Like the host of an infomercial.

“I’m talking about perception,” the voice said. “Perception is everything. You’re the Slugger, for God’s sake. The best there ever was. Look at Michael Jordan. It’s all in the head, Slugger, you know I’m right.”

“Tommy . . .”

“All you gotta do is see yourself getting away. See it, Slugger. Visualize success. Talk to yourself. See yourself getting away and ending up on some deserted island in the middle of—”

“Tommy! God damn it! Shut up for a second!”

Joe sucked in a breath, realizing instantly that he had raised his voice a little too loudly, and he glanced out through the doorway into the dining room. Lem and Annette were softly talking, trying to ignore the hubbub and give Joe his privacy. Joe took a few steadying breaths. He could feel his stomach contracting, hot and tight. He tried to keep his voice calm yet firm, like an animal trainer. “Tom, look. I appreciate the encouragement. All I’m asking is that you try. There must be a way. I mean, for Chrissake, Tommy. I put the thing in motion. I ought to be able to knock the chocks out from under it.”

“But Slugger—”

“All I’m asking is that you try, Tommy,” Joe said softly. “That’s all I’m asking.”

There was an endless pause, and Joe felt it in his gut, an icy knife, twisting.

Finally, Andrews said, “You got my beeper number?”

“Yeah, Tommy, I got your beeper.”

“I’m not promising anything, all right?”

“Of course not.”

“I’m just saying. I can’t promise anything. You know what I mean?”

“Absolutely.”

“Call me first thing in the morning. I’ll see what I can do. Now I really gotta go.”

The phone clicked in Joe’s ear, and then there was a dial tone.

Hanging the receiver back up on the wall, Joe turned and leaned against the counter. A surge of dizziness washed over him, and he white-knuckled the edge of the counter, taking deep breaths, swallowing a sour, coppery taste. His stomach gurgled hotly. Felt like a knife twisting in his gorge. His knees were rusty hinges, congealed and calcified. The stress was working on him again, jerking his wheels out from under him.

Once upon a time, he could handle this kind of pressure with machinelike efficiency, control his breathing, visualize a metronome in his head, tick-tock, tick-tock. But the Slugger was a high-mileage trade-in now. He could hardly imagine himself getting out of a La-Z-Boy recliner, let alone escaping the wolf pack.

It took him several moments to get his bearings back and realize that there was another set of eyes in the kitchen, taking everything in.

“That you, Mickey?” Joe could see the boy’s crew-cut head across the room, peering over the top of a Formica island.

“It’s R-rr-robin,” he said.

Joe smiled. “Oh, yeah, almost forgot. C’mere, Boy Wonder.”

The boy stepped out from behind the island. He was wearing a yellow cape, a bright green mask over his eyes and a yellow plastic utility belt laden with toy weapons and Batman gadgets. “Lotsa b-b-business on the B-bat phone tonight?” he asked as he approached.

Joe stroked the kid’s hair. “You got that right.”

“Lotsa b-bad guys out there?”

“You have no idea,” Joe said, and picked up his coffee cup. “But right now, why don’t you and I go out and finish our desserts. Whattya say?”

They went back into the dining room.

Annette was clearing the table, and Lem was rolling another smoke.

Joe sat back down at his place, and Mickey sat across from him, studying his every move. Joe picked up his fork and started in on his rhubarb pie. Despite Joe’s frayed nerves and sour stomach, it tasted incredible. Fresh and sweet as a song. “Excellent pie, Annette,” Joe offered.

“Glad you like it,” she said, and smiled at him. She started toward the kitchen with a handful of dishes.

“Annette and me,” Lem said suddenly, picking a speck of tobacco from his lip, “we were talking while you were out there on the phone.”

Joe nodded, eating his pie.

Lem said, “The thing is, most of the motels in this area ain’t worth crap. You got the Holiday Inn downtown, which is always full. You got the Hilliard Motor Lodge out on twenty-four, which ain’t much to write home about.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah, and so we were thinking, if you were planning on staying overnight here in Quincy, you might as well bunk down right here.”

Joe thought about it for a moment.

“Got a trundle bed up in the attic,” Lem said. “Ain’t too ritzy, but it’s dry. Annette can give your clothes a wash.”

Joe continued to think about it and finally looked at the big man and said, “That sounds just fine, Lem. I think I’ll take you up on that.”

“THING ABOUT KILLING y’all don’t realize . . .” Creighton Lovedahl, a Kool hanging out one side of his mouth, was philosophizing, settling back into the padded throne of Corinthian leather behind the Caddy’s wheel, his purple warm-up open at the chest, revealing his sleeveless tee and lots of gold. The car was barreling southward. “Killing is an art, and there ain’t no other way to look at it. Started way back before Christ, when folks was just starting to work out fancy ways to fight each other.”

The Cadillac was pistoning fiercely over a minefield of potholes as it roared through the night, a hundred miles outside of Quincy. The new moon was just rising over the telephone wires, and the warm spring night was buzzing with high tension. Lovedahl was getting the itch to do some business. “You listenin’ to me, half-pint?”

“Sure, man, I’m listening.” The kid named Money was in the passenger seat, sucking on a Slim Jim, gazing wistfully out the side window at the passing darkness like he would rather be anywhere else.

“Take Hannibal, man,” Lovedahl expounded. “Dude was a Carthaginian motherfucker with a hard-on for killing Romans. Back in 218 B.C. that motherfucker crossed the Alps on a herd of elephants, man. You hear what I’m saying? Fucking pachyderms, man. Romans outnumbered Hannibal’s army a hundred to one, but when that crazy motherfucker showed up on them beasts, charging down the eastern slopes of Italy, them Romans ’bout pissed in their pants, man. That’s pure art, half-pint. You understand what I’m saying? The audacity of it, the unexpected motherfucking audacity—that’s what wins wars.”

“Uh-huh.” The kid named Money nodded and gnawed on his Slim Jim.

Lovedahl drove a while, silently pondering things, and then said, “It’s like the Sicilians, man. When they kill somebody, it’s like they’re just going down to the local chain store for a pack of cigarettes and a can of tuna, man. They don’t care who sees ’em. Know what I’m saying? They don’t even give a shit about civilians with motherfucking video cameras, man. They want people to see them toast some greedy motherfucker in the middle of some high-class French restaurant. That’s what I’m talking about, half-pint. It’s that audacity, it’s that—”

Lovedahl stopped abruptly.

“What? Whatsamatter?” Money was looking up, blinking, looking at Lovedahl.

“Nothing,” Lovedahl muttered.

But he was lying; it wasn’t nothing. He had seen something in the rearview, or at least he had felt something. It was as if a blur of light had leaped up into the mirror for a moment, then blended back in with the silhouettes of telephone poles and billboards. Lovedahl couldn’t tell if it was a vehicle tooling down a parallel access road, the flash of a flickering sodium light behind them, or even the silhouette of a large bird strobing between the moon and the Cadillac’s rear window. But something had just loomed off their rear quarter panel for a moment, the glint of tungsten light, like a yellow camera strobe. And then it had vanished behind a hill.

“How much longer till we get to this Quincy place, man?” Money had finished the Slim Jim and was wiping his greasy fingers on the center armrest. The kid was referring to the town in the news report, the town that Lovedahl had claimed was going to be the Slugger’s Waterloo.

“Don’t be wiping your cheesy-ass fingers on the leather!” Lovedahl was jabbing a finger at the armrest, the car swerving slightly. “I ain’t gonna be returning this goddamn hitmobile with shit all over it! I’m a motherfucking professional, goddamnit, so wipe your motherfucking fingers on a nap—!”

There was another flash in the darkness behind the Cadillac.

“What the fuhhh—!”

The shot came through the rear window, a sharp noise like a party popper snapping. The glass puckered in the center, a tiny eye, and Lovedahl felt the seat jerk as the boy whiplashed forward. “Damn . . . DAMN!”

Lovedahl saw the front of Money’s face spurt red, blood and brain matter spattering across the inside of the windshield, appearing phosphorescent in the glow of the dashboard lights.

“GAW DAMMMMMM!”

Lovedahl slammed on the brakes, sending the Cadillac into a skid, and the g-forces slammed Lovedahl against the side of his door, and the limp body of the boy flopped across the blood-slick leather as the tires squealed and the black terrain outside became a blur, a crazy blur. The car was a circus ride now and Lovedahl was screaming, trying to get the monster back under control, spinning, spinning, spinning, until finally the Cadillac slammed against the guardrail, coming to rest at an angle, facing backward.

The impact smashed the side of Lovedahl’s face against the window, knocking the wind from his lungs and momentarily stunning him silly. He gasped, shaking his head, clawing at the door handle, breathing hard, finally getting the door open. He collapsed out onto the gravel shoulder. He crawled to the rear door, pried it open, and found his duffel. The ten millimeter was nestled in a foam blister pack. Lovedahl rooted it out, slammed a magazine into it, and got ready to rock and roll with whatever bad motherfucker was out there taking potshots.

The highway was silent darkness.

Lovedahl cautiously rose to a crouch and gazed out over the Cadillac’s trunk. The pavement stretched back into the night, an endless ribbon of carbon black, appearing almost liquid in the pitch-dark, and the only sound was the painful thump of Lovedahl’s heart and the ticking of the Sedan’s engine. The road was as desolate as the surface of the moon. How the fuck did they do that? The bullet must have surely been meant for Lovedahl; it was probably from one of the other—

A sound.

Lovedahl snapped his gaze around toward the front of the Caddy and heard the foosh of tires and saw the lights. Just for an instant. A pair of tiny crimson dots on the horizon, vanishing over a rise on the parallel access road.

Taillights.

“Muthafuck,” Lovedahl uttered under his breath, snicking the gun’s hammer down, putting the safety on. He realized he had just been tagged by another competitor. “Too many cooks,” he whispered. “Too many goddamn cooks.”

Lovedahl climbed back into the car.

The kid was hunched over the dash, quivering, his nervous system still sputtering. Lovedahl shoved the body back against the seat. The kid had a hole above his right eyebrow about the size of a quarter. It gleamed in the darkness. “Better you than me, half-pint,” Lovedahl murmured.

He dragged the boy’s body out of the Cadillac and heaved it with all his might across the shoulder. The body tumbled over the edge of the gravel apron and careened down a hill into a marshy thicket of weeds, broken glass, and cattails. Lovedahl climbed back into the hitmobile, wiped up the blood and brain matter with a squeegee he found under the seat, then tossed the bloody thing out the window.

Five minutes later, Lovedahl was back on the road with a renewed sense of purpose. Quincy was an hour and a half away, and Lovedahl was thinking positively.

At least he didn’t have to worry about the kid getting grease all over the seats anymore.

“I WANT TO thank you again for what you did for my boy today,” Lem Coogan said, pausing near the top of the steps on the far side of the attic.

“Don’t be silly,” Joe said from across the room, standing beside a makeshift trundle bed. “It was nothing you wouldn’t have done yourself.”

“Yeah, but I’m his daddy.”

“Glad to help out,” Joe said. He was removing his watch, getting ready for a much-needed couple of hours shut-eye. The house down below had been quiet as a church for nearly an hour, the rest of the household fast asleep, and Lem had just come up to make sure Joe had found enough clean towels and sheets. Joe had already dressed the bed and had stripped down to his boxers and T-shirt, and now the cool breeze coming through the portal window felt delicious on his sweaty skin. The air smelled of pine and tar and even a hint of distant river water. It was a welcome respite to the musty closeness of the attic.

The room was larger than Joe had expected, stretching the entire length of the second floor. It had rough-hewn plywood panels for flooring and was bordered by boxes of forgotten household items, Christmas decorations, and cardboard wardrobes bending under the weight of hand-me-down clothes. In the northeast corner, under the sole dormer window, the trundle bed sat on an old, moldering braided rug. There was a little, chipped three-legged table next to Joe, a couple of old Saturday Evening Posts, and a battered reading light. And for some reason it all looked so cozy and innocent to Joe that it made him want to cry.

“You sure you got everything you need?” Lem gestured at the table next to the bed, the neat little stack of linens, the glass of ice water, the alarm clock.

“Absolutely, Lem.” Joe winked at him. “I’m all set.”

“All right, then.”

Lem paused at the top of the stairs, looking down at the hardwood, swallowing air, and Joe could see that something was eating at the big man. Something was really bugging him. And for a brief moment Joe felt a bolt of panic. Maybe he knows more than he’s letting on. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, after all. Then, all at once, Lem turned back to Joe and said, “It ain’t none of my business, okay?”

“What’s the matter, Lem?”

“Well . . .” He rubbed his chin with the back of his greasy hand. “Man’s business is his own business, and I ain’t the type to butt in or anything.”

“But . . . ?”

“But I just wanted to let you know something.” Lem looked up at Joe. There was an odd glint of emotion in the big man’s brown eyes. Maybe it was fear, maybe anger, maybe pride. Maybe it was a mixture of all of them. But one thing was certain: What Lem was about to say was damn important. “I love my family more than life,” he said softly. “And whatever trouble might come to this house, I’ll do what I have to do to protect them.”

“Don’t blame you one bit, Lem, I really don’t.”

“Just wanted you to know that.”

Joe nodded. “I understand.”

“Anyway,” Lem said, and the light in his eyes was dwindling away to calm, “sleep tight, and we’ll see ya in the morning.”

“Same back at ya, Lem.”

The big man vanished down the steps.

Joe turned off the light, sat down on the trundle, and listened to Lem’s heavy footsteps recede into one of the bedrooms. The silence fell like a blanket, and Joe found himself wondering about Lem’s little non sequitur. Was it a warning? Or was it simply a harmless declaration of parental protectiveness? Maybe old Lem was sharper than he appeared. And while Joe was on the subject of Lem: What the hell was it that was so familiar about those damn coveralls?

For a moment, Joe contemplated slipping out the attic window and vanishing into the night. He knew that the longer he stayed in this little Mayberry, the worse his odds were getting. The town was far too small for a stranger to pass through unnoticed, especially after the ruckus at the airport. Worse than that, the longer he stayed at the Coogans’, the more he was putting these people at risk. The shooters would eat them alive. A former agency spook would wipe the entire family out and not even blink an eye, better to make it look like a sloppy gang shoot or robbery that went bad. No. The smart thing to do: Get moving. But God, Joe was so tired. Bone tired. Too tired to run or even move. If he could just lay his head down, get a little rest, just a little.

He laid his head on the pillow and tried to shut down his thoughts.

What if Tom Andrews was right about the rules? What if there was no way to stop this thing? Joe had better come up with a Plan B. A new goal. Let’s say he was actually able to get out of the country with his skin intact: What the hell good would that do? He’d be doomed to be looking over his shoulder the rest of his life. He needed a plan. Options. Options. Then he heard the voice, the dark voice in his head that always gave him a hard time, asking him, You ready to take a bullet, Slugger, old son? Go down for the long count? Cash in those chips and take a deep-six holiday?

The moonlight was filtering in the portal window, and by now Joe’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness. There was an old, yellowed magazine cover taped to the wall above the bed, somebody’s crude attempt to make the attic into a guest room. It was a reproduction of the classic Norman Rockwell painting, the little freckle-faced all-American boy kneeling at the foot of his bed, hands steepled, face caught in the rapture of a prayer before bed. Now I lay me down to sleep. And Joe stared at that picture for a long while. Then he did something that he hadn’t done in ages. He prayed.





Ten

There’s a scene in Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde in which the heroine Isolde refuses to shrivel up and die when rebuked by the dashing warrior Tristan. Her passion is so powerful, the line between her love and hate for this man so painfully thin, that she cries out, “Let us both die!” And the music swells, both romantic and frightening, and Isolde sings in anguish, “Let us both perish!”

In the predawn light, on a desolate highway cutting through the vast river valleys of western Illinois, a tiny Mexican woman was pushing her battered Nissan as fast as it would go, emoting loudly over the whine of the engine, singing proudly along with poor Isolde as the opera blared from the cassette stereo. The little woman identified with Isolde, sympathized with the character’s doomed love.

“Let us both die!”

The car was a shambles. There were candy wrappers everywhere, a torn box of No-Dōz and a highway map crumpled in the woman’s lap. There were three discarded Styrofoam cups on the passenger-side floor, the fourth cup wedged between the woman’s legs, under her map, still half-filled with high-octane coffee. She had been driving for hours, buzzing on candy and caffeine and adrenaline, and she was still singing proudly off-key. The darkness of the backseat was a jumble of knapsacks, duffel bags, brown grocery sacks, and glossy little bags from exclusive shops. It looked like a shopaholic had decided to take a camping trip.

She could shop her life away now if she wanted. Money was no longer one of her problems. She had a Marshall Field tote bag filled with bills under the seat. Three thousand dollars in cash and another five grand in traveler’s checks. It was the most money she had ever seen in one place before, and she was carrying it around like it was a sack of play money. And why not? It was play money. This was all a game, a horrible game. And even if the money flew out the window, she still wouldn’t care. She cared only about finding her man and making things right again.

That was all that mattered to her now, and in a strange way, just like Isolde, she wasn’t even afraid of dying in the process.

JOE’S DREAMS WERE crystal shards of memory—beautiful, bloody, and terrifying. They swung him from funerals to firefights, from churches to chases, from confessions to killings. The wolf pack came after him again and again in the night, all teeth and steel. Joe awoke with a start, sitting up in the little bed, the springs rattling noisily.

It took several minutes to get his bearings back and figure out just where the hell he was, but soon the sounds of silverware down in the kitchen, the smell of bacon and coffee, and the soft morning light filtering in through the attic dormer brought it all back. Joe looked around the attic, then at the clock.

It was nearly 7:00 A.M.

Joe got out of bed, stretched his weary limbs, and started getting dressed. Yesterday’s tension was returning to his chest and his stomach like the morning tide rolling in, and he had difficulty buttoning his shirt. His knuckles were still dipped in fire where he had clipped the lavatory wall on the plane. He finished dressing and went over to the tiny portal window. The day looked sunny and crisp. He took a deep breath and reminded himself that he was a sitting duck here in this little town and he would have to put some miles behind him soon.

Then he slipped on his shoes and his sport coat and went downstairs.

The Coogans were gathered in the dining room for breakfast.

“Mornin’, folks,” Joe said as he came in and took a seat next to Mickey.

“It’s B-b-batman!” Mickey trembled with excitement, grinning a big, toothy smile at Joe.

“Hey, Boy Wonder,” Joe said, and winked at the kid.

“You let Mr. Joseph drink his coffee in peace, Mick,” Annette scolded, and poured a cupful in front of Joe.

Joe thanked her and sipped the hot, black java.

Minutes later, Annette served breakfast.

It was another hearty midwestern meal, and Joe was starting to wonder whether Annette was actually vying for the prize by giving Joe a heart attack from all the cholesterol. Throughout the meal, Lem alternately chatted about politics, gnawed at his bacon, and read the sports page. His coveralls were spotless, probably a spare set, and Joe found himself racking his brain to figure out where he had seen them before. Finally, just as Joe was finishing his second helping of home fries, Mickey asked to be excused. “Got to get m-my Bat belt r-rr-ready to show Mr. Joseph,” he stammered, and he waddled off into the bowels of the house.

Joe grinned, taking a final sip of coffee.

“Fella from the big city can feel kinda dislocated in a small town?”

Joe looked up. “Excuse me?”

Lem was finished with his breakfast and was already having a cigarette, tapping the ashes onto his plate. Annette was wringing her hands nervously, watching her husband. “Our little fair city—” Lem said. “It can seem kinda—What would you say, Annette? Kinda backward?”

Annette shrugged.

“I don’t know about that,” Joe said, thinking that he had to get out of here soon. The little plaster walls and wing chairs and varnished wainscotting were closing in on him, starting to feel like an enormous roach trap. He was going to have to make his exit quickly, find a weapon someplace else, and get out of town as soon as possible.

“What I’m trying to say is”—the big man put his cigarette out—“Annette and I aren’t like a lot of these rednecks who live around here.”

Joe nodded.

“What I mean is,” Lem Coogan continued, “we got our own morals. Not like some of these people ’round here, following the church like a bunch of sheep.”

Joe started to say something but got distracted by a sudden movement outside the front picture window.

Out across the front lawn, which was shaded by enormous elms, spots of light were beginning to glint off the trees and picket fences. As though someone were flashing an enormous mirror off the sun. Flashing rhythmically, red and blue, and Joe watched the light intensify and heard the sound of an engine, and suddenly a sheriff’s cruiser was pulling into view, roaring to a stop directly in front of the Coogans’ little house. Joe craned his neck to see how many cops were getting out.

Looked like only one cop. He was getting out the driver’s side—probably a local sheriff. But there were two kids huddling in the backseat of the cruiser, both of them pointing up at the Coogan house. Joe recognized the kids’ pale, wide-eyed faces. One of them had long hair and was wearing a cutoff football shirt, the kid named Billy, the one who had humiliated Mickey with the sex toy the day before. The other kid was in a sleeveless T-shirt and crew cut, the one named Rick. The kids must have gone to the sheriff after being grilled all night by their parents.

The voice snapped Joe out of his daze.

“So I might as well get to the point I’m trying to make,” Lem was saying.

Joe turned to the big man. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I just realized—”

“Wait, gimme a second here, just one second.” Lem reached down to the floor under his chair and rustled through some newspapers like he was searching for something. “I want you to know something, something that might interest you.”

Joe glanced out through the front window. The sheriff was coming around the front of his car, unsnapping the strap on his revolver. Joe turned back to Lem. “Listen, folks, I hate to eat and run—”

“Here it is.” Lem found what he was looking for and pulled it out from underneath the papers. The gun was a beauty, an old Colt army revolver, single action, bluing worn off in a few places, but still in pretty good shape. Lem held it proudly, casually pointing it at Joe.

Joe stared down the barrel. “What are you doing, Lem?”

All at once Joe realized where he had seen Lem Coogan’s work clothes before, the dark blue greasy coveralls with the name stitched over the pocket. They were an airline mechanic’s garb. An airline mechanic. Lem Coogan worked at the airport. He must have seen the entire incident unfold the previous morning, and he was about to become a hero.

“I’m doing something I should had done the minute I met ya,” Lem said.

“Don’t do it,” Joe said, preparing to pounce.

But Lem just smiled and turned the gun around and offered its grip to Joe.

Joe stared at the weapon.

“Take it,” Lem said. “It’s all the firepower we got around here, but you’re welcome to it. Go ahead, take it. You’re gonna need it more than we are.”

Joe was paralyzed.

“I don’t know what you got yourself into,” Lem was saying, looking out across the living room now, noticing the sheriff coming up the walk. “But I saw you save a planeful of folks yesterday, not to mention my own boy. That’s good enough for me.”

Joe took the gun and stood up.

Lem looked at him. “Basement door’s through the kitchen. You want to hide out down there while the sheriff’s here, it’s fine with me.” Lem wiped his mouth with his napkin and then winked at Annette. “I think we can handle old Sheriff Finster okay.”

Joe started to say something, then nodded and hurried across the kitchen.

A MOMENT LATER, the doorbell rang.

Lem looked at Annette, and he could tell that the woman was terrified. “You just keep your piles quiet, honey,” Lem said, pushing himself away from the table and getting up. “Gonna be over in a flash, and nobody’ll be the wiser.”

Lem strolled across the living room, then paused near the door. He could hear something ticking out there in the sunlight, a metallic ticking noise. Maybe it was the cruiser’s engine cooling or the tap of the sheriff’s boot against the stone porch or something else. Lem took a deep breath, swallowed back his nerves, and gripped the doorknob.

Then he opened the door.

AT THE BOTTOM of the swaybacked wooden steps Joe found himself in another world. The basement was a long, narrow cement slab stretching the entire length of the foundation. The furnace was a monstrous oil burner that seemed to grow organically out of the center of the floor, a great Medusa tangle of ancient conduits and pipes rising up into exposed ceiling joists. Fluorescent tubes flickered from temporary fixtures, and an old 1950s Norge washer sat at one end. The walls were mostly Peg-Board, old wooden shelving units laden with fossilized paint cans, forgotten tools, and discarded boxes of God-knew-what. The air smelled of mold, laundry soap, and a hundred years of decay.

The basement ceiling creaked suddenly, and that meant the sheriff had entered the living room.

Joe slipped behind the stairs.

There was an old, dented card chair directly under the steps, filmed in cobwebs, shoved against a pile of Mayflower Moving and Storage boxes. Joe sat down and took a breath, tried to clear his head. For the moment, it seemed like the best place to hide: He had an unobstructed view of the basement, and he could identify whoever might be coming down the staircase long before they could see him. He took another deep breath and listened to the footsteps above him. From the direction of the creaking noises the footsteps seemed to be lingering in the living room. Joe could hear muffled voices coming through the floor, probably the Coogans trying to plead ignorance as the sheriff went digging for any information about the mystery man who had blown into his little town. For a moment, Joe felt a twinge of panic slicing up through his gut. He wondered if he had made a big mistake by coming down to the cellar. He was trapped down here, with very few options.

Keep your wig on, goddamnit, Joe silently scolded himself. Sheriff’s going to be gone in a flash, and then you can make like a bakery truck and haul buns.

Joe could smell something sharp and metallic nearby, and he glanced over his shoulder to find the source. An old worm-eaten wooden bookcase was wedged against the stone wall behind him, hidden from the world, stacked with faded cardboard boxes, old board games—Chutes and Ladders, Monopoly, Operation, Chinese checkers. Other unidentifiable boxes looked like garage-sale rejects, with little yellowed strips of masking tape still baring the prices.

Then Joe saw the other boxes on the top shelf and was stricken with a bolt of bittersweet nostalgia.

Lem Coogan must have been into model trains and perhaps was saving them for Mickey, because there were dozens of old liter-sized Lionel boxes up there, the little yellow trademark labels like forgotten old boyhood friends to Joe. There were various lengths of track, flatcars, little plastic logs, a motorized cattle car, an electric depot station, even an old locomotive. And that smell, that astringent smell of Testors paints and Ace oil, sent Joe’s memory reeling back to the days before his dad had gotten sick.

Joe and his father had shared an obsession with Lionel trains. They were strictly O-gauge men and avoided that fancy new H-O scale like the plague. This was back in the fifties, when the country’s intentions were pure and model trains were pure Americana. Frank Flood had built an entire county rail system on top of an old pool table in the basement of the Larchmont Street bungalow, complete with hills, tunnels, factories, and working villages. Father and son would spend hour upon hour in that cellar, puttering with the trains, discussing everything from Pearl Harbor to Aunt Lillian’s pepper relish while Your Hit Parade played in the corner. That’s when Joe had come to realize just how much he loved spending time with his old man.

More creaking noises came from above, muffled voices seeping though old floorboards, and Joe blinked away the memories like gnats in his face. He reached down to his belt and felt the reassuring girth of the Colt Commando’s grip stuffed into his pants, and then he reached over and picked up one of the tiny bottles of Testors paint. Metal-flake blue. Joe felt his gut tighten with unexpected grief and longing. He was on the Hit Parade now. He was number one with a bullet. But why was he pining for the past all of a sudden? Was it because he had never properly mourned his father’s death? Was it because he wanted to go back and be with the old man, ask him advice, talk things over with him? Or was it simply because Joe was trapped in a deadly game from which he had no idea how to escape? Perhaps Joe’s feelings were less complicated than he thought. Perhaps they were simply vulgar, animalistic bursts of survival instinct.

Again the ceiling creaked.

Joe looked up. The footsteps were crossing the dining room, heading toward the kitchen, and the sound made Joe’s heart quicken. He put the paint bottle back and started glancing around the little cubbyhole under the stairs. One side of the staircase abutted a solid stone wall, which was cracked and seeping moisture from the changing seasons. There was a small wrought-iron door embedded in this wall near the floor, embossed with the words Spring Lake Coal, probably once used as a load-in chute for heating coal. For a moment, Joe considered trying to crawl out through the chute, but then he nixed the idea as ludicrous. As if he were about to fit his fat belly through that mole tunnel!

The creaking noises were crossing the kitchen floor directly over Joe’s head.

Joe’s fingers were tingling, and he crouched down into the shadows and tried to keep calm, but the footsteps were approaching the basement door. Goddamn sheriff’s heading toward the cellar, Joe’s mind was screaming now. Son of a bitch is actually coming toward the goddamn cellar door, and somebody’s going to have to do something about it. Joe looked up and tried to stay as quiet and still as possible, keeping his gaze fixed on the first step, the first sign of the sheriff’s shoes. The creaking noises had paused up there, and Joe felt a tiny pearl of sweat track down his forehead and burn his eye, and all at once, Joe realized what was happening.

He was becoming one of his own clients—Client number eleven, Haywood Doss. Doss had also hidden in a basement, and he was a whiner. An old southern judge from Charleston, Doss had been targeted for running a Klan death squad. Joe had built up a lot of hatred for the old cocker and had taken the job for a lot less than his normal fee. But when Joe had finally trapped the silver-haired old fox in his chambers late one night, the judge had fought back. Somehow the old guy had managed to slip into a back hallway, then down a few flights of stairs and into the bowels of the courthouse. Joe had cornered him in a cellar broom closet after hearing the mewling, muffled prayers, the pathetic whining and begging. But the worst part was when Joe had thrown open the closet door and had seen a little damp spot glistening on the floor. Evidently the judge had wet himself like a frightened little girl. That oval-shaped puddle on the hardwood had thrown Joe that day. That little puddle had given Joe pause. So pathetic. So human. And now Joe was huddling in his own little puddle of sweat and terror, just like the judge, just like so many of his clients, and maybe, just maybe, it was all because God had a real sick sense of humor.

The basement door squeaked open.

Joe pulled the Colt from his belt and crouched against the moist stone and shadows, waiting, holding his breath, aiming the gun up at the spaces between the swaybacked risers. If he was lucky, the sheriff would just descend a couple of steps, take a cursory glance around the cellar, and then go away, and everything would be fine. Joe had no reason to mess with this backwoods Barney Fife, and besides, if it came down to a choice between killing an innocent lawman and getting thrown in the slam, Joe would opt for the latter.

The first step creaked.

Joe saw the board give slightly with the man’s weight, a tiny mote of dust snowing down into the darkness. Joe kept the gun raised and ready. He could smell the sheriff’s body odor, and he could see the man’s shadow seeping down the staircase. The second step squeaked, and Joe saw the tip of the man’s boot come into view, and something buried in Joe’s midbrain started going off like a silent alarm, something about the shape and style of the sheriff’s boot, something filed away in Joe’s memory, stiffening the hairs on Joe’s arms, making the flesh crawl on his neck and scalp.

Alligator boots?

The third step creaked, and the rest of the sheriff came into view in the dim, flickering light, and Joe saw the poorly fitted pants, which were taut around the man’s belly, the uniform, unbuttoned down the front, showing a gold chain, the tattoos on the thickly muscled arms, and the bearded face—all very nonregulation—and last but not least, there was that seven-inch hunting knife gleaming in the son of a bitch’s right hand. Joe swallowed a mouthful of sudden terror like broken glass in his throat.

The Cajun.

Joe knew Salty Hunt from numerous hits spanning the southern states, from the Gulf coast to Miami. An expert with the Randall knife, Hunt was infamous for his cold-blooded efficiency and nasty habit of sending messages through the mail. Messages like severed hands, penises, even a head once in a while. Some folks called him the Surgeon, but most knew him simply as the Cajun. Joe had always marveled at the man’s credits. Hunt had erased more mob bosses than syphilis; and in recent years, the man was getting more and more involved in international work. Joe knew it was unwise to get in a straight fight with the Cajun. The only way to keep him from hurting the Coogans—if he hadn’t already—was to act quickly and decisively.

The fourth step creaked, and Joe raised the Colt. He aimed the gun through the gap of light between stairs, drawing a bead on Salty Hunt’s lower spine, sucking in a silent breath, steadying himself, slowly pulling the hammer back with a snick! and then telling himself one last time to make this single shot count, make it count.

And then he pulled the trigger.

The gun clicked.

Empty.

Joe’s entire body seemed to seize up, freezing solid, paralyzed, his eyes shocked wide, the gun still poised impotently in his hand, the realization flooding his brain that Lem Coogan probably kept the first chamber of his Colt empty to avoid any accidents with Mickey, and Joe hadn’t even thought to check it, and now it was probably a fatal stroke of bad luck, because the Cajun had heard the metallic click and had snapped his gaze down between his legs at the darkness.

“Dere’s my little ol’ Slugger!” The Cajun’s war cry was genial, almost playful.

“Fuck you, Salty,” Joe said, and tried to lunge out of the cubbyhole.

“Got a present for ya, Slugger!”

The knife came at Joe through the steps like a silver bullwhip.

Joe was halfway across the shadows when the sensation struck him in the leg, a sharp pinch in his thigh like a bee sting and then the glint of metal spinning past him. The surprise hit threw him off balance, and he hit the floor hard, shoulder first, sliding into the furnace. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs and sent a puff of soot and dust into the air. The Colt slipped from his sweaty grasp, clattering across the floor and sliding under a shelving unit, and Joe turned and scrambled for the weapon, but it was futile. He knew instinctively—he didn’t even have to look—that the knife had grazed the back of his leg. The icy cold was spreading, the blood dampening his pants, and Salty Hunt was coming down the steps, taking his sweet, sweet time, the sadistic Cajun motherfucker.

The knife lay on the floor in the corner, gleaming near an ancient little dehumidifier.

“At last we meet, mon ami,” Salty said, reaching the base of the stairs, his rustic face coming into better view in the dim fluorescents. Beady little cinder-black eyes rimmed in red, mapped with wrinkles. Hooked nose, flattened from repeated fractures and cartilage damage. A matted black carpet of a beard that stippled all the way down his neck. This guy was an ugly little bastard.

“Goddamn, that hurts.” Joe was hissing through clenched teeth as he struggled to his feet and limped over to the knife, feeling the damp spot on his pants where the blade had grazed his hamstring. It was probably deep enough to require a busload of stitches. “That wasn’t very nice, Cajun,” Joe said, scooping up the knife and holding it up into the light. It glimmered with his blood.

“We gonna rock and roll, Slugger?”

“I guess so,” Joe said, turning toward the Cajun, trying to keep his gaze fixed, the knife raised and ready. As long as Joe kept the blade aloft, the threat of retaliation was present. Joe knew the Cajun would stay cautious, out of range of a possible lucky slash from Joe.

“Yes, indeed, I like duh way you done run your career,” the Cajun said, edging slowly toward Joe, pulling a new pig sticker from his hip sheath. It was “the” knife—the one with the finely crafted scrimshaw handle, inlaid-ivory hilt, and eighteen-inch carbon stainless blade that could splay a gator like warm butter. That knife was coming out of Salty’s pants, gleaming in the low light, with Joe’s name on it.

“Am I supposed to be flattered?” Joe had his knees bent slightly now, circling around the other way.

“I ain’t here ta flatter you, no, sir.” Salty grinned, then started to chortle.

Joe lunged.

The Cajun was faster than Joe had even dreamed.

Joe’s knife seemed to slide past a blur of flesh as Salty darted out of the way, and Joe staggered against the far stone wall, knocking paint cans and tins of thinner to the floor. Joe spun back around and tried to launch another strike. But it was too late. The blur of flesh and tattoos swept up behind him, and Joe felt a slap on his wrist and a cold stinging sensation as his knife jumped out of his hand. The knife skittered across cement. Joe looked down and saw the gash above his wrist opening, welling with blood, and the dizziness was washing over him now, and the room swam before him as he spun toward the shuffling sounds.

A meaty fist suddenly popped into Joe’s face, punching the bridge of his nose, whiplashing him back against stone.

Joe doubled over, collapsing to the floor in a heap, his leg blazing, his forehead shooting off fireworks in the dark haze of the basement. Salty Hunt was on him in a flash, in a glint of stainless steel, in the blink of an eye. It was as if a small mobile home had landed on Joe’s chest, and Joe tried to wriggle out from under the big man, but the Cajun’s weight was too much, and Joe gasped for a moment, trying to land a punch in Salty’s gut, but the Cajun was too heavy and too fast and too enthusiastic about winning the Game. And within an instant, Joe felt the cold edge of the Randall blade pressing down on his throat.

“Y’all had a good run, Slugger, dat’s a fact,” the Cajun whispered softly.

“One question,” Joe said, trying to stall, to think of something, anything, that would capture the Cajun’s imagination enough to delay the snapping down of blade through cartilage, the severing of trachea, carotid, and cervical vertebra. Any fucking thing that might keep Joe’s head attached to his body a few moments longer.

“What’s dat?” The blade remained poised.

“How’d you find me?”

“Dat was real simp—”

The Cajun stopped abruptly, jerking backward as though suddenly electrocuted. The shadow behind him had popped open like a jack-in-the-box, accompanied by the strangest sound Joe had ever heard. Like a dampened iron church bell being struck with a wooden mallet. And for a moment it seemed as if the Cajun had been dazzled by the beauty of that clang, his eyes popping wide, his head cocking at an odd angle, as though he were hearing an ultrasonic message. Then Joe saw the figure behind Hunt, and it all made sense.

Lem Coogan was standing in the shadows behind the Cajun, holding a large iron shovel like a baseball bat.

“Once more for good measure,” Joe said, and Lem swung the shovel again.

The spade came down hard on the Cajun’s skull, crowning him, and for a moment it looked as though Lem were trying to drive the Cajun into the ground like a railroad tie, striking him again and again. The clangs were the most beautiful sounds Joe had ever heard, and finally the Cajun shivered for a moment and then toppled like a bundle of kindling.

The knife slipped free.

Joe wriggled out from under the inert body, gasping for breath, holding the leak in his wrist.

“You all right?” Lem tossed the shovel aside and knelt down next to Joe. The dark-haired man was trembling, probably scared to death. Joe didn’t blame him.

“I’ve been better, Lem, I gotta admit.” Joe rose to a sitting position against the stone, holding his wrist and looking at the unconscious Cajun for a moment. “I presume Salty Hunt is not your local sheriff.”

Lem inspected Joe’s wounds. “At first, we thought he might be a new deputy or something, but we couldn’t get rid of him, couldn’t get him to leave. Then, when he came downstairs, we heard the radio—” Lem stopped talking abruptly when he saw Joe’s leg. “Good Lord, you got a nasty cut there. Might need some kind of tourniquet. Hold on.” Lem got up and went over to the washing machine. He pulled a couple of clean rags from a box, then came back and started wrapping Joe’s thigh. “We’ll get this on you now, then get you upstairs—”

“What did you hear on the radio, Lem?” Joe was taking deep breaths.

Lem looked up through watery, terrified eyes. “Overheard it coming from the cruiser’s two-way. Sheriff Finster was found murdered, locked in a cell along with two of his deputies, all of them murdered in cold blood. The boys were there, the ones that were messing with Mickey. Guess they were reporting what happened.” Lem finished the tourniquet with shaky hands. His eyes were electric with panic. He was having trouble speaking. “This Cajun yayhoo . . . he must’ve . . . kidnapped the boys . . . and they must’ve led him here.”

“Lem, help me up.” Joe grabbed Lem’s shoulder and struggled to his feet. “Now listen to me, listen very carefully. I need to get the hell out of here before anything happens to you or your family.”

“Joe, what the hell’s happening?”

“Listen to me!” Joe grabbed his shoulders and shook him. “If all this was on the open radio, then there’s gonna be more of these scumbags showing up here any minute. If you want to protect your family, you’ll do exactly what I say. Understand?”

Lem nodded.

“I want you to go upstairs and call the nearest FBI office and—”

Something crashed above them.

It was a metallic, rattling noise, like a storm door bursting inward, followed by a scream. Annette Coogan was screaming, and the sound was like a stick of dynamite going off in the basement. Lem looked at Joe, and Joe looked at Lem, and then Lem said, “Oh, my God, Annette—”

Lem was halfway up the stairs before Joe was even able to motivate his legs.

Joe went over to the far wall, leaned down, and scooped the Colt out from under the shelves.

This time he made sure it was loaded.





Eleven

Joe entered the living room with his gun raised and the hammer cocked, his heart thumping in his ears, his brain taking in the data and making instant observations sharpened by his many years in the Game: Three people standing in frozen tableau across the room. Lem, a few feet away, standing by the sofa, his lanky arms raised and trembling in surrender, his eyes wide as half dollars. Two people by the door. An attractive Black woman in a leather skirt and jacket, with her right arm around Annette Coogan, a ten-millimeter Smith semiauto in her left hand, its barrel pressed against Annette Coogan’s temple. Annette crying softly.

“Hey, Brunetta, how ya doing?” Joe said, aiming his gun at the Black woman’s face.

Joe knew Brunetta Jones by reputation only. The woman’s looks gave her away. She resembled a fashion model—high cheekbones, exquisite lips, perfect hair extensions, vaguely Eurasian-looking. Everything just lovely except her eyes. Her eyes were two little cold black buttons. Over the last five years, those buttons had tightened around numerous mid-level gangsters who had assumed they were warm and cozy in the witness protection program. Rumors had spread like a flu bug across the underground that the lovely killer had given new meaning to the words drop-dead gorgeous.

Brunetta Jones smiled icily. “I’m doing great, Slugger.”

“What’s the deal?”

The Black woman snapped the hammer back. “The deal is, I want you to drop that cannon or I’ll put a hole in this nice lady’s head.”

“Please, please, just don’t hurt my baby,” Annette Coogan was moaning softly.

“Do me a favor, lady,” Brunetta hissed in Annette’s ear. “Turn off the waterworks for a second.”

Annette closed her eyes, and tears seeped out, tracking down her cheeks.

“Don’t hurt her!” Lem Coogan was taking a step toward the door when Brunetta pressed the barrel tighter against Annette’s head, forcing it sideways.

Joe urged Lem back with a slight nod. “Okay, Lem, that’s enough.”

“That’s right, Llllemmm,” Brunetta said, stretching out the word Lem into an exaggerated southern drawl, taunting the man unmercifully.

“Let’s stay focused, people,” Joe said, and kept the Colt leveled directly at the bridge of Brunetta’s nose. There was maybe ten feet of carpet between them, if that. The first one to fire was going to score a kill shot. No doubt about it. Joe felt the certainty thumping in his chest, his blood coursing through him, surging in his ears, synchronized with the flash of red and blue light outside the picture window, still coming from the empty police cruiser.

The chess game.

“Okay. Where’s Mickey, Lem?” Joe’s voice was soothing, an animal trainer trapped in the cage with a couple of uppity Bengal tigers.

“In his room, I think, hiding,” Lem said, clenching his fists.

Annette’s voice, still deathly soft and low: “Please, please, don’t hurt my baby. Please, please—”

Joe kept his gaze riveted to the hit woman. “Guess it’s your move, girlfriend.”

Brunetta arched her perfect brow. “I thought I just asked you to drop the cannon.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah, matter of fact, I did,” she said. “And that would make it your move.”

“Guess you got me there,” Joe said. “You mind if I ask you one question before we do this thing?”

Brunetta shrugged.

“Did you find me by following the Cajun?” Joe asked.

“Deputy Dogs got word all over the airwaves now,” Brunetta said.

Joe nodded. “Guess that means it’s showtime at the O.K. Corral.”

“Guess so.” Brunetta kept those black button eyes fixed on Joe.

Joe could feel the air pressure in the room rising as though the walls were pressing in on him. His stomach roiled hotly, and he could feel the knife wound turning the back of his leg numb, the blood collecting in his sock. His wrist was on fire where the knife had gashed him, but his fingers were like iron bands around the Colt’s grip. Joe’s adrenaline was taking over now, and even though his knees were wobbling ever so slightly, threatening to buckle, he kept that barrel locked on Brunetta and made the next move.

“I got some bad news, Brunetta,” Joe said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Joe sighed and took a deep breath. “I’m not gonna drop the gun.”

There was an awkward pause, as though a recording in Brunetta’s head had suddenly jammed, making her lips purse and her eyes narrow. Outside, the sounds of sirens were approaching from the east. Joe guessed they were about a mile away and closing fast. He didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to keep standing, but something was keeping him in the match, something in Brunetta’s fevered gaze. It was dawning on Joe just exactly what was happening here. Brunetta Jones was a stone-cold killer, true, but not a fighter. She had a reputation for luring poor slobs into her clutches and then striking before they knew which end was up. But she probably had never gone up against another shooter, probably never faced somebody down. This was brand-new to the lady, and it was giving Joe an edge.

“DROP THE MOTHERFUCKING PIECE!” Brunetta’s primal scream shattered the tense silence, and Annette started gibbering, and Lem took another step closer.

“Lem, wait!” Joe barked the command, edging even closer, keeping his eyes on Brunetta’s slender index finger, which was wrapped around the trigger. Lem was about to get killed. “Easy does it, Lem.”

Lem became still, and Joe nodded.

“Understand something, Slugger,” Brunetta hissed at him, jabbing the gun against Annette’s skull, emphasizing her point. “I’m about two seconds away from popping this hillbilly, and that’s gonna be on your conscience, so I’d recommend complying with my motherfucking request to drop that motherfucking six-shooter.”

“No,” Joe said.

“Goddamnit, Joe, whattya doing?” Lem’s anguished cry came across the room like a splash of cold water.

“Relax, Lem, take it easy,” Joe said. “There’s no way this lady’s gonna shoot your wife. You know why? Lem? I asked you a question. Do you know why this lady is not going to shoot your wife?”

Lem shook his head.

“Because this lady’s a professional, and as a professional she recognizes a hopeless situation.”

Brunetta licked her lips. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

The air seemed to crystallize all of a sudden, and Joe felt the sweat beading on his forehead, and as he heard the sirens approaching and felt the hot daggers in his gut, he kept the gun riveted. It was horrible and wonderful in equal measures, like seeing the chessboard open up before him all at once. He could see into the future, the end of the game only three moves away, his opponent’s guard momentarily down, and he saw his knight taking her bishop, and he knew he had won, he knew it, and now it was all academic.

“Got yourself into a little bit of a jam here, Brunetta,” Joe said softly, “because, see, you got the roscoe pointed at her, and I got the roscoe pointed at you, and, well, no matter how you cut it, you’re going down first. Do you catch the drift of what I’m saying?”

Brunetta’s brow furrowed, her wheels turning, the gravity of the situation sinking in now, the fact that Brunetta Jones—the Black Widow of Bean Town—had stumbled into one of the oldest traps in the world: If she swung at Joe, she was dead; if she shot Annette Coogan, she was dead as well; in fact, any way you sliced it, she was dead, because the barrel of her gun was not pointing at the only man in the room who had the wherewithal to blow her away.

“Shit!” The word came out of Brunetta on a single, exasperated breath as she simultaneously swung the barrel toward Joe.

Joe fired.

The muzzle flash barked across the room and bullwhipped Brunetta off Annette, the blast taking part of the hit woman’s forehead away, cranial blood blossoming across the walls, the ten millimeter discharging into the ceiling, and Annette was shrieking now, scurrying away, tumbling to the rug. Lem was going for his wife. Brunetta Jones collapsed in a heap near the front door, her eyes geeked open, brain-dead before she hit the floor.

Joe walked over to the body and looked down at her.

At first, Joe didn’t hear the sirens approaching, the other vehicles coming down York Street, or Annette’s hysterical voice across the room. His ears were ringing again, and he was distracted by a single image: the crumpled body of the hit woman beneath him, her head lying peacefully in an oval of blood. Why her? Why was she the one to buy it in this little podunk town and not Joe? And for that matter, why did Joe give two flying fucks about her, anyway? What kind of hypocritical religion was Joe getting all of a sudden?

That’s when the lights and noise arrived outside.

Joe glanced up through the cracked, jagged glass of the front door’s porthole and saw the first state trooper arriving in a flurry of noise and carbon monoxide. But that wasn’t what caught Joe’s eye and burned through his retina and seared his frontal lobe. What caught Joe’s eye were the other vehicles hanging back in the middle distance about a block away, coming down Sixth Street. One of them was roaring along a TV news van, heading toward the action. Another one was lingering back near the four-way stop, revving its engine like a hungry grizzly. Rental cars, expensive ones, a Caddy, a sports car, and maybe one other rental. Shooters. Joe was sure of it.

A searchlight swept across the Coogans’ front yard, and an amplified voice gusted through the air. “THIS IS THE ILLINOIS STATE POLICE. EVERYBODY INSIDE TWENTY-ONE-SEVENTEEN COME OUT WITH HANDS INTERLACED BEHIND YOUR NECKS!”

“Joe!”

The sudden voice yanked Joe’s gaze back into the chaos of the living room. It was Lem Coogan. He was holding Annette, digging into his pocket for something.

“Stay on the floor till I’m gone,” Joe ordered. “Stay down and don’t move.”

“The door to the garage is on the other side of the fridge,” Lem said, pulling out a key ring from his pocket. “There’s a station wagon out there; she’s noisy and loose, but she runs like a thoroughbred.”

Lem tossed the keys to Joe.

“LAST CHANCE, FOLKS. THEN WE’RE GONNA HAVE TO COME ON IN!”

“Stay down!” Joe waved the pistol at the Coogans, then started toward the kitchen. He paused in the archway and turned back to the terrified couple. “I’m sorry about all this, really, bringing down—”

The front-door window exploded.

A tear-gas canister bloomed on a spray of broken glass in front of Joe, bouncing across the floor, ricocheting off a wall, and trailing milky smoke. Joe turned and bounded across the kitchen, locating the side door next to the fridge, clawing it open and diving into the dim light and gas fumes.

The car was an old beater, a ’79 Pontiac Tempest wagon with whiskey bumps and primer spots gleaming like blemishes in the gloom. Joe got the door open and climbed behind the wheel, tossing the Colt on the seat, fumbling the keys into the ignition, breathing hard and listening to the muffled sounds looming outside the garage. More sirens were coming, more vehicles. Joe turned the key, and the engine fired immediately, growling magnificently, the King of the Jungle. God Bless Lem Coogan and his skilled, greasy mechanic’s fingers.

More amplified voices from outside.

Joe revved the antique V-8, watching thin shadows moving under the garage door, shafts of daylight slicing through the dark dust motes. An idea struck Joe suddenly, like a chemical reaction, his survival instinct kicking in. He took a deep breath and readied himself. His wrist felt like a band of white-hot metal was tightening around it, and his stomach was beginning to heave. There was an electric button clipped to the wagon’s visor, and Joe reached up to it, his brain screaming, Wait till you see the whites of their eyes, old son, and all at once Joe realized what he had to do.

One glance into the rearview mirror, then a sudden jerk of the shift lever into reverse.

Then Joe stomped on the accelerator.

The wagon lurched backward, and Joe felt the sudden g-forces pressing his guts against his rib cage. The impact was like a crack of thunder, and Joe was thrown deep into the vinyl as the back wall collapsed, and shards of glass and wood pulp roared into the windows, and bright, overcast daylight suddenly engulfed the wagon, and the rear tires were screaming all at once in the dew-sodden grass, and for one insane moment Joe was alone in the backyard, tangled in the broken timbers and Annette Coogan’s laundry, wheels vomiting up gouts of turf. Then the tires bit into dirt, and the wagon cleared the garage and rushed backward, hell-bent for leather.

The car blasted through a picket fence as though it were kindling.

Joe yanked the wheel to the right, and the wagon went into a hard spin. The sound of its tread was like a shriek in the gravel, and Joe lost track of space and time for a moment as the shapes of fences and homes blurred into oblivion, a frantic carousel outside his windows, the gravity sucking him against the armrest. The car slammed against another garage. Joe’s head snapped forward against the visor, denting the padded shade and raising stars in his eyes. He managed to yank the lever into drive and stand on the foot feed.

The car hurled across somebody’s back lawn.

Joe flinched.

The station wagon plowed through a trellis, the delicate slats and dried vines erupting against the windshield, a wooden particle bomb blasting off in all directions, some of it sucking in through a partially open wing vent, blossoms of dried flowers and sawdust and splinters, and Joe felt his heart skip a beat as the wheel shivered in his hand, and he vice-gripped it steady as the wagon crossed another fifty feet of turf and then vaulted over a low curb.

The wagon landed right in the middle of York Street.

Joe wrestled the wheel to the left, avoiding an oncoming pickup truck, and then tore down the sleepy neighborhood street. There were no police cars. No shooters. No bystanders. Just a long downgrade of empty asphalt. Joe’s gambit had worked, for the moment at least. It took a while for Joe to breathe normally again, and he kept his eyes glued to the rearview for the inevitable posse to appear behind him.

At length, he made it back to Highway 57, slipping into traffic behind an eighteen-wheeler.

“Okay, all right, one thing at a time, one thing at a time.” Joe was speaking aloud, trying to calm himself. The back of his leg was blazing, the bench seat slick with his blood. He could smell it. That sweet coppery odor. He had smelled that odor so many times in his life, but never his own, never his personal spoor, always the lifeblood of some other poor son of a bitch. Once again, the tables were turned. And the pain was worsening, a constellation of tiny, flickering fire points throughout his thigh, under his wrist and in his belly. Joe felt the nausea curling up his guts. “C’mon, steady, goddamnit, steady—”

“Y-yy-y-yy-you did it!”

Joe’s eyes popped wide, and he scanned the rearview and swallowed the sudden panic. He was hearing voices now, getting dizzy and hearing voices, and maybe he just better pack it in, because when you start hearing voices, you’re just a hair’s breadth away from dead.

“I knew yy-y-you could do it!”

A misshapen head crowned with dirty-blond hair and low-set ears had popped up in the backseat, innocent eyes gleaming, face twitching furiously. The boy had been hiding back there, folded up on the rear floor like yesterday’s newspaper. “I told M-mom you were the real Batman, I told her, but she didn’t believe me. Now I know for sure! Only the rrr-rr-real Batman could escape those bad m-mm-men! You’re the one! You’re the real Batman!”





Twelve

Jefferson Lyle was halfway through his morning NordicTrack routine when the secretary’s voice came over the intercom.

“Mr. Lyle?”

“What is it, Melanie?” Lyle kept huffing and puffing, deeply annoyed at the interruption. Impeccable razor-cut hair moussed back, Boca Raton tan gleaming with perspiration—Lyle was a finely tuned engine. His heartbeat was closely monitored on a daily basis. His diet was meticulously planned by both a nutritionist and a homeopath. His days were ordered and sequenced for maximum productivity. It had always seemed downright eccentric to outsiders, but it was the only way Lyle had been able to nurture his business from a two-bit corner computer shop in Haight-Ashbury back in the late seventies to one of the richest personal software companies on the Fortune 500. And he wasn’t about to let the niggling interruptions of daily commerce change his routine.

“Sir, I’m sorry to bother you, but a Mr. Okuda is here to see you.”

Lyle stopped rowing.

Okuda?

Lyle couldn’t remember setting up a meeting with Okuda for today. In fact, it had been months since Lyle had even spoken to the professor. There’d been E-mail the day before, and it had proven quite sufficient to move forward. There was certainly no reason for the two men to meet. What the hell was going on? This just wasn’t right. This just wasn’t the way things worked. There were very specific rules about impromptu meetings among members of the Chamber. The Chamber was a sacred trust, and surprise meetings were not only risky; they were completely counterproductive. The Chamber required quiet, rational deliberation. Lyle turned toward the speaker phone. “Uh, yeah, okay, Melanie,” he said finally, then paused and thought about it for a moment. “Set him up in the east conference room. Give him an energy bar and a mineral water and tell him I’ll be right there.”

Climbing off the NordicTrack, Lyle grabbed a towel, dried off, and changed out of his warm-ups.

A few minutes later, he was striding down the outer corridor in a brick-colored Gianni Versace suit and three-hundred-dollar Gucci loafers. The hallway was a mock gun turret of chrome and glass that wound around the periphery of the Washington, D.C., office. Lyle had insisted on the Elizabeth Chang design and had even brought in several Lichtenstein silk screens from his own collection to brighten the place up. After all, just because Lyle was one of the country’s most infamous left-wing liberals didn’t mean his surroundings had to be proletarian.

He reached the door to the east conference room and went inside.

Professor Theodore Louis Okuda was waiting for him in the wood-paneled room.

The professor was not alone.

“Jeff, how are you?” The little Asian man sprang to his feet and wiped his hands on a napkin. Barely over five feet tall, with a round, generous face and eyes that flashed with intelligence, Okuda was a senior professor of English literature at Georgetown and one of the founding fathers of the Chamber. “Sorry about barging in on you like this.”

Lyle went over and shook Okuda’s hand. “Don’t be silly, Teddy. Just so you don’t try to beat me at tennis again.”

“I wouldn’t go near a court with you.”

“Smart man.”

There was another man standing on the far side of the room by the windows, looking out at the sun-dappled banks of the Potomac, a younger man, dressed in a Brooks Brothers suit. He turned and smiled at Lyle.

Okuda gestured toward the man. “Jeff, this is Tom Andrews, from Wilber and Michaels in Chicago.”

Lyle nodded, walked over to the window, and shook the younger man’s hand.

Just for a moment, before any further words were spoken, Lyle ran down a quick mental assessment of the players in this particular Game. This young turk was the Chamber’s sole Midwest contact. In other words, whenever some Fascist extremist was targeted for termination by the Chamber, this was the guy who expedited the contract and ultimately saw that it was done quickly and professionally. And although Lyle usually preferred to stay at arm’s length from people like this, communicating through standard underground channels, the company had taken great pains to ensure that this conference room was free of listening devices. Probably the only completely bug-free conference room in Washington. It was certainly all right to speak freely. And besides, Lyle had a pretty good idea why this youngster was darkening their door. “Have a seat, Mr. Andrews.” Lyle motioned to the gleaming cherry-wood table.

The men sat.

“Ordinarily,” Andrews began, “I wouldn’t dream of flying down here and bothering you people with such a . . . well . . . inconsequential matter. But I think once you hear the whole story, you’ll understand why I came.”

Lyle waited.

“See, the situation is . . . the gentleman I use in Chicago for various projects . . . this gentleman, well, he’s in a bit of a quandary at the moment.”

“A quandary,” Lyle said with an air of judiciousness. He already knew exactly what the attorney was talking about, but he preferred to hear the whole story.

“Yes, exactly, a quandary. See, he’s made some . . . well, questionable business decisions, I guess you would say . . . and he’s looking for a way to sort of . . . restructure his deal.” Andrews folded his hands in front of himself, measuring his words very carefully. The euphemisms were flowing like wine at a bacchanal. This young attorney could dissemble better than a Pentagon press secretary on Ritalin.

“And . . . ?” Lyle said, still waiting for the punch line.

“Well, see, the reason I decided to come down here and get your thoughts”—Andrews was searching now—“was because, see, this gentleman came to me recently with a proposal. Very unexpected. Unorthodox, you might even say.”

“Is that right?” Lyle glanced over at Okuda and saw that the Asian’s eyes were lowered slightly, a faint smile on his lips, as though he were listening to a joke.

“Yes, unorthodox,” Andrews said. “That’s the word I would use. Yep.”

“Mr. Andrews,” Lyle said softly. “This room is immaculately clean. Why don’t you go ahead and spell out exactly what you’re trying to say.”

There was a moment of awkward silence, and Andrews seemed to be calculating something in his mind.

Then the young attorney told them everything—Joe’s contest, the phone call, everything.

When Andrews was done, Lyle stood up and calmly walked over to the window. He looked out at the cherry blossoms along the banks of the Potomac. Spring had come to Washington this year on a fanfare of color, a symphony of brilliant greens and pinks and yellows, and the morning sun was glinting off the water like a string of diamonds.

Lyle sighed and said, “And he wants to cancel his little contest now? Is that the situation, Mr. Andrews?”

The attorney stood up. “Yes, that’s correct.”

Lyle turned and faced young Tom Andrews and smiled. “We’re going to have to get back to you on this, Tom.”

Andrews stared. “Pardon me?”

Lyle kept smiling. “We’ll get back to you.”

“But . . .”

“You’ll be hearing from us,” Lyle said, and went over to the door. “Have a nice day.”

“H-H-HOW’S THIS, BATMAN?” The kid was working diligently in the vibrating wagon’s rear seats, leaning over the front bench, wrapping Joe’s wrist with a strip of gummy woolen fabric. Mickey had located the first-aid kit and an old tattered blanket under the rear deck beneath the spare and had torn the blanket into a makeshift bandage. Now the boy had completed the bandaging of Joe’s wrist with the awkward intensity of a child finishing a puzzle. “There”—the kid managed a slipknot—“you’re good as n-nn-new, Batman, ready to f-ff-fight crime!”

“Yeah, sure, kid, I’m a real crime buster.” Joe took a deep breath, wiping the sweat out of his eyes, trying to concentrate on the road.

Through the windshield, the sun-baked blacktop poured under the car, the white lines clocking furiously. They were heading south on Highway 336, toward the river, toward the wasted, overgrown outback of southern Illinois. The road was a scarred asphalt ribbon winding through a corridor of granite rock cuts. Joe had no idea how far he would get on the wagon’s quarter tank of gas. He assumed the Tempest was a fuel hog despite Lem’s loving care. Plus their size made them an easier target. One large-caliber dumdum to the rear tires and the old chariot would probably do a back flip across the median. Joe concentrated on the horizon and tried to think straight. They were heading toward St. Louis, but he wasn’t sure how far this particular highway ran. Down in these lower regions of the state, highways tended to run in patchwork sections, often narrowing into shitheel two-lanes every five miles or so.

Joe gazed in the rearview for just an instant, squinting against the overcast light. He saw a few innocuous vehicles behind them. A truck, a sedan, a sports car. Were there any shooters among them? Joe was getting woozy. Gazing back at the road ahead, the bright blur of the sun reflecting off the guardrail like dirty liquid mercury, Joe swallowed hard and tried to figure out his next move. His mind was a sprung clockwork, whirring impotently. Was it shock? Had Joe lost enough blood to start freezing out? Or was it something else, something this lop-eared kid had touched inside Joe?

“They’re back there, ain’t they?” The kid had noticed Joe was glowering at the mirror.

“Who?”

“You know, the Joker, the R-rr-r-riddler, the Penguin.”

“You mean the bad guys?”

“Yeah, the bad guys, they’re b-b-back there chasing us, ain’t they?”

Joe told the boy that was probably true. The bad guys were more than likely back there, and they were indeed chasing them, and they were indeed about as bad as you could possibly get. “Therefore”—Joe shot a hard look at Mickey in the rearview—“it would be a good idea if Boy Wonder stayed down and stayed quiet until Batman gets a chance to drop him off at a safe place.”

The kid didn’t say anything for a moment, then squinched his nose up like he was thinking. “Y-you ain’t afraid of them, are ya?”

“Sure, kid, I’m afraid of ’em.”

“You are?”

“Sure. Everybody gets scared. Even Batman. You’d have to be nuts not to get scared once in a while.”

“But m-m-my dad s-says the only thing to b-be scared of is stuff you don’t understand.”

“Believe me, kid, I understand these bad guys pretty damn well, and I’m scared shitless of them.”

“You m-m-mean my dad was lying?”

Joe looked in the rearview and regarded the boy’s pie-shaped face and innocent eyes. In the bright daylight Mickey looked almost translucent, a withered little cherub in his yellow silk Robin costume. The truth was, children had never played a significant role in Joe’s world; they had always been a part of another culture, a luxury afforded ordinary people. On the job, they were radioactive, obstacles. A professional never tagged a target within ten miles of a child. Children were taboo. But it now seemed that Joe was breaking another rule: listening to a child. Listening closely. It was an odd sensation, as though Joe were turning himself inside out and seeing himself through the prism of Mickey’s gaze.

“Your dad was telling the truth,” Joe finally replied. “He’s talking about being brave, and that’s something you inherited from your old man. Believe me, your daddy’s one of the most truthful men I ever met.”

Mickey licked his lips. “But he ain’t l-like you; he ain’t a s-ss-superhero.”

Joe smiled bitterly. “Being a superhero ain’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“I want to be just l-l-like you when I get big.”

“No you don’t, kid, believe me.”

“Y-y-y-y-yes I do. You’re the bravest man I ever s-s-saw. You shot that bad lady, and you scared those bullies, and you can beat any b-b-b-b-bad—”

“Listen to me, kid. Listen. Shooting people is nothing. It doesn’t do anything except make somebody dead. It all depends on who you shoot and why you shoot ’em, and besides, it’s no way to live a life.”

Joe gripped the steering wheel tightly for a moment, swallowing a sour taste. No way to live a life. Hadn’t his mother said that to him in her final hours, lying on her death bed in that drafty little bungalow on Larchmont Street? At the time, Joe had thought her senile. Brainwashed by the church. Numbed from all the grief in her life.

The memory tasted like ashes on his tongue.

Her room . . .

The moldering, worm-eaten French Colonial furniture, the yellowed lace doilies fused to the dresser tops, the sour-cheese smell of Mentholatum and lamb stew, and of course the icons. Everywhere you turned, on the walls, in the corner display hutch: portraits of Jesus, the Sacred Heart, and the Last Supper. Teakwood crucifixes and Scripture quotes wood-burned and varnished into slabs of timber. Katherine Flood had become a reclusive old crone in her sunset years. In her final weeks, her body riddled with cancer, her mind fading away like a tide going out to sea, she had refused to be taken to the hospital.

The last time Joe saw her, she was sitting upright against the headboard, her proud, wrinkled face freshly made up, her eyes caked with mascara, her lips painted with a deep scarlet hue of lipstick. “What’s the matter, Joey?” Katherine had said, her hand fluttering momentarily in the air, an injured bird trying to fly.

Joe came over to the bed, close enough to smell her cold cream and Vicks VapoRub odors. “Mom, listen.” He took a deep breath, looking his mother square in the eye. “I never told you what I do for a living.”

“You’re in construction.”

“Not exactly.”

“You told me you were in construction, with the big cranes and the building things, always building.” Katherine was trembling now, trying to hold her head bravely aloft. “What are you saying to me, Joey? My son’s not in construction?”

“I’m not in construction, Mom.” Joe looked at his mother and swallowed hard. “Basically what I do is, I kill people. Bad people. I put them out of their misery.”

Katherine gawked at him, her lips pursed, uncomprehending. Joe started to explain, to tell her about Vietnam and the light socket and helping humanity by ridding the earth of these vermin.

“No.” Katherine’s reply came suddenly on a flat, icy-cold voice, like a faltering robot. And if her head hadn’t been slowly turning back and forth in a gesture of disbelief, Joe could have sworn she was dead.

“Mom . . .”

“No.”

“Mom, listen to me.”

“It’s not true, it’s a lie, my son does not kill people.” Katherine had her eyes closed tight now, her smudged scarlet lips curling into an agonizing scowl. “I don’t know why you’re telling me this, Joey. It’s cruel. Coming to visit your mother and making her crazy with these stories.”

“Mom, I’m trying to tell you—”

“No.” The crone waved both palsied hands now, waved them as if she were fanning away a bad smell. “No. No. No.”

“Goddamnit, I’m trying to tell you the truth!” Joe barked at her.

Katherine froze all of a sudden.

“Your son’s a hitter, Mom.” Joe flung his words at her. “Half a dozen whacks per year since the late sixties. Each and every one of them a bad man. Killers, Mom. These guys were animals. Animals who had killed again and again. You understand what I’m telling you? I put them out of their misery!” Joe reached out and grasped her spindly shoulders.

“DON’T YOU TOUCH ME!”

Katherine’s cry was like a sudden splash of ice water in Joe’s face. The sound of it, the keening, skinned-cat sound, was so unexpected, so incongruous, coming out of such a feeble little woman, that Joe jerked back as though he’d been shocked. Katherine turned away. Turned her leathery face toward the overcast light of the window and started muttering. “The Lord said to David, ‘If your children forsake my law, and do not walk according to my ordinances, then I will punish their transgressions with the rod.’”

“Mom, I didn’t forsake God’s law,” Joe said, the salty sting of tears burning his eyes. “I enforced it.”

Katherine snapped her gaze up at him, and Joe felt his mother’s rage like a poison mist on his face. Her gray eyes sharpened all of a sudden, her pupils turning as black as the purest polished onyx. “You’re the godforsaken one, Joey,” she hissed, and showed her brown lower teeth. “Only God can avenge the wicked. Says that in the Bible. You’re the godforsaken, Joey, that’s what you are.”

Joe felt his soul melting into the knotted hardwood floor.

“It was the last thing she said to me,” Joe murmured now over the roar of the wagon.

“The l-last thing who said?” Mickey was getting agitated. He had hopped up on the rear bench seat and was crouched now, like a simian, bouncing nervously.

“My mom.”

Mickey cocked his head, and Joe could tell the boy’s wheels were turning. “Your m-m-mom didn’t like you being Batman?”

Joe shook his head sadly. “No . . . I guess she didn’t like it very much.”

There was an awkward silence as Mickey tried the whole concept on for size. Joe watched the boy in the rearview mirror and felt a pang of sympathy for the kid. The world was a crazy, mixed-up place. The emperor had no clothes. Superman’s cape was made by Sears, and the whole goddamn Game was an empty exercise. Joe started wondering whether he wasn’t coming to terms with this himself.

He didn’t notice the boxy sedan in the gray distance behind them, gaining.

THE SABITINI TWINS had closed the distance to less than three car lengths, and they were ready, ready as they would ever be, their rented Ford Taurus resplendent in its cappuccino-leather interior and wraparound dash. A pair of Halliburton cases sat side by side on the backseats, loaded to the gills with high-powered, custom-tooled firearms. The Sabitinis had been tailing the runaway station wagon for the past twenty minutes, ever since the wagon had slipped past the Quincy cops and emerged on the other side of the Coogans’ backyard. Now the traffic between the Taurus and the wagon had thinned dramatically. A few cars, a semi or two, and every now and then a state police cruiser roaring past them in the opposite direction, heading back toward the trouble at the Coogans’ house.

“The kill shot, fratèllo, I am waiting for it,” Federico grumbled in broken English, turning around and reaching into the darkness of the backseat. He opened one of the Halliburtons and pulled out a Beretta bolt-action rifle. He turned back around, fiddling a Sionics suppressor onto the tip of the gun’s barrel. “And what’s more, the highway’s crawling with competitori.”

“Ah, but we are the best of the lot, eh?”

“Bernardo and his stupid pride.” Federico grinned. He tightened the suppressor on the rifle, secured the scope, and gazed out at the dusty highway ahead of them. In the distance the station wagon was rumbling under a viaduct, black fumes issuing from its undercarriage. God only knew how long that old crate would keep churning. And what about that mystery figure bouncing around the back of the wagon? Was it an accomplice for the Slugger? A spotter? An assistant? Federico didn’t care all that much, because he would end the contest soon, a single bullet—a width of 7.62 millimeters—right through the back of the driver’s head.

“Keep the piece down, idiota!” Bernardo was glancing in his rearview, making mental notes, checking out the other vehicles roaring up behind them. A Cadillac. A sports car. The other triggermen were most certainly waiting for the Great Sabitinis to make the first move. The yellow bastards. Earlier that morning, Bernardo had glimpsed a vehicle that he thought might or might not belong to the one and only Sakamoto. The black roadster had been approaching the scene at the house. Which meant that the others were more than likely present tonight, probably the Black man from New York, the one named Love-daddy or Love-day or whatever he called himself.

From the passenger side, Federico’s voice got low and soft, a sure sign he was about to kill. “Bernardo, amico, a little closer, per favore—just a little closer.”

IN HIS SIDE mirror Joe saw two familiar silhouettes in a boxy sedan coming up behind them, a pair of broad shoulders hunched in a dim interior, a pair of chiseled heads and identical postures, and they made the skin on Joe’s scalp tighten. Mickey was still bouncing around in back, a bundle of restless energy. Joe’s stomach flared again, the acid churning toward his throat. He had to figure out a way to safely get rid of this kid. Get off at the next exit ramp, maybe. Drop the kid at a gas station. But stopping was a big risk now, especially with the Flying Sabitini Brothers back there, just waiting for a clean kill shot. “Will you do something for me, Mickey?” Joe was pleading with the kid now. “Will you stay down?”

“I ain’t gonna l-ll-let them hurt you, Batman.”

“I understand that, but I’m asking you to do this as my sidekick and fellow superhero.”

“You nn-n-nn-need my help.”

“Listen to me, Mickey. The bad guys are right behind us, and I have to concentrate if I’m gonna lose ’em. No more jumping around. Okay? Gonna lose them with my superhero driving skills and my nuclear Bat engines. So just stay down and be real quiet.”

“You n-nn-need me.”

“Goddamnit, boy, do what I say!”

Mickey started trembling furiously. “Those bad guys m-mm-messed with m-me one time too many. I ain’t gonna l-ll-let them get away with this!” He was digging at his plastic utility belt for some Bat gizmo or toy weapon or some such plastic nonsense, his arms shaking wildly, his eyes pegged open wide. “Gonna show them b-b-bad guys . . . !”

“Mickey!”

“Kill them b-bad guys . . . kill ’em . . . kill ’em right n-nn-now!”

“Buddy, listen to me!” Joe reached for the boy, grabbing his shoulder, but Mickey slipped out of his grasp. The boy slammed against the side door, tearing a yellow plastic bat-winged boomerang from his utility belt.

“Mickey! Goddamnit! Get down!” Joe was trying to keep the car at a steady cruise.

The boy was struggling with the window lever. “Kill those b-b-bahhhh-duh . . . !”

“Mickey, stop it!”

It was too late. In one spastic motion, the kid leaned out the window and pitched the plastic boomerang into the draft behind the car.

FEDERICO SABITINI WAS hanging out the passenger window, the scope pressed to his eye, the river-scented wind engulfing his head and buffeting his shirt collar, when the object leaped up into his field of view from the side of the station wagon.

A bat?

The thing danced in the wind for a moment, tossing about like a stray leaf, its yellow flaps oscillating madly. Then it came straight toward the Sabitinis’ Ford. Federico lowered the scope, sat back, and squinted at the thing, angrily hissing, “Gherminèlla—?!”

Mickey’s boomerang struck their windshield, wedging under a wiper blade.

Bernardo stared at it. “What the fucking hell is this thing?”

Federico was speechless, gawking at the toy as though an albatross had alighted.

Bernardo stamped the gas pedal, showing his teeth, trembling with anger and perhaps a bit of panic. “The buffone’ wants to play games.”

Federico nodded, blinking away the sweat and wind and moisture from his eyes, expanding his massive chest. This was becoming a personal challenge. Killing this bastard would be a point of honor, and honor was an old tradition with these brothers. It ran in their veins, and it drove every move. The greater the kill, the more honorable the man.

And this kill would be the greatest ever.

Bernardo accelerated the car, drawing even closer to the station wagon, close enough to smell the exhaust. Federico leaned out into the wind, raising the scope to his eye and drawing a crosshair on the back of the Pontiac. He was about to fire when the feeling came, an itching sensation under his belt, just above the right swivel of his hip. The spot. He lowered the gun and slipped back inside, blinking the wind-tears from his eyes, cursing in Italian, scratching the pancake-sized patch of scar tissue beneath his jacket.

It was something that happened occasionally, whenever Federico was under any kind of stress or needed to concentrate on some particularly nasty bit of business. It had happened back in ’83, when he was forced to dismember a woman in order to fit her into a metal drum on the shipping docks of Messina. It had happened six years ago, when he got caught in the warehouse of a rival gang and had to fight his way out with a knife. Each time he had felt the itch, the job had ended badly, messily, nearly killing him. But on all these other occasions he had been alone, and the itch had been fleeting.

Tonight he was with his brother, and Bernardo was itching as well.

“Eccola!” Federico was gazing across the seats at his twin.

“The feeling—you have it, too?” Bernardo was clawing at his hip.

Federico nodded gravely.

The spots were mirror images of each other; Bernardo’s on the left, Federico’s on the right. Over thirty years old, they were the scar tissues from the experimental operation that had separated the twins in the mid-sixties. The operation had been performed at the St. Vincenzo State Hospital in Taormina by a team of Europe’s finest teaching surgeons. In those days, the procedure was quite radical, involving hour after hour under the knife, which was extremely hard on the ten-year-old Sabitinis. But ultimately the operation had turned out completely successful and became a textbook case study for separations involving shared bowels and stomach. Today the twins suffered very few ill effects other than an occasional bout of constipation or intermittent ulcer problems due to their weak stomach linings.

Mentally, however, the Sabitini boys were haunted by their former condition. They shared dreams and nightmares; they experienced spells of sympathetic sicknesses, and they each believed wholeheartedly that at any given time one could read the mind of the other. And as they grew and climbed the ladder of organized crime, their neuroses became psychoses. They came to believe they were angels of the Lord’s vengeance, that they were connected psychically, and that they were in an eternal competition with each other to see who was the cruelest, the most brutal, the deadliest. They loved and hated each other with equal fervor. And most of all, when they simultaneously felt the itch, they took it as an omen.

A serious omen.

Federico raised the scope again and looked into the green glowing tunnel. The crosshairs settled on the speeding wagon, the gentle swaying of both vehicles churning the object in and out of focus. Federico had to suck in a breath just to keep the Beretta steady, his big belly expanding, straining the fabric of his sport coat. He could feel the itch under his double-knit slacks, the scar tissue crawling with ants, the bad feeling clouding his mind, consuming him, and he fought it, he fought the feeling, and he aimed at the fishtailing station wagon and pressed the trigger.

The first shot went high, sparking off the station wagon’s roof.

The wagon swerved, hitting the gravel shoulder, throwing up a thunderhead of dust. Bernardo cursed and then weaved the Ford through the fog, sticking to the wagon like glue. Glancing at the speedometer, Bernardo saw that they were fast approaching ninety-five miles an hour. A few feet away, Federico bolt-cocked another shell, the spent shell ejecting out into the Ford’s carpet. He was leaning out the window when a shape loomed in his peripheral vision to his left.

The Saab had come out of nowhere, and the glint of sun off its bumper momentarily threw Federico’s concentration off.

THE PROFESSIONAL SPED past the Sicilians, then past Joe’s station wagon.

A moment later, the Professional eased back into the right lane and hovered there, several car lengths ahead of the station wagon.

At that point, another window of opportunity opened up.

Mentally measuring the distance, judging vectors, calculating the impact velocity and ballistics, the Professional quickly prepared to angle a shot back at the Sicilians without disrupting the target in front of them. It wasn’t going to be easy, this shot, not with three shimmying, speeding vehicles in the equation, but the Professional didn’t mind. Hardships had always been part of the Game. Gripping the wheel, the Professional started breathing steadily, feeling confident, almost tranquil in the rumbling Saab. It was a complex shot—some might even say arrogant—but the Professional had grown accustomed to such endeavors. How else could the Professional have become the intelligence community’s best-kept secret?

Admittedly, this particular job was an odd one: to keep the targeted man in the Game as long as possible. But the Professional never questioned orders. Never second-guessed the anonymous patrons who contracted the Professional’s services. Such a practice would lead to uncertainty, and that was not part of the Professional’s modus operandi. Sucking in a breath, the Professional kept one hand on the wheel, one on the trigger, and a keen eye on the rearview mirror.

The Professional’s fingers ached.

Nobody would ever know how delicate the Professional’s hands had become or how much pain flowed through their brittle joints. And no one would ever realize how slow the Professional had gotten, how fat, how achingly uncoordinated. The Professional was invisible to friend and foe alike. The Professional blended into the woodwork.

The device was rigged to the headrest behind the Professional, a device of the Professional’s own design, built specifically for this assignment. A small titanium C-clamp for minimum vibration. A rubber padded tripod grip calibrated for maximum accuracy. An aluminum racing-bike mirror was mounted to the bottom of the rearview, perfectly aligned with the rifle’s sights. And the weapon, a bored-out, Russian-built Makarova rifle loaded with rare, nondeforming, metal-jacketed rounds. Military-style bullets.

Very efficient, very devastating.

“Hold still,” the Professional whispered in a language that would be hard to place for most Americans.

THE POPPING SOUND came from the corner of the Ford’s windshield, and it happened in a blink, the glass snapping, the muffled pop like a wet firecracker. Something sparked across the interior then, and Federico felt as though a brick had landed on his hand.

Behind the wheel, Bernardo heard his brother’s cry one millisecond before he felt a spray of fluid on his face, blood-mist, BLOOD! Blood was everywhere all at once—on the ceiling, in Bernardo’s ears, in his eyes, stinging, and across the seat Federico was shrieking all of a sudden, shrieking like a little schoolgirl, the rifle slipping from his grasp and landing on the floor.

Bernardo looked over. “What is it!”

“Mama . . . DIO! I’m SHOT!” Federico was squirming in his seat, holding his hand. His hand was pulsing blood, one of the fingers gone, and the rest of the carpal area was dark and shiny, cratered out. The work of a high-velocity bullet. Probably meant for his skull.

“Fucking son of a whore!” Bernardo slammed down the accelerator.

Through the windshield—the rat bastard in the wagon was getting away.

Federico was screaming inarticulately now, his hand still squirting profusely, painting the interior in gouts of O positive. Fumbling his belt out of his pants, he started wrapping the makeshift tourniquet around his wrist, his ragged moans filling the air.

The moans were feeding Bernardo’s rage. Bernardo was cursing and bellowing now like a wild animal, clutching the wheel with one hand, reaching around for the Halliburton case with the other, overturning the case and spilling guns across the rear seats. Bernardo grabbed a gun, the first one within his reach, an Ingram machine pistol, a “room broom” with a thirty-shot clip. Bernardo wasn’t thinking very straight anymore. All the blood and the moaning had gotten to him. He snapped the slide back and cocked the automatic.

Screaming war-cry obscenities, Bernardo leaned out the driver’s side window and began to fire. Wind in his face, juggling the wheel, he fired and fired and fired, then screamed and fired some more.

Nobody messes with a Sabitini.





Thirteen

Joe looked into the rearview just as bullets started strafing the rear quarter panel. “Mickey . . . goddamnit!” Joe tried to keep driving while he shoved the kid against the floor. “Stay down!”

“Die, Penguin, die!” The kid was bouncing up and down on his knees now, shooting his plastic Bat gun out the back window, the rattattattatta blending with the sparks jumping off the side window, ricochets flaring every few moments. “Take this, Rrr-rr-r-riddler!”

“MICKEY, DOWN!”

Joe’s side mirror suddenly erupted, glass shattering into stardust. Joe swerved, and a new spurt of .45 caliber hailed across the hood, raising a row of tiny puckers across the metal. Joe swerved again.

Mickey tumbled against the door, then climbed back to his knees, furiously returning fire with his toy gun. “J-j-joker must die!”

“Goddamnit, boy, I told you to stay down!” Joe reached back and tried to force the kid to the floor, but Joe’s right hand was still weak.

More gunfire licked along the windows, cracking glass, biting snowflakes out of the windows, chewing up the metal, flaring blue sparks in the washed-out sunlight. Mickey screamed, and it was primordial. Joe snapped his gaze back to the road ahead and pressed the pedal to the floor, trying to coax another ten miles per hour out of the beast, but the gunfire was nipping at their rear end now, threatening to blow the tires.

“Fuck!” Joe yelped and scanned the distance for a turnoff. But he saw only flat, scabrous shoulder rushing sidelong past the car.

In the rearview Joe could see the metal monster bearing down on the wagon, the beefy figure leaning out the driver’s side window, hollering into the wind, firing his machine pistol like an overweight Jimmy Cagney in White Heat. Distorted images bombarded Joe’s brain, memories of the Sabitinis’ handiwork glimpsed in satellite news file footage and wise-guy tales of terror—a bullet-riddled corpse lying facedown in a bowl of linguini diablo, a campaign-headquarters window evaporating in a hail of small-arms fire, an accountant’s skull getting ventilated by a hollow-point memo from a fire escape below—all streamed through Joe’s consciousness in the space of an instant. The Sabitinis were killing machines, efficient and implacable. But this—this cowboy shit, attacking cars with uncontrolled barrages on the highway. This didn’t make any kind of sense.

The gunfire ceased.

Joe swallowed hard and concentrated on the distant horizon and tried to think—think—think, goddamnit, think! Joe had done this kind of hit himself a couple of times. A country road, isolated, private. A surprise pop through the back windshield. Joe remembered client number eight, Roman Santangelo, the killer shylock from Cicero. Joe remembered tailing the son of a bitch all the way down to Louisville before getting a clean shot through the back window with the Galil. And there was something else about the Santangelo hit that Joe was remembering all of a sudden: the vibrations. Joe remembered trying to get a clean shot out the window with one hand on the wheel and the other on the Galil rifle, and those horrible fucking vibrations coming up through the chassis, always right around ninety miles per hour, always at that same speed, the obligatory stress point for most old beaters and rental wrecks. One hundred miles per hour.

That was it!

The realization struck Joe like a sledgehammer.

“Stay down, kid,” Joe said suddenly, pressing the accelerator to the floor. “We’re gonna see just what this ol’ Batmobile can do!”

He pushed and swore at the old wagon, and slowly the speedometer crept up. And those wonderful, jarring vibrations started in the base of his spine, and they rattled up through his marrow, as loud as a jackhammer, and he prayed that the Sicilians were in a rattletrap that was similarly loose and imbalanced. And he looked back over his shoulder at the pool of sunlight gleaming on the Taurus’s hood.

More fireworks erupted, and Joe ducked, and Mickey screamed, and the bullets turned to firecrackers of exploding glass and metal shrapnel, and the station wagon pitched to the right, and everything seemed to plunge into slow motion. But it was working—damn it—the vibrations. The rough ride was throwing the Sicilian’s aim off, and Joe’s vision swam for a moment, and he wrestled with the wheel, and he kept it at the century mark and the undercarriage was rattling and shivering and threatening to crack apart, but it was working, goddamnit, those delicious vibrations were throwing the shots off the mark.

Behind them, the dragon roared.

It was like driving through the center of a fuse, the sparks curling around the car, bullets strafing the blacktop on all sides, pinging and dinging metal, ringing in Joe’s ears, and it was all Joe could do to hold the wagon on the road and keep hoping.

The first tire to go was the right rear, and the feeling was like a fist slamming up through Joe’s spine, instantly draining the car of power.

“Listen to me, Boy Wonder!” Joe was hollering now, fighting the steering wheel. “The river! The Mississippi! How do we get to the river?” The hail of gunfire lifted momentarily, and Joe wrestled with the wheel, struggling with the shimmy of the busted tire, holding the wagon as steady as possible. “Tell me how to get to the river!”

The boy dropped his hands from his ears, blinked and twitched, and finally grinned his crooked grin. “You want to go t-to the B-b-bat Bridge!” he called out over the din, over the rumble of bad rubber. He was pointing now, out the window, past a bend in the road, off across a gentle slope of cattails and weeds. “It’s down there, down by Pike! M-mm-my dad takes me there s-ss-sometimes!”

Joe didn’t waste another second.

“Hold on, kid!” Joe yanked the wheel right just as another large-caliber spark took the left front tire.

At first, it felt as though the wagon were coming unglued, the front end skidding across gravel, then cobbling over the lip of the shoulder. The wagon fishtailed along the shoulder for a moment, then plummeted, downward, downward, violently downward, the wounded wheels like broken pistons, the skeletal fingers of branches and willows slashing glass and quarter panels, making a racket like locusts, and the strobe of sunlight in Joe’s face, his sore knuckles white on the wheel, and Mickey screaming in his ears and the wagon shimmying wildly through the trees and Joe aiming for the distant clearing a hundred yards away, forty yards, thirty, twenty.

There!

Joe saw the trees vanish like a curtain drawing away from a proscenium.

“NO WAY!” Joe slammed on the brakes. Teeth aching, bones vibrating, brain echoing, Joe felt the station wagon buck wildly, then chug to a sudden stop, its back rims digging into the scarred, rutted earth, raising a cloud of dust and debris. The dust cleared almost instantly, and all at once Joe realized that they were sitting on the edge of an abandoned picnic area, next door to the lock master’s shack, thirty feet above the muddy banks of the Mississippi.

Down at the water’s edge, Lock and Dam Number 1313 spanned the churning gray void.

“There it is! The B-b-bat Bridge!” Mickey was hysterical now.

Joe gazed out at the monstrosity.

It was immense, vast, as monolithic as it was ugly. About a half of a mile of scorched concrete railroad bridge, rising thirty feet above the dam and lock area, baking in the sun, bordered on either end with crumbling Gothic turrets. Below the bridge, the dam’s walkway stretched across the water like some hillbilly wall of China. The water came up to the lip on one side, a fifty-foot drop-off on the other. Every few yards, ancient light poles sprouted like dead trees.

Joe heard tires squealing in the distance behind them, rumbling down the hill.

“Okay, fine,” Joe murmured, more to himself than Mickey. Joe realized they were out of time, out of luck, out of options. He grabbed the Colt, threw his door open, climbed out, and limped around to the passenger side. The air was a stew of dead fish smells and diesel fumes, strong enough to make Joe’s head swim. He pulled the kid from the wagon.

“Listen to me, Boy Wonder, listen good,” Joe said as he started dragging Mickey up the hill toward the lock master’s shack. “This is what I want you to do . . .”

There was a snapping noise a few feet behind them, a figure approaching.

Joe whirled.

“Hey!” An older man in a khaki Corps of Engineers uniform was coming toward them, his wrench raised, his eyes flashing. “You can’t be down here! Park’s closed!”

Joe pointed the Colt at the man. “Just give us a second, Captain.”

“Take it easy.” The engineer dropped his wrench, the metal plopping in the mud. He started backing away, hands raised, eyes shifting.

Joe turned back to the boy and spoke in a low, measured tone. “You helped me an awful lot, Mickey, you understand what I’m saying?”

“Y-yeah.” Mickey was twitching now, glancing back at the engineer and the woods behind him. Less than a hundred yards away, dust clouds announced the imminent arrival of the shooters. Tears were welling in Mickey’s eyes.

“Listen to me!” Joe shook the boy. “I’m gonna take it from here! You understand?!”

“Y-yy-yeah, b-but wh-what about—?”

Joe shook him. “Don’t argue with Batman! I want you to get yourself back up to that engineer’s shack and call the cops. Do you understand?”

“But you’re—?”

“Do! You! Understand?”

The boy managed a nod.

Joe turned and started back toward the idling station wagon, then paused and glanced back over his shoulder at the kid one last time. “Couldn’t have gotten away without ya, Boy Wonder.”

Mickey managed a smile in spite of the tears glistening on his cheeks. Then he turned and scurried up the hill, yelling excitedly, “The bad guys are here!”

AT FIRST, JOE was surprised at how easy it was to drive out onto the span. The bridge was certainly not designed for a vehicle, let alone a big honker like a ’79 Pontiac Tempest station wagon, but before mounting the span, Joe had scurried from tire to tire, letting the remaining air out of each. He was counting on the flattened rubber to better grip the bridge’s narrow passageway of burnished metal rails and herringbone brick.

Joe nudged the accelerator, and the wagon hobbled past a rust-pocked sign that said Corps of Engineers Only Beyond This Point, then through a gateway just wide enough for the wagon’s quarter panels to clear. He kept it at about ten miles an hour, his flaccid tires flopping. His gaze was glued to the edges, and the leeward drop-off, where nothing but fifty feet of oblivion hung over the roiling muddy currents.

Halfway across the lock, Joe realized why one didn’t see more vehicles out here on this dam.

The wind.

When Joe was a boy, growing up in Andersonville, the locals used to call the early spring wind the Razor. It could sneak up on you, especially downstate, along the low country, the deltas and the swamps, when the land was heating up to normal temperatures, but the river was still coming out of its winter chill. The gusts were like battering rams. Gusts that could actually lift a person right out of their shoes. Today the Razor was pulling a sneak attack on Joe.

The initial gust shoved the back of the wagon, then swirled through the broken windows like a ghost. Joe felt the wagon lurch left, toward the south, and he yanked the wheel back to the right—hard. The busted rear tire slipped over the edge, and the entire wagon collapsed twelve inches to the left. Joe reacted instinctively, revving the engine, gunning it. He glanced over his left shoulder, and when he saw the drop, he nearly swallowed his tongue.

The station wagon hung precariously over the churning, gunmetal waters.

Sudden gusts buffeted the opposite side of the dam, and the wagon seesawed. Joe cried out on instinct, slamming the wheel to the right, smashing the pedal down. He could smell the burning-rubber metal-hot grind of the rear wheel against stone, and his head spun for a moment, chills flowing up his spine, and just for an instant, the station wagon hung suspended midway between the walkway and devastation.

Then the wind died momentarily, and the rear wheel bit into stone.

The wagon jerked forward, the rear end skidding back into line on the bridge. Joe slammed on the brakes, and the wagon came to a stop in the middle of the bridge. And Joe sat there for a moment, clearing his heart out of his throat, blinking away the panic. He could feel the wind toying with the bridge some more, the span creaking, and the wagon pitching ever so slightly. Joe closed his eyes, took deep breaths, and calmed his racing pulse. Then he started forward again.

“C’mon, baby. Don’t let me down now.” The mantra poured out of Joe on anguished whispers.

He moved on down the tracks at a crawl, the blown tires thumping bass-drum tattoos beneath the chassis. He clenched his teeth and concentrated, heading toward the opposite banks, toward the columns of pines, toward freedom. The bridge seemed to give every few feet, dipping in the wind, but it was probably just Joe’s imagination. He could feel every vibration in his knuckles, in his stomach, in his back molars. But he held firm, gazing through the jagged broken windshield, drawing a bead on the far gates.

“C’mon, Slugger. You can do it.”

It took him a little over two minutes to cross the remaining thousand feet.

Just as he was approaching the opposite gangway, he saw movement in the trees. Out beyond the gates, in the gaps between pillars of Douglas fir and birch. Swirls of exhaust, trembling branches, flashes of strobing light. Red and blue light in the trees. And Joe blinked, his heart leaping up into his mouth, and he suddenly realized there were fleets of state trooper cars and SWAT vans snaking down the winding access road toward the riverbank.

Coming for Joe.

The brakes were like great talons on the herringbone brick, digging in, shrieking otherworldly sounds. The wagon skidded across the iron apron at the mouth of the bridge. Joe yanked the wheel, and the wagon lurched sideways, scuttling back around in the opposite direction. Joe slammed the accelerator pedal through the floor, and the wagon vaulted back onto the bridge, roaring back the way it had come.

Joe retraced his path as fast as the station wagon would carry him.

Halfway across the bridge he hit the brakes again.

The wagon shivered to a stop. The wind sliced up from the river, whistling through bullet holes in the quarter panels, some of them smoking now as the engine sputtered in its death throes, but Joe noticed none of it, Joe noticed nothing but the dark object waiting for him like a tumor at the east end of the bridge, waiting, biding its time, its huge, owlish glass eyes shining.

One very sleek, very black Ferrari.

Joe gripped the wheel and licked his lips and tasted blood, bitter blood, and in one great rush of transcendence he realized that, in a strange way, this was precisely what he had requested less than forty-eight hours ago: that Death, currently manifesting itself in the form of a black sports car, would come for him and take him away. But now it was dawning on Joe that he had a choice: He could back off, retreat into the grip of the law, and maybe save his butt at least for another round, or he could challenge the devil.

Go out with dignity.

The Ferrari started toward him.

Joe’s decision came easy: When he slammed the accelerator to the floor, the wagon’s engine seemed to rise up out of the hood, a keening cry of old metal stressed to the limits. The fumes erupted into the crisp morning sky, and the wagon blasted off. The steering wheel jumped and wriggled in Joe’s hands, and Joe had to struggle just to keep the car on the bridge.

The Ferrari was coming full tilt toward the wagon.

Joe kept his steely gaze riveted to the oncoming grille, the dead glass eyes, looming, three hundred yards now, the silver currents churning like molten metal below, the wind howling and all the muscles in Joe’s arms and legs and hands tightening, flexing, and the Ferrari screaming toward him, its grille like teeth, Joe’s pupils contracting, his flesh crawling.

Two hundred yards now, and the wagon’s engine was Vesuvius, erupting white-hot liquid lightning and thunderous noise, and the bridge was pitching in the wind, and the wheels were Gene Krupa on cherry bombs, and the wind was acid, and Joe’s eyes were aching from the sunlight glinting off the steel.

One hundred yards now, and Joe kept the pedal pinned, his gaze riveted, his heart in his mouth, the metal jaws opening, the noise unbearable, volcanic.

Fifty yards now, and Joe felt the heat ripping his face open, the wind sodomizing his back, and the sunlight filling the universe and then—

Wait!

The revelation flashed in Joe’s peripheral vision at the last instant, a brief glimpse, dappled by a flash of sunlight reflected off the bridge rail just long enough to register in Joe’s fevered brain: the silhouette of a man in black, way back near the east gate, standing on the crumbling turret, watching the action. The man was thin, handsome, with pale skin and prominent cheekbones. He looked like a malevolent crow, standing there, a stoic observer, holding a familiar piece of equipment in his hands.

A little remote-control box with a joystick and metal whip antenna.

Remote control!

Joe yanked the wheel at the last moment.

The wagon lurched at the precise same moment that the Ferrari arrived.

The two vehicles sideswiped each other, the sudden sound a gargantuan, bellowing roar that shattered the sky, the impact exploding in Joe’s ears and lashing him against the door. The bridge seemed to fall away from beneath the wagon, and Joe felt the sudden gravity sucking him to the seat, then slamming him against the roof as the wagon went over the north edge of the span and into the water.

The world turned to syrup.

The river seemed to materialize inside the station wagon, as though the air had suddenly liquefied and all the sound had suddenly been snubbed out, and Joe was engulfed all at once with a cold, black, numbing chill. He tried to squirm toward the window. He tried to flail his way out, but his direction was all messed up now, the water weighing him to the seat, and he had the terrible feeling of plummeting toward the bottom.

Joe knew he only had a few moments left. His lungs were heaving now, and his mind was spinning away from him, his body shutting down. Then he saw the black water around him starting to pulse with light, ever so faintly at first, but intensifying, glowing bright with intermittent flashes of red and blue, and the green sunlight and the bubble flash and the muffled sounds of vehicles overhead suddenly gave Joe some kind of idea where up was.

He flailed and wriggled out the broken window, and the jagged edges bit into his shirt, and bit into his cold flesh underneath, and dug into his torso, and hooked his legs, but he was going to make it, goddamnit, he was going to get clear of this plummeting metal hulk.

When he broke through the surface and felt the wind on his face, Joe had one last crazy thought before passing out: He’d never been so happy to see cops.

Then the black tide rose over his face and took the world away.





Fourteen

The April wind still had an edge to it, the gusts like whipcords off the Potomac as the charter members of the Chamber strolled west down the boardwalk toward Arlington. There were four of them. Lyle walked out in front, ruminating silently like some high-fashion cleric, his knee-length cashmere overcoat flapping, his Wayfarer sunglasses gleaming. The others followed closely on his heels, hashing things over. The inscrutable professor Okuda in his London Fog and pipe. Michael Winslow, the ACLU attorney from Seattle, all tweed and Banana Republic. And Hedy Cohen, the flinty little woman from Detroit, her steel-gray hair tossing in the winds.

“Most importantly, gentlemen, I can’t say I’m too thrilled about all the exposure,” Hedy Cohen was saying in her patented, measured tones, just loudly enough to be heard over the wind but softly enough to remain private. Cohen was the author of The Post-Feminist Manifesto and destroyer of Fascist media figures around the world, and she had a way of sounding both ruthless and maternal in the same breath. “All the involvement on-line, the conversations with the Company. I don’t like it.” She thrust her hands deeper into the pockets of her coat and squinted at the late-afternoon sun flaring off the river. “It’s like Aunt Julia used to say. You play with the chimney sweeps, you get soot on your soles.”

Winslow shot her a look. “Who are you—Will Rogers? We’ve got a situation here. Okay. It happens. Let’s deal with it, and let’s get on with our lives.”

“That’s why we’re here, people,” Okuda said softly, savoring his meerschaum. “To make a decision.”

They walked another few feet.

“I saw this coming,” Cohen finally murmured.

“What are you talking about?” Winslow was growing visibly agitated with the little gray-haired woman. There had always been bad chemistry between the two. Something about their collective guilt. “We never discussed the subcontractor’s competence before,” Winslow said.

“Sure we did.” Cohen looked at Okuda. “You remember, don’t you, Ted?”

Okuda kept his gaze on the river as he walked, puffing his pipe. “We’ve discussed the possibility of phasing out the subcontractor several times now.”

“Phasing him out—that’s a lovely phrase.” Winslow smiled at the ground, shaking his head.

“The man’s getting on in years, Michael,” Cohen said perfunctorily.

“It’s true,” Okuda agreed.

“Okay, all right.” Winslow shrugged. “So maybe this guy’s a security risk. Maybe he’s senile. Who the hell knows? What I want to know is why we have to stick our own hands in this big steamy plate of shit.”

“Housecleaning,” Okuda said.

“Stop with the euphemisms already.” Winslow groaned. “What are we really talking about here?”

“Excuse me?” Okuda looked at the man.

“This cockamamie Game—what’s our involvement?”

“It’s a fair question, Ted,” Cohen chimed in. “This kind of thing isn’t exactly part of our original charge. What are we looking at here?”

“We have another presence in the Game,” Okuda announced. “The decision that we have to make now, however, is whether or not we want to assist the subcontractor, pull him in from the cold and buy his way out of the Game, or let matters simply play themselves out.”

Winslow and Cohen exchanged a glance; then Winslow said, “Wait a second. What do you mean, presence? Another shooter?”

Okuda took the pipe from his mouth as though preparing to address a difficult subject with a teenager. “We have involved another contractor in the Game,” he began. “At first, it was to simply monitor the situation, but then we decided to have our person keep the target alive. Keep the Game going. Our thinking was to keep—”

“Hold it a second.” Winslow held up his hand and looked aghast. “You’re telling me you ordered this other shooter to start taking out the other contestants?”

“Precisely. The reasoning behind it was to—”

“That’s nonsense! We don’t sanction anybody without a quorum, and you know that, Ted!”

“He’s right, Ted,” Cohen said.

“This is nonsense!” Winslow barked, and he started to roll his eyes toward the heavens and say something else when all at once he froze.

Jefferson Lyle had stopped walking and was whirling toward Winslow with fire in his eyes.

“You don’t seem to grasp what we’re dealing with here,” Lyle hissed through clenched teeth, stabbing a finger at the air around Winslow’s chin. “We’ve stumbled upon a new antibody, a serum. A way to cleanse the earth of a virus. Can’t you see it, Winslow?”

“Jefferson, listen—”

“No. You listen. These are stone-cold killers out there, these contestants, and our boy has become a lightning rod. Drawing all the predators out of the woods. We have an opportunity here. It’s unprecedented.”

Winslow stared at the man for a moment, then licked his lips and said calmly, “So we’ve become Murder Incorporated now.”

Lyle smiled. “It’s me, it’s my fault. I’m not communicating this thing properly.”

Lyle closed his eyes, took a breath, and thought about it for a moment—about this hideous business, this wet work. He thought about these hideous times, full of savagery and emptiness, and he thought about how this same savagery had destroyed his father. Lyle wondered if any of the others knew about his dad: How the old man—a dyed-in-the-wool FDR Democrat—had run for the Ninth Congressional District seat back in Illinois in ’54 and had been humiliated by the neo-McCarthy people downstate; or how the old man had been set up with a prostitute in a Peoria hotel room at the height of his campaign; or how the old man had been found two weeks later, dead of an apparent suicide. Young Jeff Lyle had always known better; he had always known that his father had been murdered by the Right, the suicide staged, the press paid off; and the knowledge of this had driven Jefferson Lyle the rest of his life.

Savage times.

“Maybe if you look at this thing as a way of saving lives,” Lyle finally said, his voice softening. “Ridding the world of these sociopaths.”

There was an awkward pause, and the sound of waves could be heard lapping against a nearby dock.

Finally, Winslow said, “And I suppose you’ve got plans for our inimitable old Slugger?”

Lyle didn’t answer right away. Instead, he stared out at the blue-gray surface of the Potomac, cold and bright as liquid silver in the sun, and he thought about the Slugger. The fact was, Lyle had no idea of what to do about Joe Flood. However the Game ended, he was becoming an embarrassment. Of course, it was possible that the aging killer simply wanted to retire. Albeit noisily. But could the Chamber take that risk? Lyle stared at the cold, sun-dappled water, and he thought long and hard about it, and finally he came up with an idea.

“Ted,” Lyle said suddenly. “Get Tom Andrews on the phone.”

TAP-TAP-TAP!

Joe was crouched on the filthy floorboards in one of the confessional booths at St. Mikeys, covering his eyes, shamed and humiliated. He was naked as a newborn, covered with wet shit and streaks of offal in his hair and across his sunken chest and acne-scarred cheeks, and he was only eleven years old. Yet somehow little Joey had a head filled with adult sin, and he was terrified to let himself look up at the screen that obscured Father Dooley in the shadows of his perch.

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap!

Pressing tiny, impotent hands down on his eyes, so hard the tears were turning red and thick, tears turning to blood, and Joey was blubbering now like a baby, and the sound of Father Dooley’s voice was taunting him from behind the dark latticework screen, and Joe was thinking, No, no, please. Don’t make me look, please, please, PLEASE!

Joe finally looked up, and the bullets shot out of his eyes, hitting the screen, erupting into white-hot bone-fragment dust, turning Father Dooley into a cloud of blood-mist-pulp. . . . NO!

JOE CAME AWAKE with a jerk, rattling the cot’s springs beneath him.

“Excuse me, Mr. Flood?”

The room swam into focus—the painted cinder-block walls, the geometric shadows from whitewashed bars, and the sharp odors of disinfectant and vomit. Strange sensations rose in Joe’s body—the tightness along the back of his legs, the dull flames in his hands, and the prickling heat of gauze bandages around his thigh and his arm and shoulder. The back of his skull was throbbing, and his stitches were itching, and it took him a moment to form the word “What!”

“Wake up, sir. You got a visitor.” The voice came from across the cell, behind the white bars. Sounded like a teenager whose voice hadn’t changed yet. Faint southern accent, but respectful, as though addressing a teacher. And that infernal metallic tapping noise.

“What the fuck?” Joe blinked and tried to focus on the guard.

The boy stood outside the bars, tapping his key on the iron. Barely out of his diapers, face sprayed with freckles, he wore sherriff’s department grays, and his trooper hat was cocked back on a bushy headful of sandy hair. “I’m real sorry, sir”—the jail guard looked sheepish as he spoke—“but they told me to wake you up. You got a visitor in processing.”

“A visitor?”

“Yessir.”

“Jesus . . .” Joe swung his legs over the edge of the cot and struggled into a sitting position. His stomach felt like an empty cast-iron drum, and he noticed he was dressed in orange jail-dog coveralls. He looked at the bandages on his hands, and the events of the last twenty-four hours came pouring back over him.

He remembered being fished out of the river, shackled by a platoon of troopers, and rushed to the local emergency room under heavy guard. They stitched up his leg and his wrist and gave him painkillers for the dislocated finger on his right hand. Then they had him transported to a state facility outside St. Louis called the Menner Complex, a recently completed, high-tech federal jail and courthouse building.

Well into the late afternoon and early evening, the authorities had questioned him. All the local boys took a shot—the Pike County sheriff, the Quincy police, a promenade of state troopers, even an insurance adjuster for Western Eagle Airlines. By five o’clock, the G-men had shown up. Flying in from Washington, New Orleans, and Atlanta, the feds came in with their cheap suits and crew cuts and tried to shake Joe down like they were in some kind of old J. Edgar Hoover movie, to get the old Slugger to pay off like a twenty-dollar slot machine.

Joe told them everything.

No, he was not running some kind of black-bag op. No, he had not absconded with mob money. No, he was not in the middle of some kind of global gang war/syndicate shake-up.

Joe told them precisely what was going on. Joe explained it all. He detailed his lifelong career as a triggerman. He told them about the leukemia scare. Told them about the contest, the false diagnosis, and his decision to try to survive. Joe told the truth to anybody who would listen. And the funny part was, very few of them believed it. Nobody swallowed the story or even bought the fact that someone like Joe would tell the truth so readily. They kept pressing for some byzantine underworld conspiracy, some obscure territorial war among the world’s assassins.

Joe just kept on telling the truth, because it didn’t matter anymore. None of it mattered. Joe knew that he would never face a courtroom or a prison sentence. Joe knew that his destiny had been distilled, denatured by the events of the last few hours, boiled down to only two possible outcomes: During his relocation back to Chicago, he would either escape or be killed by another hitter.

“What the hell time is it?” Joe was rubbing his neck, scanning the whitewashed cage. There was a muffled rumbling way off in the distance, and Joe guessed that it must be raining outside.

“It’s almost eight o’clock in the morning.” The guard was unlocking the bolt plate as he spoke.

“Jesus Christ . . .” Joe shook his head. They had given him some codeine around midnight, and it had knocked him completely on his ass.

“I’m gonna have to put the shackles on ya,” the guard said, looking all apologetic as he unfurled the steel chain, snapping the wristlets open.

“Just doing your job, right?” Joe stood up, wobbly-legged from the drugs.

“Here we go.” The guard put the shackles on Joe’s wrists and connected the chain to his ankle bands, securing the whole assembly in the middle with a padlock. It made Joe slump like a primate and walking awkward as hell. “We’ll take it nice and slow,” the guard said, and led Joe through the open bars and down the hall.

The jail was a brand-spanking-new facility, with crisp gray carpet, gleaming white walls, and meshed windows that overlooked manicured, landscaped courtyards. The place smelled of new paint and clear-cut rules. Joe shuffled along beside the guard, craving a cup of coffee and a cigarette, wondering what kind of obnoxious investigative reporter was waiting to visit him. When they reached the end of the main corridor, the guard gently urged Joe to a stop.

“Hate to bother you, Mr. Flood,” the guard said. “But we was wonderin’—the guys and I—we was wonderin’ if you might do us a favor.”

Joe raised his eyebrows. “Do you a favor?”

“Yeah, uh, it’ll just take a second.”

“Sure, whatever.”

“Great!” The guard spun toward an open doorway and leaned inside. “You ready, Earl?” There was a shuffling sound inside one of the offices; then the guard turned back to Joe. “Okay, Mr. Flood, c’mon in.”

Joe followed the guard into a modest little office drenched in fluorescent light. A cement wall on one side was covered with glossy pages torn from girlie magazines, a meshed window on the other, flanked by Peg-Board panels draped with automatic weapons. There was another guard standing by the window, an older man, also dressed in a gray uniform. He had thick Coke-bottle glasses and was holding a Nikon camera with a flash attachment. “How ya doing, Mr. Flood?” the older guard said. “Hope you don’t mind if we take a couple shots for the folks back home.”

Joe stared.

“It’ll just take a second,” the younger guard said. He took Joe by the arm and ushered him over to the cement wall. “How’s this, Earl? Can you fit both of us in?”

THE SOUND OF weeping filled the little damp cellar of the only Catholic-affiliated mortuary in Jerseyville, Illinois. Not that the sound of weeping was so unusual at Micheletta and Sons Funeral Home; certainly the place had seen its share of tears. The reason these sobs were so unusual was twofold: First, they were coming from the embalming room. Second, they were coming from an enormous man who spoke somewhat broken English and had never set foot in the little town in his life.

“Signore?” The diminutive proprietor huddled against the cinder-block wall in back, ringing his hands, nervously pursing his lips. His name was Edward Micheletta, and he wore a sedate little blue suit with a pink boutonniere. His bald head glimmered in the low light. “I don’t mean to disturb you,” Micheletta said gently, addressing the giant who was across the room, bathed in fluorescent light, kneeling at the foot of a stainless-steel gurney. “But there’s a gentleman here to see you, says it’s quite urgent.”

The enormous Sicilian didn’t respond; he merely stayed on his knees, mouthing some silent litany, his head bowed beneath the gurney that supported his twin brother’s body.

“Signore . . .” The mortician took a couple of steps closer and cleared his throat.

Bernardo Sabitini was still unresponsive.

He’d been this way ever since he had arrived the previous evening, covered with blood, carrying the corpse of his twin brother like a load of bruised memories. Micheletta was no trauma specialist, but it had looked as though the one named Federico had died of massive blood loss from a severe gunshot wound to the hand and a graze wound across the jugular. At first, Micheletta hadn’t any idea what dirty business these two were involved in; but when the one named Bernardo started speaking in broken English, Micheletta figured they must be mob. Micheletta was a law-abiding man, a good Italian American. He had never been in any trouble and didn’t want to start now. But ultimately Bernardo had stuck the barrel of a ten-millimeter semiautomatic up Micheletta’s left nostril and from that moment on it was Hail, Cosa Nostra!

The requests had been fairly simple. In his halting, grief-stricken Inglese, Bernardo Sabitini had asked Micheletta to clean and prepare Federico’s body for burial. No death certificates, no forms, no reports to the country or the police or the secretary of state. None of this had surprised Micheletta; he had heard stories from his cousin Carmine, who was also a mortician, about being forced to prepare bodies for the syndicate. Micheletta had figured it was inevitable that it would happen to him one day. But then the fat man’s requests had become strange, irrational. He had ordered Micheletta to insert a small Saint Jude medallion, broken in half, down Federico’s throat. Then Bernardo had demanded that the embalming fluid be mixed with a small part of his own blood as well as holy water from the local font. Bernardo also ordered the large scar on the body’s trunk to be covered and sealed with candle drippings from the local church’s sacristy. And finally, the fat man had pulled a crumbling, yellowed, dog-eared piece of paper from his wallet and handed it to Micheletta. It was an old Italian circus poster from the early sixties, a freak-show advertisement, Laloo and the Chest Boy, complete with a faded illustration of a handsome mustached man with a parasitic twin sprouting out of his pectorals.

Bernardo had instructed Micheletta to seal the poster inside Federico’s skull cavity and ship the body back to the twins’ hometown, outside Palermo.

“Signore, the gentleman is waiting upstairs.” Micheletta had inched closer and now saw that Bernardo was furiously muttering whispered prayers, mournful litanies, under his breath. At this close proximity, Micheletta could smell the man. A mixture of B.O., garlic, gunpowder, and Aqua Velva. And his eyes, shifting around the shadows beneath the gurney as though searching for his brother’s lost soul, were glistening with grief, maybe even madness. “Signore, please . . . The man insists on seeing you immediately.”

The mortician was about to put a hand on Bernardo’s shoulder but suddenly froze. Looking down at the fat man, at those gleaming tears, those shifting pupils and busy lips, the mortician finally realized just exactly what Bernardo Sabitini was doing.

He was talking to his dead brother.

“Signore?”

Bernardo looked up, and his face was that of a cornered animal.

Micheletta swallowed audibly. “I told the man to go away, told him to come back later, a person has died.” The mortician was stammering now, fearing for his life. “But he insisted, paisano, he insisted.”

The fat man rose to his feet with great effort, his joints making popping noises. There was dried blood on his sport coat, and the shirt underneath looked damp. “Where is this man?”

“He’s waiting for you in the chapel.”

Bernardo nodded. “Policeman?”

“No, signore, I don’t think so.”

The fat man gave another slight nod and then walked out of the embalming room and went upstairs.

At the top of the staircase, Bernardo paused and looked around the foyer, temples pounding, eye sockets aching. The chapel doorway was just to the left of the foyer, an archway of silk bunting. Bernardo put his hand into the side pocket of his sport coat and felt the reassuring, waffled grip of his ten millimeter.

Then he went over and entered the chapel.

The room was empty. Folding chairs sat strewn haphazardly across the floor. Scattered programs lay on the tiles like dead leaves from the last service. At the far end, a marble pilaster sat empty and cold on the altar, the last way station for some poor citizen who was now worm food. Bernardo gazed around the deserted chapel, brow furrowing, scar tissue twitching. Something wasn’t right.

There was a loud click! and the sudden sensation of blue steel against the back of Bernardo’s neck.

“Easy does it, Big Guy.” The voice came from the shadows behind Bernardo.

The fat man raised his hands.

“That’s good, that’s real good.” The barrel pressed down hard on Bernardo’s neck, urging him forward a couple of steps. “Now we’re gonna increase the peace, you and me, gonna make nice. You understand what I’m saying?”

Bernardo recognized the cadence of the voice. One of the shooters from the East, most likely. Bernardo tasted bitter death on his tongue. “If you’re going to be killing me, you should be doing it very quickly.”

“You take your hamhock outta that pocket, paisano, and you’ll be able to draw another breath.”

Bernardo took the ten millimeter out of his pocket and handed it over.

“That’s real good.” Creighton Lovedahl emerged from the shadows, his face shiny with sweat and fatigue, his warm-up scorched and greasy with blood, his .357 remaining pegged to Bernardo’s forehead. “Now we’re gonna just settle right on down for a second.” Lovedahl was obviously in pain as he spoke, his gun trembling slightly. “I understand you lost somebody, somebody close, and you’re all jacked up about it, and I can dig that.”

Bernardo spoke through clenched teeth. “What are you wanting with me, motherfucker?”

Lovedahl snapped the hammer back and plunged the barrel into Bernardo’s ear. “What I’m wanting, sweetheart—call me sentimental, I dunno.” Lovedahl leaned in real close, like a lover, as if he were going to whisper sweet nothings. “Reason I don’t punch your motherfucking ticket right now is cuz I got a plan and you’re in it.”

Bernardo shrugged. “Motherfucker talks of plan like it’s something of interest.”

Lovedahl pressed the gun deeper into the fat man’s ear. “You ain’t in much of a position to be uninterested right now.”

Bernardo said nothing.

“Got a proposition,” Lovedahl said finally. “Gonna need you to come with me.”

Bernardo looked at the man for a long moment before shrugging noncommittally. “Why not?”

JOE SAT ALONE in the empty visitors’ lounge, waiting for the mystery guest. A narrow room bordered down the middle by a Plexiglas wall, the room featured two sets of opposing benches, sectioned off into little carrels. Each carrel had a telephone receiver mounted shoulder high and an ancient, marred desktop for note taking. Joe sat in the carrel closest to the door. There was a slab of a two-way mirror behind him.

He swallowed the last gulp of lukewarm coffee that the guards had given him and was fishing in a crumpled pack of Camels for another smoke when the sound of an electronic dead bolt clanged across the room. Joe looked up. The door clicked open and revealed his visitor.

She looked exhausted, her cheeks reddened by the elements, her hair pulled back off her face. Her denim jacket was buttoned up to her neck, and her eyes were shiny with tears. She looked as though she might be running a fever.

Joe’s throat went so dry he could barely get the words out. “Jesus . . . Maizie . . . ?”

She couldn’t hear him, but she saw his lips move and the look in his eyes. She hurried over to the opposing carrel, took a seat, and picked up the phone.

Joe sat down and grabbed his receiver. “How’s it going, kid?”

“How’s it going!” Her voice sizzled through the earpiece, tinny and shrill. She looked around, then back at Joe. Her eyes were wet. “You turn my life upside down and you sit there and ask me how it’s going?”

“I made a mess of things; I’m sorry.”

“Last time I saw you”—Maizie was wiping her face, boring her gaze into him—“you treated me like a bad puppy you were sending back to the pound. That’s not a real classy exit, Joey.”

Joe nodded and said nothing. He tried to smell her through the glass, but the odor of new paint drowned it out. He longed to smell the wonderful peppermint fragrance; he could imagine her heat positively radiating through the Plexiglas. Joe was shocked at how much he needed to be with this woman, how much he wanted to lie down and put his face in her hair. The yearning was making him woozy, his stomach muscles seizing, the rage vibrating through him with an abruptness that almost startled him. How had he managed to so thoroughly destroy his future with this woman? How had he missed the perfect beauty of that round little face?

“They told me you put a—whattya call it—an open contract on yourself,” Maizie said, gazing around at the lounge now, at the desolate cement walls.

Joe nodded. “That’s true, kid, I did.”

She looked at him. “Why would you do something like that, Joey? I mean, people get terminal diagnoses every day.”

Joe swallowed and tried to think of something profound to say and finally murmured, “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Jesus, Joey.” Maizie closed her eyes. “I still can’t get a handle on any of this.” She opened her eyes and gazed through the window at him. “I mean, I’m driving all over hell, looking for you, right? My backseat’s swimming in twenties. I don’t even know how much—ten grand, fifteen grand. And I’m stopping at roadside vendors and Quick Marts and 7-Elevens and buying stuff like black velvet paintings and expensive bottles of brandy and macadamia nuts . . .”

“Maizie, look—”

“No! Don’t interrupt me. I need to say this, because if I stop now, I’ll never get it out. See, at a certain point, about halfway here, I stopped myself, and I realized that all this money had blood on it. You know? There was blood on the money, and here I was, this barrio bitch from Humboldt Park, buying Häagen-Dazs and macadamia nuts.”

Joe pressed his palm to the glass. “You’re not part of this thing, Maizie.”

“You’re not listening to me,” she said, her voice strained, crackling through the earpiece. “I know you’ve killed people. For the money. For political reasons, whatever . . .”

“I never killed anybody for purely—”

“Stop it, Joey.” Maizie was trembling in her seat now, shivering in her jacket. “I don’t want to hear the rationalization. I just don’t want to hear it.”

“I don’t blame you for the anger. God knows, you got a right. But you should know one thing: I only kill people who need killing.”

“Oh, really? Who are you—God?”

“God’s a hitter, sweetheart. Don’t kid yourself.”

Maizie closed her eyes. “You don’t get it, you just don’t get it.” She looked up at him. “I’m trying to tell you it doesn’t matter, because I still love you, you fucking idiot. In spite of all this shit, I still love you. And you don’t even see it.”

Joe stared at the counter, and a moment passed, and he softly said, “I never knew you liked macadamia nuts.”

Maizie looked up at him for a moment, cocking her head slightly, a bitter, ironic smile on her lips. She looked like someone who had just been told a very bad joke and had no idea how to react, whether to laugh or cry. “You know, Joey, it seems like there’s a lot we don’t know about each other.”

Joe’s eyes met hers. “Maizie, listen to me. I don’t know exactly how to say this. You live in this life long enough, you play this Game, you start getting addicted. Chemically dependent. I’ve been hooked since I was eighteen, on some kinda mission, I dunno. All I know is, the only real peace I’ve ever known, the only peace that didn’t come out of the barrel of a gun, were the hours I spent with you.”

Maizie cocked her head again. “What are you saying, Joey? You saying you love me or something?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“Are you lying again, Joey?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You sure this isn’t some sort of last-minute, death-row-inmate bullshit? Or do you really love me?”

Joe told her that he did indeed really love her.

“Then why are you giving up?”

“Whattya mean?”

Maizie looked around the room, scanning the cinder-block walls and the video surveillance cameras. “You’re sitting here like Joan of Arc, waiting for these assholes to come burn you at the stake. What am I supposed to think?”

“You got any ideas, I’m glad to hear ’em.”

“A lawyer . . . something . . . I don’t know. There’s gotta be something.”

Joe felt a twinge of sadness as deep as a black well inside him. “Truth of it is, Maizie, the Game’s over. Old Joey’s going to the glue factory. Girl like you . . . with a future still ahead of you . . . you ought to turn around, walk out, and never look back.”

“Fuck you.”

Joe smiled. “Still as stubborn as ever.”

“The thing is, Joey, there’s a lot of stuff you don’t know about me, besides the macadamia nuts.” Maizie rubbed her hands together as though making a mental list, and Joe could see her eyes welling now, the corners going liquid and fat with tears. Her lips were trembling, all the color draining from her face. She looked sick. Like someone who had just swallowed a metal drum filled with pain. “Let’s see. For one thing, I’m a closet Elvis fan. Did you know that about me, Joey?”

“Maizie, I’m sorry but—”

“I bet you didn’t know that . . . Oh, here’s another thing.” She snapped her fingers as though remembering some trivial detail. “I’m pregnant.”

Joe stared at her for a moment.

She nodded. “You heard me right, Joey. I’m pregnant. Almost three months now.”

Joe tried to speak, but the words were too far out of his reach.
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The sudden thud made Maizie jump slightly, and she nearly dropped the talk-back phone; but her hand was welded to the receiver with sweat and emotion, and she kept it pressed to her ear, waiting for Joe’s reply. Through the filthy glass, she saw Joe staring at her, his eyes glimmering. But she couldn’t quite read his expression, and that was scaring her to death. All the typical questions were running through her mind: Was he happy to hear the news? Was he freaked by it? Through the window, Joe looked angry and spooked and sad all at the same time. Then Maizie glanced down and saw that he had slapped his palm against the glass.

The gesture was almost involuntary, as though Joe had lost control of his hand, but the more Maizie stared at that big, calloused palm pressing against the glass, so hard it looked like pale white muslin, the more she realized it was expressing something deeper, something unspoken, something wonderful.

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.” Joe’s voice came crackling through the earpiece.

Maizie grinned through her tears and pressed her own palm over his.

At first, it was so pathetic, this sad little jailhouse tableau—a pair of hands pressed against each other, separated by that impassive pane of cool, smudged Plexiglas. Maizie had seen it in so many movies. But now her emotions were taking over, and Maizie’s gaze rose up slowly, meeting Joe’s eyes through the glass, an invisible spark arcing between them, traveling down their tendons to their palms, their hands responding.

“I love you, kid.” Joe’s whisper came through the phone as though completing a prayer.

Now Maizie’s hand was welded to the Plexiglas. “I didn’t want to break it to you like this, Joey,” she whispered, her tears burning now, her voice getting husky with emotion, her hormones dancing. She was closing in on her second trimester, and although she hadn’t started showing too much yet, other than a slight thickening around her tummy, she was already strapped to the emotional thrill ride. Her mood swings rivaled the Tasmanian devil, and the whole ordeal with Joe had been taking on truly Wagnerian proportions. But none of that mattered anymore because Joe was on her side now.

He had welcomed her news.

Maizie felt the energy flowing from the dirty glass and into her, suggesting all manner of intimacy and warmth, and she closed her eyes and drank it in.

The sound of a bolt lock snapping open across the room ripped the feeling apart.

“Oh!” Maizie jerked backward, yanking her hand from the window.

The young guard had appeared behind Joe, key ring in hand, and Maizie could hear the muffled voice through the earpiece. “Excuse me, Mr. Flood . . .”

Maizie felt as though an oxygen mask had just been ripped off her face, and now the arid atmosphere of the prison had returned. She looked around, trying to regain her bearings in the desolate cinder-block room that smelled of body odor and hushed conversations. There were opposing hand prints on the glass now, their smudged outlines in almost perfect registration over each other.

“Sorry to break in on ya.” The young guard was approaching Joe, jangling his hands awkwardly. “But they said we gotta get you back to lockdown.”

Joe stood up, the phone still welded to his ear. “We’ll work things out, honey, don’t worry. You take good care of yourself.”

“Wait!” Maizie sprang to her feet. “What about the lawyer? Joey? Wait a minute. I thought I’d use some of the money for the lawyer.”

Joe put the receiver back on its cradle, his gaze riveted to hers. Then he kissed his fingertips and touched them tenderly to the smudged glass. He winked at her and then turned to the guard and nodded.

Maizie felt her heart rising into her throat, the fear seeping through her veins like cool liquid mercury. It was dawning on her that this might be the last time she would ever lay eyes on Joe. The father of her unborn child. Her sweet Joey. Watching the guard usher Joe across the bare room and out the corner door, Maizie realized that her life would have probably been easier if he had rejected her. But now, with the unspoken consummation of their love through a membrane of grimy Plexiglas, Maizie was inexorably bound to a dead man. Joe was marked, forever and ever. And even if he were to be locked up in solitary confinement for the rest of his days, the predators would probably find a way to get to him.

“Joey!” Maizie pressed herself against the glass, her anguished breath fogging a cloud of condensation. “Joey, wait . . . listen . . . Joey!”

On the other side of the glass, across the room, Joe was being led through the doorway. At the last minute, just before the guard closed the door behind him, Joe paused and looked over his shoulder. He shot one last glance back at Maizie, and all at once Maizie realized that perhaps things were not as bad as they seemed. It was in Joe’s look, the faint shimmer of emotion in his eyes, and the subtle little nod.

He had a plan.

THE RAINS CAME late in the afternoon, rumbling into Macoupin County like an invading army from the west.

On the north side of Carlinville, near an old section of Blackburn College, there was a narrow gravel road that wound through ancient elms, rows of two-bit salvage shops, feed stores, garages, and greaseball taverns. At the end of this road, the rains were slanting down hard on the tin roof of Bud and Hank’s Bar, making loud percolating noises as a battered green Cadillac pulled up in front. Two gentlemen got out of the car—one white and obese, the other Black and gangly—lifting their collars against the weather and hurrying up the walk toward the tavern’s entrance.

Without a word, they slipped inside.

Bud and Hank’s main room was cool and dark, marinated in the odors of stale beer, old smoke, and cheap perfume from a million lonely Saturday nights. The floor was scarred hardwood, and a meager little bar stood at one end. Creighton Lovedahl stood near the door, surveying the pungent gloom, stamping his feet on a rubber welcome mat. Bernardo Sabitini stood next to him, wiping rain from the sleeves of his Armani, pursing his pudgy lips skeptically.

“Help you, boys?” The voice came from behind the bar—an old codger in a faded Hawaiian shirt and acne-pocked face.

“We’re meeting somebody,” Lovedahl said.

The bartender thrust a thumb at a black-lacquered door off to the left of the bar. “Reckon that somebody’s already waitin’ for y’all.”

Lovedahl and Sabitini exchanged an odd look, then ambled past the bar.

The back room was buried in shadows. The darkness smelled of cigars and sour liquor. There was a round table in the center of the room, and a tin-shaded lamp threw a pool of yellow light on the tattered felt surface. Lovedahl assumed that this was where the good ol’ boys from Macoupin County came to gamble. He looked around the shadowy corners of the room, scanning the stacks of old liquor cartons and boxes.

Something moved behind them, like a bat, dark and spindly.

“Wha—?” Lovedahl ducked. A playing card fluttered past him, piercing the light of the table and skittering across the felt, spinning like a coin tossed in a game of chance. The card whirled on its edge for a moment, then fell, revealing its face value. It was a tarot card, a lovely Renaissance illustration of a skeletal reaper, framed in dark, foreboding clouds.

Death.

“Rats on a sinking ship will do anything,” the shadow whispered behind them, and Lovedahl instantly drew a Smith & Wesson toward the sound.

A semiauto appeared in Sabitini’s fat little hand like magic.

A flash of tarnished metal. Eyes widening. Muzzles aimed in synchronized time lapse.

And just like that, in a heartbeat, guns were poised and cocked in unison—twenty millimeters of fuck you—but the shadow didn’t move, didn’t draw, and that made Lovedahl as nervous as a tic. “Show your skinny Japanese ass right now, homey,” Lovedahl insisted through clenched teeth. “Or we shoot it the fuck right off!”

Silence.

Outside the bar, a volley of thunder shook the gray afternoon.

A bolt of lightning flickered, strobing flashbulb brilliant across the room, and in that white-hot moment Lovedahl saw the gleam of something metallic down by his crotch. Hiro Sakamoto’s pale face was gibbous moon in the shadows only inches away, his cruel eyes glimmering. He was holding a curved razor down by Lovedahl’s crotch, pressing it gently under the Black man’s family jewels. Lovedahl felt the pressure in his temples now, the three hit men locked in mutually assured destruction.

“Dear Creighton,” the Asian demurred softly. “You’ve never given me a reason to trust you, so why would I start trusting you now.”

“Cut the mystic-from-the-Orient shit,” Lovedahl grumbled, and kept the barrel of his automatic trained on the Asian’s nose. Lovedahl had known about Hiro Sakamoto for years, ever since the dude had zapped one of the Carluccini brothers over in Fort Lee. But the more Lovedahl learned about Sakamoto, the more he had become secretly fascinated by the mind-set. The Asian thing. Sun Tzu and The Art of War and all that shit. Lovedahl really dug that stuff. But now Sakamoto was getting in everybody’s way, and something had to be done. “I got two million and one reasons why you should listen,” Lovedahl growled. “That’s your cut of the prize money if we drop the Irishman together—plus one blunt-nose from this piece if you don’t get that shiv out of my balls right now.”

The Asian looked amused. “This is your proposition?”

“That is my proposition, yeah, we go together.” Lovedahl nodded.

Sabitini laughed and suddenly aimed his gun at Lovedahl. “This is more of your bullshit, motherfucker. I’m tired of playing this game.”

Lovedahl sighed: Fucking hit men.

More thunder rumbled outside, another momentary flash of lightning veining the venetian blinds across the room.

“Listen, y’all.” Lovedahl’s voice grew calm. “It don’t mean a dime to a motherfuckin’ doughnut whether ya’ll go with me on this. Personally, I’d rather cap the dude myself and take the six for my trouble. But we got what you call your traffic-control problems out there.”

“Keep talking,” Hiro said.

“Too many homeboys out gunning for ol’ Sluggo, hear what I’m sayin’?” Lovedahl glanced down at the razor under his balls. “It’s like the motherfucking ’Nam out there, with everybody and their brother shooting and shit.”

“Meaning what?” Hiro was looking halfway interested all of a sudden.

“Meaning we got to cut our losses, and we got to organize ourselves, get this thing done.”

“Stane attento.” Sabitini was murmuring to himself now, his eyes rolling back in his head as though receiving ultrasonic radio waves. “I will, Federico, un momento—”

“Who the fuck you talking to?” Lovedahl was simultaneously holding his gun on Hiro and staring in amazement at the Sicilian.

“Mind your self!” Sabitini cocked the Sig and shoved it hard against Lovedahl’s temple.

“Easy, Bernardo,” Hiro cooed. “Perhaps our young Creighton has a point—perhaps more than he knows.”

“Whattya mean?” Lovedahl was looking into those inscrutable almond eyes.

“What I mean”—Hiro cocked his head toward Sabitini—“is that these stray bullets may be more than stray.”

Lovedahl thought about it for a second. “You saying there’s a button man out there gunning for us?”

Hiro didn’t respond, but instead twisted toward Sabitini and looked deeply into the Sicilian’s eyes. The big man blinked, twitching slightly, his wheels starting to turn. The grief and the madness on his face were mutating, solidifying into something new, a fresh concept. Thunder drummed again outside, punctuating the silence. “This is possible,” Bernardo said.

Bernardo lowered his gun.

Hiro nodded and turned back to Lovedahl. “Perhaps your instinct is correct.”

“Thank you, homes.” Lovedahl looked down at the paper-thin blade between his legs. “I can’t tell y’all how much I appreciate your confidence in me.”

Hiro smiled. “The target’s tucked behind the law at the moment. I presume you have a plan?”

Lovedahl showed his gold tooth. “Unless I’m wrong, they’re gonna be moving him soon. Probably to a federal facility. That’s when my plan goes into effect. And if you took that motherfuckin’ razor outta my motherfuckin’ gonads, I might be able to tell you about it.”

JOE SAT IN his holding cell, staring at the dull beige walls, listening to the muffled drone of the air-circulation system and thinking about Maizie’s news. It seemed impossible. Pregnant. The word itself was incantatory to Joe, magical, terrifying, and awesome in equal parts. “I’m pregnant. Almost three months now.” The words echoed in Joe’s fevered brain. There was no avoiding it. It was real. She was telling the truth. Joe knew it. He had knocked her up, goddamnit, and now there was no going back.

Pregnant.

Joe felt a tide of emotions rising in him, spreading through his chest, warm and buoyant. He imagined holding a tiny newborn in his stocky arms. A little innocent life, a swirl of red hair, Maizie’s tulip-petal mouth and Joe’s brown eyes. A life. For once, Joe could add to the world instead of subtract from it. Create instead of destroy. But as potent as these paternal fantasies were, there were equally strong undercurrents, dark premonitions swirling around beneath his thoughts.

Joe looked up at the ceiling and felt nerves fluttering in his stomach.

The overhead air duct was like the mouth of a dragon, webbed with iron mesh, hissing softly down at him. The drugs they had given Joe in the infirmary had worn off long ago, and now he could feel the stitches itching under his bandages, his wrist frying in a microwave of sharp pain, millions of tiny fire ants crawling up the back of his leg where the Cajun’s blade had entered him. There was a hot little knot above his left nipple as well. The little cyst was an old wound. Decades old. Happened back in the late sixties: client number nine. The target had been a strip-club owner by the name of Rusty Callahan, a pillar of the community who had gotten into kiddie porn. They called the man “Coach” because he supposedly coached little league T-ball down at Grant Park on weekends. Joe had visited the man in an alley behind the club one morning and had gotten into a brief skirmish. Turned out the coach had been armed with a snub-nosed .38 and had managed to graze Joe in the neck before Joe had taken him down. Later, Joe had gotten most of the fragments removed, but one small piece of the bullet’s jacket had lodged in the muscle of Joe’s left pectoral and had stayed there, becoming encapsulated by scar tissue over the years. Now it was acting up for the first time in ages.

Joe glanced down and slowly unbuttoned the top of his dungarees.

Sure enough, there was a darkened pucker above his nipple, obscured by the wiry, graying curls of his chest hair. The scar looked as though it had been recently messed with, closed by a couple of dissolving sutures, and Joe looked at it and rubbed it with the tips of his thumb and index finger. He felt the hard and pebbly granule under the skin and found himself wondering: Had they tried to remove the bullet while he was under, thinking it was a fresh wound? Had they tried to dig the damn thing out? For Christ’s sake, what is this—a jail or a frigging plastic-surgery clinic?

Joe closed his eyes and tried to ignore the pain and the nervous tension.

That’s when he heard the voice.

“Slugger?”

Joe opened his eyes and saw a shadow creeping across the cement floor. It came from out in the hallway, just beyond the junction between the cell bars and the adjacent security door. A long, thin shadow of a man in a suit moving tentatively toward the cell, and it must have been someone with political clout, because these inner corridors were off-limits to anyone other than guards and miscellaneous jail personnel. The shadow fell across the end of Joe’s cot and then slid up the wall. “Slugger?” The voice was familiar, a heavy southwest-side-of-Chicago accent. “You decent?”

“Who is it?” Joe put his hand up to shield his eyes against the single fluorescent tube out in the corridor.

“It’s me, Slugger. Tom Andrews.”

It was still difficult to make out the face; the light behind the figure was putting a halo around the head and shoulders like some kind of penny-arcade religious icon. The young attorney seemed nervous, jittery, afraid to get too close to the bars for fear he’d catch cooties.

“What’s the word, Counselor?” Joe stayed seated on the edge of the cot, rubbing his sore neck, taking things one step at a time.

“I’m not bad,” the shadow said. “How they treating you?”

“Can’t complain.”

“That’s good, glad to hear it.” Andrews fidgeted for a few moments, then dug in his pocket for something. The sudden flare of a Zippo illuminated the lawyer’s face as he lit a cigarette. Then the Zippo clicked off. “You really showed those cocksuckers,” Andrews said finally, exhaling smoke. “Showed them who’s boss.”

“Yeah, sure.” Joe sighed. “I’m a regular folk hero.”

“You’re the Slugger, man. Don’t ever forget that.”

“I’m running out of time, Tommy.”

“I understand.”

“Then tell me, the thing we discussed. Tell me you took care of it.”

There was a beat of silence as Andrews took another long, thoughtful drag off the cigarette. “All right. Here’s the thing. The thing we discussed. I went directly to the top brass. Your employer. I went there in person, and I put in the request. In person. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“What do you mean, my employer?”

“Your meal ticket. The brain trust. I went to ’em, is what I’m saying.”

Joe stood up and went over to the bars. His stomach was a cauldron all of a sudden as he grasped one of the bars. “I’m not following. You’re telling me I have one single employer? Just one? All these years?”

At this close proximity, the lawyer’s boyish face was just barely visible in the shadows. The slack jaw. The bemused glint in his eyes. “Slugger, for Chrissake, I thought you knew. It’s always been this one bunch of bigwigs. I swear to Christ I thought you knew.”

Joe swallowed back a surge of heartburn. He didn’t want to know who they were. Not after all this time. It was too painful to think that he had merely expedited, again and again, the personal bidding of some left-wing megalomaniac. “Okay, look,” Joe said finally, “skip the details and cut to the chase.”

“What do you mean?”

Joe’s grip tightened on the bar. “The Game, Tommy? You remember the Game? Putting the kibosh on the Game?”

“Oh, right, sorry.” The lawyer put his hand up as though surrendering. “I’m sorry, Slugger. Yeah. Of course. The Game. The thing is, it’s sort of a good-news, bad-news type of scenario.”

“Tommy, I’m dying here. Just get to the point.”

“See, the good news is, your employer has agreed to buy you out of the Game—”

Joe stared at him. “That’s fantastic.”

“—under certain conditions.”

“Okay.”

“That’s actually the bad news.”

“I’m listening.”

The attorney took another drag and exhaled smoke up into the fluorescent light. “Evidently, according to our latest reports, there are only four players left in the Game. Just four. Which, by the way, is fucking incredible.”

“The kicker, Tommy. I’m waiting for it.”

“The kicker is, if you can take them all out, all four of them, you’re cool, you’re done.”

Joe felt light-headed all of a sudden, as though his shoes were sliding on a fine layer of ice. “And that’s all I gotta do,” he said. “Dust off the four finalists.”

“In a nutshell, Slugger, that’s correct. You get half your money and a hundred percent of your life back. New passport, new identity. The whole works. All you gotta do is frag these four motherfuckers and go straight to Park Place.”

“That’s all I gotta do.”

“That’s it.” The attorney took one last drag off the smoke and then tossed it to the concrete, snubbing it out with the toe of his Giorgio Brutini loafer. He was glancing nervously back down the opposite end of the corridor. The sound of a buzzer could be heard coming from somewhere off in the bowels of the jail. “Now I gotta split, Slugger. I’m sorry. I only bought a few minutes down here.”

“Tommy, wait!”

“Sorry, big guy. Gotta go.” He was backing into the shadows beyond the fluorescents.

“Tommy!”

“We’ll be watching you, Slugger. Make us proud.”

In a blink the attorney had vanished through one of the security doors, and the clang of a bolt engaging echoed down the empty corridor.

RAIN HAMMERED DOWN like tenpenny nails on the windshield of the idling Nissan, a violent drone fueling Maizie’s edginess as she sat in the jail’s parking lot. Through the window she could barely see the main drag in the distance beyond the parking lot as the dirty silver horizon darkened.

Maybe it was her proverbial woman’s intuition, or maybe it was some kind of freaky, psychic link to Joe, or maybe it was merely guesswork. But whatever the explanation, she sensed they were about to move Joe. A couple of hours ago, she had latched on to a snippet of conversation between two guards outside the entrance foyer as she was leaving: “They get here at six,” one of the guards had said to one of the administrators. And the administrator had replied, “Make sure Mr. Big is ready.” At that point, Maizie had immediately retreated to her car, waiting under a lone sodium vapor light for the action to begin.

“Be calm, muchacha,” she mumbled to herself, swishing her sable brush across the steering wheel.

Whenever Maizie Vargas got nervous, she played with her makeup tools, and at the moment, her tools were sitting in a dog-eared leather doctor’s bag on the passenger seat next to her. Maizie never went anywhere without her makeup. She had three separate kits. One elaborate rig backstage at the Lyric, one smaller kit at home for research and freelance jobs, and one basic kit she kept on the back floor of the Nissan for location work and commercials. The bag contained the standard tools and materials for any basic stage makeup or prosthetic appliance: cream greasepaint, foam-rubber sponges, mortician’s wax, surgical adhesive, wigs, acetone, barber shears, even a clump of expensive Bulgarian yak hair that Maizie kept for her trademark old-age appliance. For the past thirty minutes, Maizie had been restlessly futzing with all of it, taking useless inventories, kneading clumps of old putty, doing anything to keep from thinking how bad this could go.

The thing that was keeping her going was the look, the one that Joe had given her just as he was being escorted out of the visitors’ lounge: Don’t worry, kid, we’re gonna fight this thing, ’cause Big Joe’s got a plan. The more she thought about it, the more strength she drew from it. Joe had a plan, and Maizie was going to be around to see it go down, and as she sat in her cold, idling car, with the rain like millions of tiny bullets on the glass, she felt an odd change coming over her. Quite unexpected and more than a little disturbing.

For the first time in ages, she felt completely alive.

“Tarde, tarde, tarde o temprano,” she was muttering to herself again, swishing her makeup brush compulsively back and forth across her palm while keeping her gaze riveted to the facility’s rear loading dock. She glanced up at her rearview and scanned the cluttered backseat. She tossed the makeup brush aside, reached back, and rooted a powdered doughnut out of one of the packages. Then she nibbled on it for a while, getting confectioner’s sugar all over her chin and down the front of her denim jacket.

For the last six weeks, Maizie had been gorging herself on junk food. Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, barbecue potato chips, Little Debbie Banana Twins, chocolate pudding, Dutch pretzels, and her all-time favorite, chocolate ice cubes. She had probably gained around twenty-five pounds already. Maizie wasn’t merely eating for two; she was eating for an army.

She finished off the doughnut and wrestled off her jacket, tossing it on the passenger side.

Then she continued her silent vigil, keeping her gaze welded to the jail’s rear loading dock.

AT AROUND SIX, instead of dinner, a trio of guards appeared outside Joe’s cell. “Sir, we’ve been instructed to prep you for travel,” the younger guard said. He was fiddling the key into the bar lock. The other two guards were nervous. Their safety straps were unsnapped over their guns, and their expressions were grave and taut.

The Game continues.

“Travel?” Joe sat up on the edge of his cot. He had been smoking a cigarette, thinking of the time he and Maizie had made love that crazy New Year’s Eve in the bungalow at Lake Geneva, wondering if it was then that they had actually managed to conceive their little secret bundle.

“Please extinguish the cigarette, sir.”

“Where we headed, boys?” Joe dropped the butt and snubbed it out with his shoe.

“On your feet, please, sir.” The younger guard came in first and stood behind Joe. The other two guards flanked him and secured the leather wrist shackles to the chain between his ankles. Then they shuffled him into the corridor. Joe could smell the tension in the air like a burned electrical terminal, the body odors of the guards mingling with the airless, disinfectant stench of the corridor.

“You boys mind telling me where we’re going?” Joe was shuffling along as best as he could with the shackles between his legs.

“Federal marshal’s here,” the younger guard said.

“Federal marshal?” Joe was surprised they were moving him so soon.

“Yeah,” the young guard answered, nodding. “Y’all gonna be headin’ to federal court.”

Black knight takes white rook.

“Shut up, Billy!” The older guard snapped, especially jumpy all of a sudden, his thick glasses smeared with humidity.

“Ain’t no harm in telling him,” the younger guard said.

“Just do your job, Billy.”

“Okay, all right, excuse me for livin’,” the younger guard said, ushering Joe toward the first glass security door.

Joe was silent the rest of the way out, conserving his energy.

Just getting Joe out of the Menner facility was quite an operation. The three guards escorted him down a narrow corridor and through a series of automated, reinforced doors. At every juncture, a loud, buzzing noise would sound, then the crackle of a supervisor’s voice through a nearby loudspeaker. The final checkpoint was the rear foyer. The room resembled an entrance into an airport passenger gate, complete with X-ray machines and metal-detector archways. The Menner guards were obviously trying to avoid the press, to keep the lowest possible profile for the relocation. All of which was pretty futile as far as Joe was concerned. The glare of tabloid-TV cameras was the least of his problems.

Joe was ushered through all the gizmos and finally brought out to the threshold of a large garage-style door where two grim-faced federal marshals stood waiting.

“Evening, Mr. Flood.” The first marshal spoke softly, evenly, reaching down to check the shackles. The man looked to be in his mid-forties, a transparent rain slicker over his uniform, his square-jawed face emotionless. He had a Mossberg twelve-gauge under his arm. The Mossberg 500 series was a lethal pump-action shotgun popular among good old boys and southern state troopers. The marshal was holding a Bullpup model, with its twenty-inch barrel, pistol grip, and eight-round magazine. Probably had it gassed up with double ought.

The other marshal, a twitchy little Black guy with wiry arms and Marine tattoos, was handing a clipboard to the guard named Earl. “Appreciate y’all helping us out on such short notice,” the Black man said, and got a signature on the bottom of his form. He wore a stainless-steel Smith & Wesson .357 Mag. He tore off the bottom copy of the form and handed it back to the guards.

“Watch your step, Mr. Flood.” The emotionless marshal had taken Joe by the arm and was urging him across a platform of battered iron. The garage door was groaning open, the noise and smell of the rain wafting in. A boxy, unmarked transport van sat in the gray light, backed against the dock. “Gonna be taking you out through the back,” the emotionless marshal said.

The iron floor suddenly shuddered beneath Joe and then began to sink on hydraulic lifts.

The Black marshal hopped across the breach, alighting on the van’s step bar. He began unlocking the rear doors. They were triple-bolted. The doors squeaked open and revealed the long, narrow confines of the van. There were benches on both sides, sectioned off by iron anchors for shackles. The front of the passenger bay was meshed iron, with a tiny rectangle of a window through which the driver could monitor the back. Joe stepped inside.

“We’ll sit you up front.” The emotionless marshal urged Joe toward the mesh.

Joe was plopped down next to the front wall. The marshal propped the Mossberg against the corner and secured Joe’s shackles to the floor bolt. Joe could barely see daylight dwindling through the cab’s windshield. The loading area was relatively deserted except for two state-trooper cars blocking the exit, their drivers standing under the building’s overhang, chatting idly. These were the van’s escorts. Joe started breathing steadily, like a runner lowering himself into the blocks. He looked down at his hands. Bound in iron, bandaged and throbbing dully, his hands were pretty damned useless.

The rear doors slammed shut, followed by the clang of bolts snapping home.

The sound was invigorating to Joe.

“Be outta here in a second,” the emotionless marshal was saying as he took a seat next to Joe, the Mossberg flat across his lap.

Joe nodded, more to himself than anyone else. His senses were sharp and alert now. He could smell the rain through the vents, the rich earthworm rot of the farm fields, and the gas-grease odor of the van. The vehicle started moving. Through the slatted portal in front Joe could see the troopers leading it out of the parking lot and toward the highway, the sizzle of two-way radio voices coming from the cab and the rattling groan of the engine. The van cobbled up the entrance ramp, and Joe could feel the heat rising in him like volcanic currents from the deepest, darkest core of his being.

He was absolutely certain of only two things: One, the transport van would be ambushed en route to the federal facility. And two, he was going to fight with every last ounce of cunning and skill he possessed in order to survive. For Maizie. For his unborn child.

He started to prepare.

“Excuse me, chief,” Joe nodded at the marshal’s twelve-gauge, which sat canted off the man’s lap, its barrel pointing directly at Joe’s ribs. “Any chance you might consider moving the hog leg so it’s not pointing at my gut?”

The marshal looked down at the Mossberg for a moment, then up at Joe. “What’s the problem?”

“Van hits a bump and I’m gonna get a bad case of double-ought poisoning.”

The marshal moved the gun and smiled noncommittally. “How’s that?”

“That’s just great, chief. Appreciate it.”

The van was reaching cruising speed—just over sixty-five—and was swaying and pitching softly, creaking like an old ship, heading south on Highway 55. Joe glanced through the mesh. The afternoon sky had darkened to a deep, wet charcoal color, shattered every few moments by the jagged threads of lightning. The van had momentarily driven out of the heavy rains, but it was impossible to tell if they were heading into more storms or simply the dark of night. The southern horizon was too gloomy to tell.

“One more thing, chief.”

“What is it now?”

“Your pistol there on your hip.” Joe tilted his head at the Smith & Wesson. “It’s kinda digging into my bandage. You think you could possibly trade benches?”

The marshal looked up at Joe, and the emotionless stare started to gleam. “What are you trying to pull, Flood?” He aimed the shotgun at Joe and pumped a shell into the breech with a loud clang! “That’s about enough requests for one day, all right?”

Joe shrugged. “Whatever you say, chief.”

“Why don’t you just sit back and enjoy the ride,” the marshal suggested, letting his twelve-gauge slowly fall back to his lap. “Be in New Orleans before dawn.”

Joe nodded and looked back out the mesh at the gathering darkness. He was ready now. Although the marshal had refused to move, he had indeed slid a few imperceptible inches to the left, away from Joe’s hip, and was now offering an unobstructed path between the fingers on Joe’s left hand and the barrel of the twelve-gauge.

“Riding on the city of New Orleans . . .” Joe was murmuring as he gazed out at the rain, his veins surging adrenaline-hot, his muscles coiled and readied, his mouth tasting of copper and rage, his eyes stinging with tears. He had no idea when the attack would come, but he knew it would come, and he knew that the marshal next to him was in the perfect position now, and if God was distracted enough and the creek didn’t rise, Joe might—just might—have a fighting chance to get out of this fucking crate alive.

Then he would finish this business once and for all.

“TURN ON YOUR frigging headlights, Marion,” Tom Andrews was barking from the Blazer’s passenger seat, squinting to see through the billowing sheets of mist streaming across the windshield. “Can’t see shit in this stuff.”

The man named Marion flipped on his lights.

“Frigging pea soup,” the attorney grumbled, settling back into the high-back bucket. They were hovering about a quarter of a mile behind the convoy of state vehicles, keeping close tabs. The highway burned sulfuric yellow in the wash of the Blazer’s headlamps, the pulsing wiper blades streaking the taillights ahead of them like watercolors. Tom Andrews lit a cigarette and blew smoke out of the side of his mouth. “Get a little closer, Marion, will ya?”

The man behind the wheel grunted and goosed the pedal, passing a camper, then easing back into the flow, staying at least a half-dozen car lengths behind the great, hulking prison van and pair of trooper cars hovering fore and aft. Gripping the steering wheel with huge, calloused hands of knotted flesh, his icy blue eyes fixed like laser beams on the road, Marion Michael Morrison was a blond golem in a polyester sport coat. His face was shaped like a granite anvil, with a brow ridge so prominent you could serve drinks on it.

Marion was all-purpose muscle, assigned by the Chamber’s underlings to escort Tom Andrews down South on this strange diplomatic mission. Trained by the Special Forces, Marion was the kind of anonymous enforcer who might be asked to load an airplane with contraband medical supplies one day and then go down to Panama City to shatter somebody’s kneecaps the next. Tom Andrews didn’t like being around this guy. As a matter of fact, he didn’t like this whole assignment. Not one little bit.

“Not too close, sport,” the attorney said suddenly, jabbing his cigarette at the windshield.

Up ahead, about a hundred yards away, the prison convoy was roaring past a sign that said Cape Girardeau—5 Mi.—Memphis—110 Mi. The van seemed to be speeding up, its enormous boxy girth swaying precariously in the wind, the rain sluicing across its roof. Something was about to happen; Andrews could feel a chill stiffening the hairs on his arms like static electricity.

“That’s good,” the attorney muttered. “Keep it right about here.”

Andrews gazed through the rain at the distant convoy and thought about all the injustices in the world and about this lousy assignment. Making him feed a bunch of garbage to the Slugger like that. It just wasn’t right. You just give a legend like the Slugger hope when the truth was that he was doomed to die no matter what he did. All the Chamber wanted to do was clear the field and start over.

One big fucking scam, Tom Andrews thought bitterly to himself.

“Come again?” Marion was glancing over at the attorney with those cold blue eyes.

Andrews blinked. “What?”

“You said something about a scam?”

“Oh . . .” Andrews swallowed hard, snubbing his cigarette out in the side ashtray, unaware that he had been mumbling angrily under his breath. “It’s nothing, nothing.”

Then the attorney gazed back out through the windshield at the distant convoy and waited for the fun to begin.





Part III

The Killing Zone

Then Jesus said unto him: Put up again thy sword into his place

For all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword.

—Matthew 26:52





Sixteen

Trooper Wayne Needham was the first to see the taillights in the distance ahead, and the sight of them furrowed his already weathered brow. They were just under a mile away, swimming in the darkness of the center median ditch.

And they were approaching fast.

The fifty-five-year-old Needham had already roared past the emergency flare about a mile back and had radioed word to his partner, who was bringing up the rear: “Stay on course, looks like a ten thirty-three, just leave it alone.” But now Needham was approaching what looked to be a pretty bad accident scene, a single vehicle, perhaps more, stranded out there in the marshy weeds of the median, and Needham didn’t like the looks of that, not one little bit. The grizzled trooper was one year and a wake-up from early retirement, and he really wanted this trip to go off without a hitch. He had no idea what kind of gorilla they were hauling back there in that paddy wagon, but he knew it was heavy. Feds don’t come out to St. Louis for no penny-ante criminal. And no traffic accident was going to stop Needham from making this delivery.

Needham grabbed the CB handset. “Baker twenty-four, this is twenty-one, over . . .”

The reply crackled through the speaker. “Go ahead, Wayne.”

“Rich, I got an eyeball on that ten thirty-three. ’Bout a half mile away. Looks like a four-wheeler in the ditch. You copy?”

Through a spurt of static: “Copy that, twenty-one. Whattya want to do about it?”

Needham saw the red taillights coming into clearer focus as he approached. Another flare lay out there on the gravel shoulder, sputtering, a scarlet blossom in the rain. And a shadow of something was moving fifty yards beyond it, moving through the weeds and the rain. Looked like an old beater of a pickup down there in the marsh, probably some hillbilly family driving down from the Ozarks. Needham had seen a million of these pathetic souls in his life, stupid white trash, dirt-poor. They probably slid off the road in the rain.

“Can’t stop the parade now,” Needham said into the mike. “Have to call it in.”

“Copy that,” the voice said. “You want me to make the call?”

“Roger that, Richie. Call dispatch—have ’em get a hook out there.”

Through static: “That’s a ten-roger. What about an E-unit, Wayne?”

“Standby—” Trooper Needham was approaching the accident scene in a whirlwind, the mist curling around his cruiser, and he swung his side searchlight out across the rain, beaming it across the median ditch in search of bodies or signs of any injured parties.

The woman appeared in front of him out of nowhere.

Trooper Needham pretty near slammed the brake pedal through the floor.

The cruiser went into a skid, the searchlight beam sweeping up into the rain. The old woman was standing directly in his path! Her body was shrouded in a wet black scarf and shawl, her palsied arms waving, her face pinched and frightened, her pathetic little children lying on the grass behind her. Needham cried out, the CB mike dangling, and he barely managed to wrestle the cruiser back in line.

The cruiser screeched to a stop, angled sideways across the fast lane.

The car had missed the old matron by less than ten feet. She had instinctively backed away and was now standing on the nearby shoulder, trembling like a frightened sparrow, and the wail of brakes was roaring behind Needham all of a sudden, and the hiss of rubber on wet cement filled the air, and Needham glanced up in time to see the gargantuan box filling his rearview. The van slammed into his rear bumper, shoving the cruiser forward another thirty feet across wet pavement like a hockey puck.

A second later, the cruiser came to rest on the edge of the shoulder.

Needham looked up, his recent coronary bypass surgery tightening his chest, pressing down on him like an elephant standing on his sternum. Too many things were happening at once, too many for the trooper to absorb: Movement to his left, out the window. The old woman was approaching, walking with a palsied limp, when the sound of gunfire tore through the sky behind Needham, fireworks, Roman candles, and the other trooper’s voice sizzling in fits and starts over the speakers. “Wayne! Respond! Respond! They’re com—in . . . Can you—st—LOOK!” The voice crackled apart, and Needham was reaching for his Colt when the old woman suddenly stepped into the glare of his headlights, her face changing, her voice coming out in a sudden baritone grunt, speaking in Italian.

The old woman threw off her shawl and revealed herself to be a man—a very fat, very Sicilian man pulling a dark object from the back of his phony dress, an object resembling an AK-47.

The fat man began to fire.

The rain seemed to change direction as the glass of Needham’s windshield turned to dust.

JOE JERKED TOWARD the sound of automatic gunfire, and he struggled to lift his face from the iron. He thought in that one feverish instant that the floor of the prison van smelled surprisingly clean, like a cross between putty and old ice-cube trays.

“Damnit . . . DAMNIT!” The marshal was across the holding bay, writhing in pain, cursing his luck.

The impact had thrown both men to the floor, the overhead light jarring loose and starting to flicker wildly, the g-forces slamming the marshal against the front fire wall, the shotgun spinning the other way, landing underneath Joe. Joe’s shackles had tethered him in place, so his body had simply flipped forward, sending him face first against the corrugated floor, force-feeding him a daily requirement of iron. But now Joe was squirming back to a kneeling position, his mouth bleeding, sounds of gunfire coming from outside the rear mesh, the pain surging up Joe’s wounded leg, his gaze frantically scanning the floor beneath him for the loose shotgun.

The marshal dove suddenly for the twelve-gauge, clawing at the floor.

Joe slammed his county-issue shoe down on the marshal’s hand, and the marshal yelped, recoiling instinctively, clutching at his sidearm, and now Joe saw his one chance in the flickering light below him, like the ghost of a Chinese puzzle box: the Mossberg, wedged between the corrugations under him, the dark gray length of burnished chrome and hardwood mahogany slide shining in the low light. Joe scooped the barrel up with his toe, then slammed his right foot down on the stock.

The shotgun jumped up into his grasp.

Joe gave the hardwood slide a one-handed yank and popped a shell into the breech.

“Wait!” The marshal was rising to his knees, his hands shooting up in the air. “I got a family, for God’s sake.”

Joe pointed the Mossberg at him. “Your Smith & Wesson, chief, and your keys. Slide ’em over.”

The marshal looked down at his sidearm, then back up at Joe.

“How far you gonna get?”

“Gimme the gun, chief.”

The gunfire outside was warlike, intermittent bleats of machine-gun fire, cymbal crashes, glass breaking, the telltale pop of a trooper’s pistol, back and forth, back and forth, and now there were new sounds, noises coming from the near distance, a car horn stuck in the on position, a woman screaming, and new voices, one of them in Japanese. Joe’s blood was boiling now, the pain mixing with the adrenaline rush. He had to get out of this metal tomb before it was too late.

“Think it over,” the marshal said, his hands still raised and shaking.

Joe aimed the shotgun at the marshal’s face. “You want what little brains you have to stay in your head, you’ll slide that peashooter and the keys over right now.”

“We got an entire department monitoring this van,” the marshal said, and his hands were trembling wildly now, and his eyes were getting shifty and glassy, as if he were contemplating heroics.

“Goddamnit!” Joe was about to ram the stock into the marshal’s face when he heard the sound.

It happened very quickly, almost too quickly for Joe to react, but in that instant of sudden panic, that sound—that sliding sound—pierced his eardrums, shrinking his scrotum and straightening him like a cattle prod thrust up his spine. It was almost primordial, like a tuning fork vibrating his nervous system, sending every instinct into hyperdrive, aligning his neuropeptides and stiffening every tiny hair on his body. Had Joe been a cat, he would have arched his back.

“Fuck!” Joe sprang to his feet and shot a glance out the meshed rear window. Through the cage he saw several things happening at once—the shadow of a thin Japanese man standing in the fallout of a burning trooper car, backlit by flames and great gouts of black smoke, holding another tiny device fringed with antennae, another tiny switch block, and the sound, the sound of hard plastic skidding along pavement, sliding through the puddles and wet cement, and Joe looked down at the road and saw through the mesh, the little black disc, no bigger than a Frisbee, sliding toward the van, sliding under the van, and Joe knew it was too late.

He ducked his head between his legs and braced himself.

The blast was instantaneous.

The world seemed to lurch sideways, as though a giant’s fist had slammed up through the undercarriage of the van, the explosion blooming a hole the size of a Volkswagen in the floor of the van, the concussion lifting the vehicle up into the air and slamming it down on its side like a toy. The wall rose up and struck the marshal face first, like a springboard, shattering the bones in his skull.

Joe was lucky, his chains acting as a sort of restraint device.

He was literally flipped upside down and then smashed against the bench, which was now part of the wall. And he hung there for several frenzied moments, suspended over the gathering flames like a bug in a metal web, his legs tangled in the shackles, the iron bands digging into his ankles and wrists. He saw shadows of men sweeping toward the rear of the van, and he started looking for the Mossberg. He felt the heat on his face and gasped for breath, breathing thick fumes of cordite, his entire body singing with pain. He couldn’t hear a thing, but he could see the shadows sliding over the rear meshed doorway, which was now a gaping, jagged hole, and he thought, Come and get me, fuckers. I’m ready.

He looked down and found the twelve-gauge tangled in the leg-iron chains.

He tried to reach for it, but his arm was blazing with pain now, nearly numb. The shadows were drawing closer, their footsteps like mortars grinding glass. “I got the motherfucker,” a voice said from outside the doorway, and Joe heard the unmistakable click-click! of a high-powered automatic, and he recognized the voice—Creighton Lovedahl, the Bronx Bomber—and Joe started jiggling the Mossberg with his feet, trying to jar it loose, trying to flip it up into his hands again. It was futile. The gun was hopelessly tangled.

Lovedahl appeared in the rear doorway, wiping the rain from his face. He was haloed in a nimbus of fire, shafts of yellow light threading through the smoke around him. It made him look strangely angelic. “Damn, that motherfucker Sakamoto knows his shit!”

“If it ain’t Brother Lovedahl,” Joe said, the sound of his own voice muffled in his shattered ears.

Lovedahl looked up, smiled, and aimed the .45 right at Joe. “You are one slippery motherfucker, Flood. I’ll give ya that.”

“It’s my job.”

“You always did the profession proud,” Lovedahl said.

“My knees ain’t what they used to be.” Joe cringed at the sudden jolt of pain.

“We all get old,” Lovedahl offered. The gunfire behind him was dwindling, the sounds of footsteps coming across the gravel, the other shooters gathering.

“Yeah, well, I guess you fellas got me,” Joe admitted, trying to breathe through the pain, trying to keep his sideways gaze focused on the killer in the doorway.

“Gonna be a stone-gas honor,” Lovedahl said, aiming the gun at Joe’s face. “Being the one to pull the plug.”

“Nice of you to say”—Joe closed his eyes, preparing to die, the alternating current of rage and regret flowing through his arteries—“seeing how you had to organize yourselves to take me out.”

Lovedahl grinned, preparing to fire. “I’m thinking of starting a union.”

“Yeah, that’s a great idea. Go for the benefits, better dental plan.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Lovedahl said, his gold tooth gleaming in the firelight, the shadows of Sabitini and Sakamoto approaching in the rain behind him. They were reloading, preparing to join the fun.

Joe looked down then, and he got lucky for the second time that night.

It happened in the blink of an eye, in the space of time it took for Joe to glance down at the shotgun one last time: He saw the chain on the trigger. He wasn’t sure when it had happened; perhaps during the blast, perhaps in the aftermath, when he was trying to jiggle it loose. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that the chain from his ankle iron had wrapped around the Mossberg’s trigger and was just taut enough to yank with his left ankle. He looked up at Lovedahl. “Mind if I ask you one more thing,” Joe said, “before you do me?”

“Whatever.” Lovedahl shrugged, aiming the gun. He would have already fired, but this moment was too delicious, too wonderfully sweet to hurry.

“Are all New York hitters really this stupid?” Joe was tensing his leg now. “Or is it just you?”

Joe kicked the trigger.

The muzzle flared, magnesium-hot.

The blast gobbled the doorjamb above Lovedahl, spraying hot shrapnel in his face, razors chewing his flesh, tossing him back into the rain. Lovedahl’s gun went off, the bullet going high into the sky. The other hitters were momentarily stunned, crouching behind the wreckage across the shoulder, confusion swirling up from the rear of the van. Joe knew this was his first and last opportunity to break free, and he put everything he had into bending over and scooping at that Mossberg. He got a grasp on the barrel, and he yelped suddenly at the steampipe heat scalding his fingers. He turned the gun upside down and aimed it at the shackles, turning away, cocking the gun again and pressing his eyes closed.

Then he pulled the trigger.

The blast tore through the floor, hot metal stinging Joe’s ankles and calves.

He cried out in pain and exhilaration, then opened his eyes and looked down at the chains. The blast had cut the shackles loose, and the chain lay in two pieces beneath him. He slipped his legs out of the bolt, and then he pulled the chain free of his wrist bands, falling to the mangled floor with a painful thump. His body was crawling with chills; many of his stitches had broken open, and his stomach was seething, molten hot, threatening to heave. He heard someone yelling outside, to the rear, hollering in Japanese, and he rushed over to the marshal’s twisted corpse and found the keys. Joe’s head was spinning as he unlocked the shackles, tossing them aside, free now, free, the adrenaline spiking in his veins, and he was pulling the marshal’s revolver from its holster when a sudden movement flashed above him, a silver blur jumping through the smoke.

Joe ducked.

The throwing star struck the far wall with a thwack! Joe looked up and saw Sakamoto’s trademark embedded in the metal, meant for Joe’s skull, probably coated in cyanide or dimethyl sulfate, and something just snapped inside Joe. “These guys are really pissing me off,” he grumbled.

Pulse quickening suddenly, his head swimming with the fighting frenzy, Joe grabbed the Smith, spinning the chamber once, and then he grabbed the shotgun and turned toward the gaping rear doorway, the sound of Tom Andrews’s voice in his head: “Four players left in the Game . . . if you take them out . . . you’re cool, you’re done.” Joe was moving toward the opening now, his mind ablaze, because he was the Slugger and was diving into fucking Khe San, and they were all going to taste it now.

He burst from the rear with both his guns blazing hellfire and damnation.

The sound was deafening, a firestorm, and Joe was running through it, screaming. All four of the shooters were diving out of the line of fire, their guns shocked upright and discharging into the sky, and Joe was running right through the hellish noise, flash-blind, the rain and the fire in his face, the taste of hot metal on his tongue, the pain sizzling in his head, the wrist straps and shackles jangling, the power flowing through him, galvanizing him, sending him barreling across the highway.

He tripped on the shoulder.

His balance went haywire, and he tumbled headlong down the embankment, head over heels through the rain and the weeds, the world becoming a blur, his pistol running dry and clicking madly, the shotgun still spitting fire over his head, ripping through the mist and the fog. He landed next to a stump buried in the wet darkness of a soybean field, his shoulder thudding hard against the petrified wood. Pain shot up his collarbone, and his mind revved frantically for a moment, but then he heard the sounds of car doors slamming behind him and engines revving.

He struggled to his feet, momentarily blind from the retina burn.

The squeal of the Cadillac’s rubber against the pavement behind him was like the keen of a referee’s whistle, and Joe froze for a moment, his mind reeling back to his sniper training, the techniques imprinted on his memory like a Pavlovian response: The target in the central killing zone serves as “bait” to lure attacking or reinforcing units into the killing zones of outlying ambushes or ambushes deployed by the bait itself. And now Joe knew exactly what he had to do.

He turned toward the darkness and started across the field as fast as his old, stiff wheels would carry him.

The soybeans were early this year, and the ground was as soft as chocolate pudding. Joe churned through it, lungs heaving, shotgun in his grip like an old metal javelin. The field stretched into the distance before him, immense, a hundred acres of deep green carpet leading down into the river valley. Joe could hear the Caddy jump the shoulder behind him, then the groan of its engine and the foof of its wheels digging into the mud. Joe picked up the pace, heading for the distant trees. He was a decoy now.

Bait.

The ambush is initiated when the target enters the central killing zone and engages naturally occurring parts of the environment.

Bounding along, Joe cocked the Mossberg and prepared to play his last hand. He glanced to his left. Along the north edge of the soybeans a matrix of high-tension wires ran adjacent to the property line. In the darkness, they looked like inky black tendrils weaving through the mist, twining down toward the distant trees. A hundred yards away, a transformer was perched at the top of a high-line pole like a giant black barrel sprouting heavy-voltage cables.

The killing zone.

The Caddy was gaining fast, all thunder and noise and fiery breath, entering kill-shot range, its headlights flaring on Joe’s neck like a furnace. Joe stumbled toward the transformer with all he had left. He could feel his body shutting down, muscles pooping out, joints giving up the ghost. Silently, his mind screamed at his body: Just a little bit farther, old hoss, just another few seconds. But right now Joe’s bones were on the verge of collapse, his lungs burning up, his legs a pair of churning pistons of agony. He lifted the Mossberg with one last blip of energy. Drew a bead on the transformer. Just then he heard the dry, sharp crack of a nine millimeter behind him, the blue sparks singing out the Caddy’s passenger window.

The first shot went high, whizzing over Joe’s head like a bottle rocket, and Joe flashed on a vision of his skull shattering like a china cup.

Then he passed under the transformer.

It happened within the space of about three seconds, but in Joe’s fevered mind it seemed to last an eternity, like a silent movie in slow motion: Joe suddenly spinning away from the headlights and vaulting up into the air, simultaneously raising the Mossberg like a magic wand, aiming blindly at the transformer, squeezing off three shots, the barrel barking magnesium fire up into the sky.

It was like goring a wild bull.

The first shot gobbled a mouthful of cable, sending fizzing, singing sparks into the black, and then the second and third shots ripped through the housing, splaying open knots of cables, florets of fire blossoming up into the sky and orgasms of sparks pouring down on the Caddy as it passed under the mess. The car went out of control.

Joe landed hard on his ass in the weeds a hundred feet away, his breath tumbling out of his lungs, the Mossberg slipping from his grip, the pain exploding up his tailbone. He heard the Caddy’s front wheels digging into the dirt behind him, the clamor of voices, the engine bellowing frantically to escape the inferno.

Counterattack!

Joe scrambled to find the shotgun in the dark weeds, the electricity in his veins, the killing rage on his tongue now like a hot, coppery tonic. The twelve-gauge had skidded off into the dark somewhere with only one or two rounds left—Joe couldn’t remember which—and now the roar of the Caddy was looming again, the sick yellow glow of headlights coming through the smoke, and Joe sprang to his feet. He started rushing toward the tree line when his shackles got tangled and sent him careening to the ground again, eating a mouthful of weeds.

Then the air seemed to ignite.

At first, Joe thought it was another transformer, perhaps a ground line bursting, spraying sparks up into the air, but as he madly crawled away, choking on the smoke and dust, he realized that the fountain of sparks rising up into the air wasn’t electrical at all, but rather a cloud of insects, bugs for God’s sake, lightning bugs and grasshoppers and locusts awakened into a frenzy, pouring up into the heavens.

Joe glanced over his shoulder and saw the rotted log over which he had tripped. The log was spewing a stream of bugs, weevils, mayflies, whatever the fuck they were, like a column of brown steam, glistening, luminous with movement, and he saw the Cadillac fifty yards away, swimming through the plague, the silhouette of a fat Sicilian leaning out one side, flailing his nine-millimeter automatic at the locusts, batting away the horde, and something else was coming from behind the Caddy, a blur of fiery yellow.

Another set of lights?

Turning toward the tree line, Joe tried to flee, but his legs wouldn’t cooperate. Both knees gave way. Collapsed like a couple of old sticks. And Joe folded to the ground, falling flat on his face. The insects were boiling everywhere now, a storm of undulating brown confetti, thick as a sirocco, smelling of cordite and decaying burlap and death, and the noise of the Caddy’s wheels was a hurricane in the dirt, and Joe crawled as fast as he could through the muck, remembering a line from Revelations: “Then from the smoke came locusts on the earth, and they were given power like the power of scorpions.”

Then Joe saw a different sort of miracle.

The Caddy had dug into the mud behind him and was now charging straight for Joe. Godzilla with a four-barrel carb and glass packs. Halogen eyes blazing, a fat man hanging out the window, poised to blow Joe to bits. Fifty yards. Thirty. Twenty. But something else was happening behind the Caddy’s glare, a hundred yards away, something emerging from the gloom. Faintly at first, but swelling quickly, like two great yellow orbs of light.

Another vehicle?

Joe managed to pull himself upright, using a petrified stump as support, and he rubbed his eyes and stared right into the bloom of the Caddy’s headlights. A cold chill rose up his spine. He was staring into the glass eyes of death, and he didn’t even give a shit. He smiled then, as though he had a right, and raised his arm in spite of the concerted effort it took to do so. And then, knowing the second pair of lights were about to arrive, Joe did something that he had wanted to do from the very moment he had initiated this terrible Game.

He gave the bastards the finger.

The collision followed almost immediately.

THE IMPACT SPRANG the air bag, and Maizie was engulfed in vinyl.

The sound was immense, a sharp metallic crash filling the clouds of insects with stars of broken glass and debris, and the air bag seemed to suck Maizie’s face into the dash for a moment, and then it bounced her backward like a rag doll as the Nissan went whiplashing off across the soybeans, making the interior momentarily weightless.

The brakes finally locked, and the car skidded to a halt fifty feet away.

Maizie managed to gaze over the air bag, marveling at how quickly she had reacted. How easily she had made the decision to chase the killers into the soybeans. And then, ultimately, how natural it was to crash into them. Maizie knew her destiny when she saw it.

In the near distance she could see that the driver’s-side fender of the Caddy had crumpled like a tin can, the Black man behind the wheel, momentarily dazed. The fat gunman shaking the paralysis from his head like a shocked grizzly.

“JOEEEEEEY!!” Maizie’s voice was strained to the breaking point.

Across the field, a shadow emerged from the fog of insects like a ghost.

Maizie stomped on the accelerator, and the car suddenly jerked out of the muck, its engine rattling. The air bag was still in Maizie’s face, and she madly tried to get a better grip on the steering wheel behind it, but the fucking vinyl blimp was everywhere, and Maizie was just barely clutching one side of the wheel now, the dirt and bugs and debris swirling around her, the rear tires biting into the mud, urging her toward that shadow across the soybeans, the one waving its hands.

“JOE!”

She slammed on the brakes ten feet beyond him, coming to a violent halt, and she barely managed to kick the passenger door open when the gunfire started up in earnest. The first barrage came through the rear window, and it sounded like lightbulbs popping out, high-voltage firecrackers uncorking gouts of upholstery and metal shavings, and Maizie ducked. Joe was halfway inside the car.

“GO . . . NOW!”

Maizie floored it.

The car shimmied for a moment, digging into the mud, then shot forward like a rocket.

Joe struggled the rest of the way in, cicadas clinging to his clothes, the door banging him in the ass, his hands clutching for purchase on the seats.

“Are you hit?” Maizie yelled at him over the din, grabbing at his coveralls, yanking him inside.

“No . . . no . . . not that I know of.” Joe was gasping breathlessly, tugging at the door, trying to get it closed. He finally slammed it shut and fell against the seat. Brushing insects off himself, he pointed out the windshield. “Look for a way out of these goddamn beans!”

Maizie stayed low, peering over the shriveled air bag, madly scanning the field for a way out. The trees were rushing past her on one side, the darkness and the soybeans on the other, and the car felt as though it were about to vibrate into a million little pieces. She squinted through the mist and tried to get the lay of the land ahead.

The soybean field stretched into the distance to the south, its gently rolling hills following the topography of the river. Maizie could see a break in the tree line about three hundred yards away—an access road, perhaps—and she headed toward it. She could hear the grind of the Caddy coming up fast behind her, and her brain raged, delicious pandemonium, the adrenaline song shocking her system.

She was living out a Puccini opera now.

“I see a road!” she yelled, and she sped toward a clearing in the distance.

The Nissan was starting to complain, its hood shivering furiously, a sea of weeds and cattails pouring past the headlights, harsh metallic noises buckling under the frame. The steering wheel was fighting her now as the soil turned bumpy and rocky, but Maizie kept her hands riveted to the wheel, the air bag like a dead beast in her lap, the music rising in her head, a hurricane of strings, allegro forte, majestic, insanely beautiful. Maizie was inside the music now, every fiber of her being tuned to the rising cellos as she saw a way out of the field materializing in the wash of her headlights.

“Go for it, sweetheart!” Joe hollered as he peered over the backseats, the yellow light glaring off his face. “Bad guys on our ass!”

Maizie slammed the foot feed to the mat, and the Nissan roared, and they reached the clearing in seconds. Maizie yanked the wheel sharply to the right, and the car went into another skid, the rear end throwing a wake of leafy debris and smoke, a spray of gravel leaping up at the windshield, debris pinging off the metal. Maizie wrestled the wheel back in line, and the rear tires finally dug into something solid.

“Go, sweetie, GO!” Joe’s voice was a brilliant cymbal crash in Maizie’s head.

The car hurled over an embankment and landed on solid, scarred asphalt.

Wheels hydroplaning, engine screaming, the Nissan crossed a wide expanse of pavement in a flurry of noise and a thunderhead of exhaust. Maizie blinked frantically. The lot was opening up like a black glacier in the rain, bordered by diesel tanks, forgotten machinery, rusted, cannibalized harvesters, and flickering sodium lights diffused by the mist of the rising storm. The place must have been an old farmer’s market or a staging platform. Maizie saw a road in the distance, its mouth framed by a ramshackle exit gate, its ribbon of blacktop looping out of the lot and into the darkness of the lowlands.

“Hold on!” Maizie called out, and Joe braced himself against the dash.

The Nissan plummeted toward the exit. Sideswiping the north gate, spurting sparks and a sick metallic squeal, the car burst through the opening. Maizie felt it fishtail for a moment, threatening to spin into another skid, but she slammed the pedal to the metal and managed to keep the wheel straight. Within moments, the Nissan was tearing full steam ahead down the road, leaving the dark farmlands behind.

“Oh my God . . . yes!” Maizie was gazing in the shattered rearview, scanning the wet, desolate pavement behind them. No sign of the Caddy. She turned back toward Joe and saw that he was drenched in sweat, obviously hurting. The pant leg of his orange prison dungarees was damp with blood. “There’s a first-aid kit under the seat, Joey, you can fix yourself up.”

“I’m fine, forget about me, it’s you I’m worried about.”

“I’m okay, really.” She smiled. “We’re all okay.”

“I can’t believe you’d do that—put yourself in harm’s way like that.”

“I’m a sucker for Irishmen,” she said and shrugged, flipping her headlights off merely as a precaution, and they drove through the dark rain and the wind for several moments, gathering their bearings.

“You sure you’re all right?” Joe asked again.

“Positive,” Maizie said, and then looked at him. He seemed to be working on his last ounces of reserve power now, his eyes glassy with pain. It was obvious he was fighting some inner turmoil, a wave of contrary emotions, and like all expectant fathers, he was being overprotective.

BY THE TIME they reached the highway, Maizie was breathing regularly again, working her heart back down into her chest cavity, where it belonged. She had managed to stuff the shrunken air bag partially under the dash, and now she was gripping the wheel tightly, taking deep breaths and keeping her eyes on the road ahead as the Nissan traveled silently—sans headlights—through the night. Joe was tending to his leg. He had managed to spring the shackles with a wrench from the glove box and then had ripped open his pants. Now he was dabbing cortisone cream on his wounds. It looked as though his stitches had busted loose in the struggle, and there was probably more than a little risk of infection.

At last, Maizie broke the silence. “You mind doing me a favor, Joey?”

“Name it.”

“You mind holding me for a second?”

Joe finished wrapping his thigh with gauze and then leaned over and put his arms around her, burrowing his face into the nape of her neck. Maizie could smell his panic and the metallic tang of his blood, and it felt as though his shoulders were trembling slightly, probably from the pain. Joe brushed his lips across her collarbone, and it was like nectar flowing into her.

At length, he sat back and asked her again if she was okay.

“Yes, Joey, for the umpteenth time, I’m fine.”





Seventeen

If Douglas Sirk, Lucrezia Borgia, and Tennessee Williams were asked by the gods of the afterworld to create a grand stage set for the fallen American South, it might have resembled the town of St. John the Baptist. Just over the Louisiana state line, nestled in a marshy crook of the Mississippi River, the town was a narrow strip of ramshackle, clapboard storefronts and ancient, dilapidated Victorian homes. Kudzu clung to everything, from the slumped tin rooftops to the fizzing gas lamps and the slatted balconies. Each building had the tired, swayback look of a regiment of senile old Confederates gathered for a final photograph.

When the lights of the Nissan fell on the town square, Maizie blinked as though waking from a dream. On a patch of grass, a barnacled bronze statue of Robert E. Lee sat on a crumbling cement pedestal. The general was missing half his head. “Jesus God, where the hell are we?”

“Y’all in the Deep South now,” Joe murmured, glancing out the passenger side window, his ass still throbbing from the struggle in the soybeans. He was searching the passing rooftops for the best vantage point, and that stoic, modulated voice from the Special Forces training manual was still in his head: The high-point ambush is established at a site providing several different escape routes. The techniques were coded into Joe’s DNA—the feral responses of a career assassin. And now that Maizie had joined him, the proper countermeasures were more critical than ever. He would have to zap these monkeys on his back quickly, cleanly, and then get out of Dodge. But how far back there were they? How well had Maizie given them the slip?

That Joe had his pregnant girlfriend with him now was actually a mixed blessing. On the one hand, it slowed him down unmercifully. Made him vulnerable. Fucked up his concentration and most certainly gave the jackals an easier target. But on the other hand, Maizie’s presence had completely galvanized Joe. Focused him. Like a strong dose of that old-time religion, Maizie had brought him the context that he had been lacking for so many years.

She had brought him something to fight for.

“Think we’ll find a gas station in this little two-mule town?” Maizie was hunched over the steering wheel, brow furrowed, gaze scanning the ghost town, gripping the steering wheel white-knuckle tight, as though she could drain the last ounces of mileage out of the tank on sheer will.

“Not at this hour,” Joe muttered.

“What do you want to do, Joey?”

“Wait a minute.” Joe held up his hand. He saw something in the middle distance, a dim yellow glow spilling out across the rutted road from one of the storefronts. A wood-burned sign said Evangeline Inn. Above it, a series of narrow balconies were stacked up to the roof. “Pull on over, sweetie,” he said. “Over there by the vending machine.”

Maizie angled the car into a diagonal parking place in front of a little transient hotel and turned the engine off. “Wait a minute,” Maizie said suddenly, grabbing Joe’s arm before he even had a chance to open his door.

“What?”

“Hate to tell you, cowboy”—she pointed at his orange prison togs—“but those duds are gonna raise some eyebrows around these parts.”

Joe looked down at the sweat-stained dungarees. “You got a point. Why don’t you go in and get us a room for the night and see if they’ll give you the top floor.”

Maizie nodded, then got out of the car and went inside the little hotel.

Joe found a pack of cigarettes in Maizie’s glove box and sparked one with the dash lighter. His hands were still shaking from the pain, and his tailbone felt as though somebody had whacked it with a sledgehammer. The back of his leg was crawling with itchy, stinging sensations where several of his stitches had miraculously held in place, even after the explosion in the van and the tumble in the soybean field. His knees were on fire, and he felt as dizzy as a drunkard, but on the whole, he was still in one piece and still thinking straight.

For the moment at least.

He climbed out of the car and went around behind it, gazing up at the stars and then down the desolate main drag of St. John the Baptist. The little village was dead quiet except for the constant drone of cicadas and river breezes in the treetops. The air was muggy, especially so for early April, and it smelled of rotting fish and deep, rich bottomland. Joe wondered what time it was. Probably after midnight. He breathed in the fecund odors on a lungful of smoke and then felt the hairs standing up on the back of his neck. They called this part of Louisiana the front lands, probably because it fronted the vast Mississippi delta. But the front lands also meant secret things to Joe. This was an old region. Prehistoric. Deep, black alluvial oil ran through its veins, the vegetation grew riotous and wild, and the people were just a little crazier down here, crazy from the heat and from the rampant fertility.

It was a place of rituals.

Joe turned toward the hotel and scanned the neighboring buildings. There was a liquor store on the north side, as dark and closed down as a burned-out lightbulb. To the south, a plate-glass window was painted over and plastered with show bills, Jimmy Z and the Zydeco Wanderers, Toots Mau Mau and the Radiators, Sunday Shrimp Boil and Hoedown. Joe figured it was some kind of dance hall. Joe peered back through the hotel’s grimy window and saw Maizie standing in a pool of yellow light, signing the lobby register. The proprietor watched her from behind the counter, a gaunt little troll in a nightshirt, all skinny neck and Adam’s apple. He held a fly swatter in one hand and had whiskers that looked like yellow mold on his cheeks. When Maizie finished signing in, the proprietor attempted a smile. What emerged was more like a death grimace filled with rotted teeth.

Maizie came out jangling the key in her hand. “Jesus, Joey, I think we just stumbled into a Flannery O’Connor novel.”

“Did we get the top floor?”

She nodded. “And the old guy said we could park around back, behind the trees.”

“No.”

Maizie’s eyes narrowed. “And you don’t think leaving the car out here is sorta like advertising where we are?”

Joe told her that was precisely what he wanted to do and then led her across the front walk to the rickety pine stairs next to the Coke machine.

ROOM 300 WAS a knotty-pine nightmare, a single studio with fly-specked windows and a ratty shag carpet the color of old mustard. Joe hauled Maizie’s duffel bags through the door and set them on the sunken twin bed next to the window. Maizie joined him, and they both stood there for a moment, smelling the cheesy odors of mildew and rot. The walls were adorned with shellacked wood-slab paintings of stern-wheelers and barefoot boys fishing. The bathroom was nothing more than a rusty sink and broken-down commode in one corner. Somebody had made a feeble attempt to cheer the place up by putting a console radio on top of a little yellowed doily on the bedside table, and next to it, a plastic rose sat in a chipped white vase.

“The Waldorf-Astoria this ain’t,” Maizie said, hands on her hips, glancing around the tawdry bric-a-brac.

“It’ll do,” Joe said, and started carefully unzipping his dungarees.

“Jesus God, Joey, you’re a mess.”

“Thank you for those kind words,” Joe murmured as he stripped down to his boxers and inspected his wounds, his bruised torso and his lacerated shoulders.

Maizie got out the first-aid kit and tended to the worst of it. The stitches on the back of Joe’s leg were festering, draining pus, and they were tender to the touch. Joe flexed his left arm, where he had taken most of the impact in the exploding prison van. His elbow was swollen and screaming dull agony. Maizie gave him a couple of Darvocet-N tablets for the pain. And she was putting the first-aid kit away when she noticed the nodule above his left pectoral. “What the hell is that?” she asked, pointing at the cyst.

“I dunno. A bullet fragment, I guess,” he said, and looked down at it. The bump didn’t hurt anymore, but it felt as hard as a tiny piece of pea gravel.

Maizie reached out and touched it, the glint of fascination in her eyes. “I don’t remember ever feeling it. You took a bullet recently?”

“Years ago,” Joe told her. “Damn thing acts up every now and then.”

Maizie slowly shook her head. “Hell of a way to earn a living.”

Joe could smell her again, that earthy peppermint smell under all the perspiration. He touched her hair, and his loins began to stir. He slipped off her jacket and ran his hands down her shoulders, across her breasts, and down her tummy. He could sense another life inside her. The musky heat. The unmistakable alchemy of a pregnant woman. He put his arms around her, and suddenly they were clinging desperately to each other. “I can’t believe I’ve pulled you into this thing,” Joe whispered.

“I told you already, Joey, I’m in for a penny, in for a pound.”

“This isn’t your world.” He kissed her brow. “The baby. I’m scared to death. Something happens, I’ll never be able to live with it.”

“Stop it, Joey.”

“You shouldn’t be mixed up in this. This is hard-core stuff, and it’s just gonna get worse.”

“I can handle it.”

Joe looked at her for a moment, then turned away and started pacing. “You can handle this? Is that what you think? You can handle this?”

“Don’t do this, Joey.” She was watching him, her eyes narrowing.

“Honey, I appreciate the fact that you saved my ass out there, but I don’t think you have any fucking idea what we’re dealing with now.” Joe’s stomach was roiling, the burn rising up into his heart. It was dawning on him with each passing moment just how much jeopardy he was throwing at Maizie. Sitting in this death trap. “These guys. They’re maximum bad. You’ve got to listen to me. You’ve gotta bail out. In your condition, Jesus, it’s insane.”

Maizie burned her gaze into him. “In my condition?” She sighed, then went over to the bed and angrily grabbed one of the duffels, unzipping it with a yank. “Here . . . why don’t you just shut up and put these on before you really piss me off.” She pulled out a pair of Levi’s and a chambray shirt, then threw them at Joe.

Joe put the clothes on.

When he was dressed, he calmly walked over to her and took her by the arms. “Do you know why I left the car in front? Why I wanted to advertise?”

She shrugged.

“It’s because some people have struck me a deal,” he said softly.

Then he told her. He told her everything. And while he spoke, he saw Maizie getting more and more peeved. It was as though she were trying to keep a lid on some festering rage that was threatening to burst up through the top of her skull. She couldn’t stand still. Her hands were working softly at her sides, making tight little fists.

“And that’s where it stands,” Joe finally concluded. “I whack the final four and it’s a slow boat to China and passports all around. So I’m thinking, you’ll wait for me. Maybe at the airport. And I’ll meet you, and you won’t have to see any of this stuff.”

She was silent, and Joe could see the anger seething behind her eyes.

“What’s the matter, Maizie?”

“You see this?” she said. She reached up and ripped open her blouse, the buttons flinging off into the space and clattering to the carpet. Joe looked down at the tattoo. He’d seen it many times before, the tiny legend above her navel, prison green, etched in tight little block letters. Arriba los corazones! Joe had asked her about it several times before, and she would always joke that it meant “hot stuff” or “ball-buster” or some other nonsense. And after a while, Joe had given up trying to figure it out. “Take a good look,” Maizie said.

Then she went over to the other duffel bag, snapped it open, and turned it upside down.

Guns spilled out onto the bed.

There were at least a half a dozen of them in various stages of assembly and age. At a glance, Joe could identify a Bersa semiautomatic, a Smith & Wesson ten millimeter, and an old Colt double-action job. There were other handguns as well, perhaps Eastern European models, most of them semiautomatic. There were ammo magazines, seven- and nine-round clips, boxes of bullets, a couple of silencers, and even a police-issue speed loader. Maizie scooped up one of the nine millimeters without even looking, her gaze still locked on Joe. She grabbed a seven-round clip and slammed it into the stock. Eyes shimmering, gaze leveled, she scooped up a silencer and snapped it in place. Then she snicked the slide back, and there was a loud click. Finally, she set the gun back on the bed.

Joe started to say something, but the words were catching in his throat.

“The tattoo means courage,” Maizie explained, the defiance tightening her voice. “My initiation into the West Chicago cuadrilla took a lot of it. Toughest girl gang east of East L.A. Ran with them for three years, and I saw some things, believe me.”

“Maizie, I didn’t—”

“Wait. Let me finish.” She bored her teary gaze into him, her chin trembling, her head cocked Latina style, all proud and noble. “I love you, Joey. For better or for worse. And where I come from, that’s enough.”

Joe stared at her for another endless moment.

Then he walked over to her, swallowing back a wave of emotions, and looked her squarely in the eye. Something like a smile played at the edges of Joe’s lips. “Kid, I’m glad you’re on my side.”

LOVEDAHL SAW THE flashing blue lights in his rearview just as he was exiting Highway 17 and urging the battered Caddy down a dirt ramp toward the delta.

“Motha-FUCK!”

“Easy, brother Creighton” came the velvet voice from the passenger side. “We’re getting very close again, and we don’t need delays. The ATF will have an army out here combing the weeds by tomorrow evening.”

“Gonna wax this motherfucker,” Lovedahl murmured, the beam of the searchlight glaring off the mirror and into his eyes, making his temples throb. He was getting blood crazy with rage, his face stinging where the buckshot shrapnel had given him acne outside the prison van, his ribs on fire from the Mexican bitch’s surprise collision. He let out an angry breath and then applied the brakes, pulling the Caddy over to the dirt shoulder, coming to a stop in a thunderhead of mist and monoxide. The car was on its last legs, barely drivable, with one wobbly wheel in front and a breached radiator.

In the mirror, the state trooper was pulling to a stop behind them, a couple of car lengths off the rear bumper.

“I’m not joking, Creighton,” Hiro was murmuring from the passenger side, raising his three-fingered hand like a signal from a third-base coach. He was gazing out at the side mirror, shivering slightly from all the anticipation. “It’ll do us no good to draw more attention at this point.”

“Who cares for some small-town cop?” the fat man said in broken English from the back, his hulking form buried in shadows. He was breathing thickly, assembling a new weapon. The handgun was a sawed-off M-1, known in the biz as the Enforcer, fully automatic, well suited for tight, intimate spaces.

“All rednecks must die,” Lovedahl was saying as he reached under the dash and searched for the release switch.

Behind them, the trooper was emerging from the cruiser, unsnapping his holster. In the strobe-light rush, the cop was visible: a young, pear-shaped man, walking with an odd swagger, his belly straining the seams of his brown uniform. He was taking his time, approaching the Caddy deliberately, as all good troopers are trained to do. Judging the situation. Keeping things calm and businesslike.

Inside the Cadillac, Creighton found the release switch and popped open a secret panel. Lovedahl’s hit kit: retractable knife, miniature .22-caliber bitch pistol, several vials of unmarked liquids, and a small metal aerosol can that resembled a shaving-cream dispenser.

“Put it away, Creighton,” Hiro murmured, gazing out at the mirror.

The trooper was fifteen feet away.

“Kiss my Black ass, Saki,” Creighton said, unsnapping the accessories with bloody fingers, trying his best to control his rage, to sound professional in front of his peers. “Gonna mist this cracker fast and quick, and then we’re gonna take his motherfucking cruiser. Get a fix on Slugger through local radio dispatches. You got a problem with that, brother, you let me know.”

The mist was one of Creighton’s trademark killing techniques. Usually cyanide. Strychnine worked okay but was more difficult to procure. Carbon tetrachloride was faster but was so damned expensive on the open black market. Any basic lab supply house had plenty of cyanide on hand, and the chemical was cheap, with numerous industrial uses to choose from as cover stories. Creighton usually mixed it with a stabilizing agent, an antihistamine to get it into a person’s lungs quickly. The results were instantaneous.

“Get it over with,” Hiro said, and looked away as though waiting for a cook to finish the distasteful business of slaughtering a foul.

Lovedahl rolled down his window.

The crunch of the trooper’s boots rose as he approached the Caddy.

“Evening, folks,” the trooper said genially as he leaned down and peered into the open window. “I’d appreciate it if you’d let me see your driver’s license, registration, and—”

Lovedahl sprayed poison in the man’s face.

The effects were almost instantaneous, as though some great puppeteer had suddenly yanked the trooper’s skull backward with a jerk. Blinking, staggering blindly back across the gravel, clutching at the air in front of his throat, the trooper gurgled vomit, and the mixture began shutting down his enzymes, neutralizing his red blood cells, and asphyxiating him from the inside out.

He fell like a sack of rice.

Sabitini was the first one out of the Caddy and was well on his way back toward the cruiser’s radio before Lovedahl even had a chance to put the safety cap back on the can.

THERE WAS ONLY one safe spot to rest at the Evangeline Inn, and Joe knew that he and Maizie would end up there eventually.

“When do you think they’ll come?” Maizie’s voice was barely audible above the night winds.

“Soon. You should get some sleep.”

“Yeah, right, sleep. At a time like this.” Maizie shivered and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. The rain had lifted, but now the wind off the river was picking up, sharpening, scissoring across the roof. “You think we’ll be able to get a clean shot up here with the pistolas?”

“Without scopes?” Joe shrugged. “It’s about a fifty-fifty proposition.”

Maizie nodded.

Joe glanced around the roof.

It was a five-hundred-square-foot rectangle of weather-beaten tar, wrapped in a crest of wrought-iron fencing, cured by decades of heat and humidity. In the center was a phalanx of chimney flues and rusted-out ductwork aproned in crumbling shingles, and along the front edge was a row of ornate cornice molding. A signature of the town’s lost opulence, the cornice rose up over the lip of the roof, providing a natural barricade against which Joe and Maizie were currently huddling, keeping tabs on the street three stories down.

“I don’t care what you say,” Maizie murmured. “I’d use the Bersa.”

Joe cuddled closer to her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. “Please don’t start, honey. I’m telling you the best bet for long range is the S and W.”

“But the Bersa’s got the least amount of kick.”

“Doesn’t matter. We’re going for the quick kill shot, and that’s the ten millimeter.”

“The ten’s a cannon, Joey. You’re never gonna get any accuracy.”

Joe looked at her and managed a grin. “You are one piece of work, woman.”

The guns were laid out next to them like surgical instruments. There were six pistols, five of them semiautomatics, fourteen clips, 118 rounds altogether. And just like that of a surgical team, there was a plan to use them in the proper sequence. The most powerful iron was on the outside, within easiest grasp, the corresponding clips beneath them. There was food, too, some of the half-eaten bags of chips from Maizie’s car. And a bottle of Pepto-Bismol and a fifth of Bushmills that Maizie had stashed for Joe.

They had been here up on this windy precipice for over an hour now, and the tension was starting to eat away at Joe like a virus. The escape routes had been worked out in his mind—across the roof, down the enormous overgrown trellis that covered the back of the hotel, and across the back alley to the highway. But he had no idea who, if anyone, would be showing up first. The cops? The feds? One of the hitters? All four of the finalists? And what were their chances? The odds were churning in Joe’s stomach, haunting him, and he started turning over the numerology of his task. Four. There were four leaves to a lucky clover. Four quarters in a basketball game. Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Four sides to—

“. . . killing people.”

“What?” Joe blinked. Maizie had said something while Joe was ruminating, and he had just caught the very last part of it. “What was that, honey?”

She laid her head on his chest. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to earn your living, year after year, by killing people. Even bad people, people who deserve worse. It just seems so grim.”

Joe felt a twinge of shame. “It’s what I’ve done all my life, and I’m not gonna sit here and try to defend it.”

“I just can’t imagine how, though. You know? How the hell you keep going?”

“Just dumb luck, I guess.”

She looked up at him. “No. Really, Joey, how do you do it? Year after year?”

Joe shrugged. “Guess it’s just a lack of imagination.”

She wrinkled her nose. “What do you mean?”

“The profile of a hitter.” Joe thought about it for a moment, then said, “You can’t afford to have imagination. Thinking to yourself, Will this guy shoot back? Will I get caught? Are they gunning for me? And, of course, the big one: Am I doing the right thing?”

Maizie looked at him. “You’ve been thinking about that last one, haven’t you.”

There was a stretch of silence, and Joe could hear the distant crickets and cicadas buzzing like old, sour memories in the trees. “Yeah,” he said after another moment of awkward silence. “Guess that’s how I started losing the old edge. Fucking handicap, imagination. I hate it.”

Maizie was gazing up at the hazy night sky now, her eyes milky with bittersweet memory. “You know what’s funny? In the barrio, you gotta have it to survive.”

“How’s that?”

“You imagine. Constantly. You imagine who’s around the next corner, waiting for you, wearing the wrong color, sporting the wrong tattoo. You imagine the fabric of the world coming apart at the drop of a hat. You imagine getting shot. The feeling. The relief. Yeah. Everybody imagines that part. The relief of finally going to the wall.”

They were silent then.

And Joe took another gander down at the street, the dark storefronts, the Nissan sitting in the glow of the Evangeline’s neon, and he thought about what Maizie had said. He imagined what it would be like to relax and accept death from the shooter’s bullet. Many of his targets over the years had found that peace, waiting for Joe to blow their brains out. Acceptance. Joe looked over at the row of handguns lying on the tar paper, gleaming in the dark haze like the black tusks of some prehistoric beast, bleached clean and polished, ready for the ritual, and finally Joe thought of his unborn child. And he realized he would never give up.

Never.

“Ought to get some sleep,” he murmured, then glanced around, blinking. He was unaware of how long he had been silently brooding until he looked down at Maizie.

She was sound asleep against his chest.

“We’re gonna need it,” Joe whispered to no one.

IT WAS PUSHING toward dawn, the marshy air turning deep blue and silent, when Aldiss Hackmore finally realized what the black dots were.

“I’ll be a son of a bitch,” the wiry, grizzled night manager muttered, snubbing out his Viceroy in a chipped ceramic hula-girl ashtray. Hackmore had been sitting behind the counter in the Evangeline’s airless little lobby for nearly two hours, scratching his balls, swatting flies, and staring out the front plate-glass window at the Nissan, trying to identify that spray of black holes above the car’s rear wheel. The truth was, from the moment the Mexican girl had checked in, Hackmore had been suspicious. Too suspicious to sleep. There was something going on with that broad, something about her boyfriend being too shy to come through the lobby. Hackmore had gotten a brief glimpse of the guy going up the stairs, a flash of his orange dungarees, and it had left a bad taste in the manager’s mouth. And now, with the recognition of the black dots worming through his belly, Hackmore was damn certain that trouble had arrived at the Evangeline.

He slipped off the stool and waddled out through the front door.

The predawn air was cool on Hackmore’s sweaty neck, and he hiked up his Sansabelts as he approached the Nissan’s rear quarter panel. Goddamn if he wasn’t right. The holes. Goddamn. He knelt down next to the tire, and he ran his calloused fingertips along the cold fender, feeling the puckered, ragged-edged holes in the metal.

Bullet holes.

Hackmore went back inside.

The phone was mounted on the wall by the gumball machine. Hackmore dialed a number and let it ring and ring and ring until a sleepy voice finally answered. “Landon, it’s Aldiss,” Hackmore said. “Better wake up the sheriff.”





Eighteen

Joe was dozing, his arms around Maizie, when the muffled sounds began drifting up from below. Shuffling noises and a metallic rattling. Joe glanced up, gathering his bearings, blinking away the pale blue light of dawn. He had barely fallen asleep only minutes earlier, and now he was shaking off that groggy, semiconscious feeling that the world wasn’t quite real yet.

The sounds were coming from off the rear edge of the roof, drifting up from below. Probably from the rear window of room 300. Sounded like someone slapping the walls with a bullwhip, then tearing a tin can apart, and Joe instantly started envisioning all manner of intruders. He turned and peered over the edge of the front cresting down at the street. It was still deserted, the lone Nissan beginning to gleam in the gathering dawn.

Maizie squirmed awake. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.” Joe shrugged off the blanket and stood up. “Somebody might’ve slipped in the back way.”

“What the hell is that noise?”

“I have no idea, but it’s coming from our room.”

Maizie sat up, the sudden panic like a splash of cold water on her face. “Wait a minute, Joey. What are you doing? We’ll go together.”

“No, no, you stay here and keep an eye on the street.” Joe was tucking his shirttails in now, studying the array of guns. “I’m gonna check it out.”

“Joey, wait!” Maizie grabbed his pant leg.

“It’s okay, sweetie, really.” Joe touched her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I’m not gonna play cowboy, really. Just gonna take a look-see.”

Maizie let go of his pants.

“Be right back,” Joe said, and then selected the .357.

“Take the speed loader along,” Maizie said, picking up a metal cylinder and tossing it to him. “Just in case.”

Joe put the speed loader in his pocket, turned, and crossed the roof.

He took the service ladder down to the edge of the third-floor balcony. The breeze smelled of muddy water and rotting fish. It was bracing to Joe as he crept across the leaf-strewn floor of the balcony. The parapet wrapped around the room’s rear French windows and was more decorative than anything else; fortunately it was sturdy enough to support a man’s weight. Joe crept up to the edge of the double windows, pressing his back against the wall, and peered around the jamb.

The maid was bending over a rusty bucket of mop water, her gargantuan ass straining the seat of her dirty pinafore. The sound of her mop slopping the parquet floor of the bathroom was like the slap of flesh on flesh. Joe held his breath, gun raised, safety off. He wasn’t sure about this gal yet. He waited. The maid continued sloshing mop water around the tiles, her face obscured by shadows. She wore a drab gray dress under the maid’s pinafore and a pair of thick-soled orthopedic shoes with heels the size of cinder blocks. She turned toward the commode, and Joe finally got a glimpse of her face.

The old, plump matron had thinning hair peppered with gray and a pair of sad brown eyes.

Joe let out an audible sigh of relief, lowering the gun and slipping it back inside his belt. He watched the maid rubbing down the toilet for a few more moments, studying her tireless misery, her numb attention to detail. Poor old gal must have been a lifer, coming here every goddamn morning to clean the piss off the porcelain. Joe felt a twinge of pity for the old girl. The way she hunched over the basin, her shoulders all slumped, face haggard, her hair net flattened against her sweaty skull. It was a shame that Joe had to barge in on her at all; unfortunately, she was drawing attention to the fact that the room was empty, and Joe had expressly put the Do Not Disturb sign outside the door to avoid this kind of thing.

The woman suddenly paused, and for a moment Joe thought the old gal was about to keel over. She dropped her sponge, swiveled around, and sat down on the toilet. Holding the small of her back and grimacing, she looked to be in pain, agonizing pain. Then she muttered something in some Eastern European dialect, perhaps Romanian.

“Durere . . . in ficat . . .”

Joe kept watching. For some reason he was fascinated by this old gal. Maybe it was because she was so far removed from the violent scenario Joe was in, or maybe she simply reminded Joe of his mother. The maid pulled a wrinkled little handkerchief from her breast pocket and wiped her brow, the loose flesh around her hound-dog eyes glistening with tears. Then she put her hankie back and pulled a dog-eared photograph from her pocket. She studied the photo longingly, and Joe figured it must be some long-lost relative from the old country, maybe even a son who had deeply disappointed her.

Joe reached up and knocked softly on the window jamb.

The old woman nearly jerked off the edge of the stool, dropping her photo into the mop water. “Va rog . . . ? Ce se intampla?”

Joe stepped into the light. “Excuse me, ma’am, sorry to scare you like that.”

“Iliana Popescu!” She was trembling now, wide-eyed, backing out of the bathroom.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but we’re still checked into this room.”

“Imi pare rau!”

“Later,” Joe said, enunciating the word. “Come back later, please.”

The maid stood in the doorway of the bathroom like an old cow in the middle of the road, stunned by the high beams of a semi, her mouth working impotently.

“Later,” Joe repeated, wondering how the hell you say come back later in Romanian.

WHEN MAIZIE SAW the silhouette of the police car emerging from the gloom at the end of the main drag, coming toward the hotel, bubble lights on, she wet her pants.

It wasn’t something she could control. As a matter of fact, it had happened before during the past couple of weeks. Once, when she stumbled upon a barking dog in the alley behind her apartment, and again in her sleep one night. A sudden slackening, and then the telltale warmth down the inside of her thigh. She had asked her OB-Gyn about it, and she was told that it was a normal side effect of the uterus becoming enlarged during pregnancy and could be brought on by a number of factors. At this particular moment, however, Maizie knew the sudden spurt had been caused by a more elemental source.

Raw panic.

Crouching down to the blanket, she quickly grabbed her Reeboks, put them on, and tied them securely. Then she scooped up the ten millimeter, along with three clips, slamming one into the gun and the other two in her pocket. Her heart was thumping madly as she duckwalked over to the edge of the cresting and looked down.

As the cop cruiser pulled up behind the Nissan and parked, the early-morning light was just beginning to glow over the tops of neighboring cypress trees, painting everything with a greenish pallor, giving the street a dreamy, unreal quality. The sheriff got out of his car, grim-faced under the brim of his ranger hat, and waved at the front window, signaling the proprietor inside the lobby. Then the lawman squatted down by the bullet-riddled quarter panel. Evidently he was completely transfixed by the proposition of having fugitives in his county. So transfixed, in fact, that he didn’t even notice the other vehicle approaching from the opposite end of the street.

Maizie felt the panic hot-wiring her belly, the sight of the second police car making goose bumps crawl along her arms and back. Something wasn’t right. The second cruiser was a state-trooper car, approaching slowly, its lights off. Why the hell were its lights off? And who the hell was that person leaning out the passenger side window? Sitting on its ledge, dressed in a sleek black sport coat and turtleneck, he had slicked-back onyx hair like that basketball coach—Pat Riley. What the hell was going on? Maizie watched the cruiser approaching, the man in black hanging out the window, reaching into his coat, twisting gracefully sideways like a ballet dancer preparing for a wonderful arabesque. Then he pitched something small and shiny at the sheriff fifty feet away.

A sudden flash of silver struck the sheriff in the side of the neck.

Maizie saw the sheriff whiplash backward, then spin toward his car, grabbing for his throat. He landed on the hood, spasming, the blood seeping out between his fingers where the throwing star had struck his carotid. The arterial stream seeped out across the hood, black and shiny in the dimness. Maizie swallowed the urge to scream. The injured lawman crumbled to the ground in shock, a broken toy soldier, shivering, eyes popping open in the strobing flash of his own lights.

The other cruiser approached quickly then, screeching to a halt in front of the hotel, doors springing open, familiar faces emerging, the man in black, the fat man, the big Black man, and in the space of an instant Maizie felt the sobering tide of certainty rising up through her marrow, calming her, focusing her, a mother lion protecting her pride, and she raised the ten millimeter and drew a bead on the closest assassin, the Black man, and sucked in a breath, heart palpitating, thinking, This is it, this is where you step over the line, girlfriend, you do it now, you don’t think about it, you don’t hesitate, you do it for Joe, and you do it for your baby, and you do it—now.

She fired three shots.

All of them went high, puffing gravel across the street, raising tufts in the trees.

The street swarmed with activity. The hit men dove for cover behind the sheriff’s car, their voices clamoring at each other all of a sudden, clamoring like hyenas, the sounds of their ammo clips chocking into metal cavities echoing through the dawn, punctuated by profanities, and Maizie’s heartbeat hammering in her chest as she crouched behind the cresting, her ears ringing, the cold chromium taste on the back of her tongue, burning away the fear like white-hot metallurgy, extracting a single emotion—

Rage.

Ears ringing, she stood up and again took aim at the flurry of activity three stories below.

What happened next only encompassed a few seconds, but for Maizie it seemed as slow as molasses, as though time itself had clogged and bogged down with the sheer force of her conviction. She saw the Black dude rising up from behind the cruiser, hollering something incomprehensible up at her, aiming his .45 at the rooftop. She pulled the trigger, getting off four good shots, and the answers seemed to bounce back up at her, Lovedahl’s .45-caliber telegram chewing through the wrought iron around her, sending rusty fragments into her hair, across her face.

She ducked back behind the balustrade, pulse racing, eardrums buzzing, a series of heavy footsteps scuttling across the tar paper behind her. It was Joey.

“Stay down, honey!” He rushed over to her side, crouching low, snapping the hammer back on his .357.

“I think . . . I-I think I . . .” Maizie was stammering, trying to swallow the shock. She felt wired. Light-headed. Like she had just done a hit of speed.

“Are you hurt?” Joe felt her upper body. “Talk to me, honey, tell me.”

“I think I hit one of those fuckers,” she said finally, catching her breath. “And I feel really good about it.”

CREIGHTON LOVEDAHL WAS looking at the sky, listening to the hissing cymbals in his head.

The colors overhead were bomb, and he dug them the most, the groovy early-morning clouds and the pale blue stratosphere as clear as Curaçao liqueur. Given a choice, of course, Lovedahl would have preferred to still be on his feet, still firing at that motherfucking roof, firing at that cunt and her old man, but during the course of the last exchange, Lovedahl had been hit by a freak ricochet, which had thrown him backward into the gravel, splaying him prone like a two-bit whore.

“Get up, motherfucker!” The sound of Sabitini’s baritone bellow was all watery, dissonant drone to Lovedahl in his current condition. He was going into shock, the numbing sensation washing through his skull, the music of Shaft rising in his head—the shooshty-shoosh of the cymbals, the wow-uh-huh-wow of the guitars—and he started replaying what had happened.

The Mexican bitch had gotten off several rounds, each one missing by about a hundred fucking miles, but the last one had caught the edge of the cruiser’s rear end, which was a big Crown Royal with steel-reinforced body panels. The bullet had ricocheted upward into Lovedahl’s jaw. Felt like an uppercut from George Foreman. Lifted Lovedahl ten inches off the ground and sent him pinwheeling backward. The moment he hit the ground, he knew what had happened—the awful ringing in his ears, the hot peppery-metallic taste in his mouth, the lockjaw sensation, as though he had just tried to swallow an eighteen-inch steel girder. The bullet had lodged in his teeth.

“Don’t lose the bunny rabbits.”

The sound of Bernardo Sabitini’s voice was a billion light-years away now, mingling with the firecracker sounds of gunfire. Lovedahl rose to his knees, glancing across the gravel behind the cruiser. He could see the other assassins firing up at the two figures on the rooftop, the concussion from the fat man’s M-1 like flowers blooming, flames blossoming, and the fiery blast of Sakamoto’s Walther pistol like psychedelic Day-Glo fountains of light.

“I am the man,” Lovedahl announced. “Can you dig it?”

“Get down, Creighton,” Hiro Sakamoto was saying, slamming another nine-round clip into the Walther. “You’re about to be the dead man.”

“But Shaft is the most,” Lovedahl said, his molar buzzing with numb agony, the cold spreading down his neck. He got up and staggered around in a circular pattern for a moment, his mind going haywire, like an overwound clock. The sights and sounds around him were becoming watery Technicolor pastels as the gunfire ceased for a moment, the silence falling like a beautiful blanket of rose petals. Lovedahl smiled drunkenly. Can you dig it? His gun slipped from his hand, clattering noisily to the pavement. He could see Sabitini ten feet away, crouching behind the cruiser’s front bumper, reloading his machine pistol.

“Stupid motherfucker’s gone around the corner,” the Sicilian said.

“One second.” Sakamoto raised a gloved hand, cocking his head toward the roof.

Sabitini’s eyes popped wide. “Did you hear something?”

“I am Shaft, motherfucker.” Lovedahl stumbled toward the fat man, wondering why nobody cared that Lovedahl was really John Shaft, damnit, he was the man, and there was a bullet lodged in his tooth.

“They’re taking the back way,” Sakamoto said, springing to his feet, checking his gun, and starting toward a passageway between the two storefronts.

“We’ll get them in the trees like rabbits,” Sabitini was growling, following the Asian across the street, cradling the M-1 in his meaty arms.

Lovedahl watched his partners vanish down a cobbled walkway between the hotel and the liquor store, moving toward the dark tree line out back, guns poised and ready to rumble, and Lovedahl tried to follow them, but his legs were getting rubbery now, and his mind was filling up with the cymbal and wah-wah pedal sounds, and he was starting to metamorphose like a badass butterfly into John Shaft, baddest motherfucker around, and the copper-blood backwash seeping down his throat was a fine wine as he stumbled across the street, the silence turning into a stone gas, honey, and his reflection in the grimy hotel window was all street-smart slick and dangerous and Richard Roundtree with a bitch on each leg.

The hotel door sprang open.

“Howdy.” The little man with the grizzled chin stood in the doorway, grinning, holding a sawed-off twelve-gauge shotgun.

“The name’s Shaft, motherfucker,” Lovedahl told him, wavering on weak knees in the middle of the street, vision darkening. The blood was running down his belly and into his crotch. “And Shaft is the man.”

“I’ll remember that,” Aldiss Hackmore said, then fired a slug of number-one shot into Lovedahl’s chest.

JOE AND MAIZIE ran through a primordial riot of color, through steeples of oaks filmed in deep green kudzu and whiskered in Spanish moss, through corridors choked with brilliant yellow azaleas, spring lilies, and wild magnolias so purple they looked like deposits of amethyst along the ground. Through air that was heavy with morning mist, the odors of rotting wood and river decay as thick as an old woman’s perfume. Over earth so soft it threatened to suck the shoes right off their feet, on and on they ran, their gazes wildly scanning the distance for a way out, their guns pumping at their sides.

Right up until the first bullet bit into the bark of a shortleaf pine thirty feet behind them.

“Take cover, honey!” Joe shoved Maizie behind an ancient deadfall.

Maizie stumbled behind the stump, her knapsack dangling awkwardly.

Joe took cover behind a live oak, slammed the speed loader into the Colt, snapped the bullets home, spun toward the noises behind him, raised the revolver, drew a bead on the trees, and started firing, the first shot booming like an M-80 in his ear, sparks burning his knuckles. Then the second. The third. The fourth. Each shot gobbled a hole in the woods, keeping the other shooters momentarily at bay.

Joe paused and peered around the edge of the tree.

The muzzle flash of an automatic suddenly burst out of the undergrowth.

Joe ducked behind the tree as the bullets strafed the bark, popping puffs of debris and heat everywhere, stinging his face with white-hot powder and sawdust, and he winced at the flat chuncka-chuncka noise in the trees, recognizing the bleat of Sabitini’s M-1 machine pistol, and felt the surge of anger in his belly eating him alive. He wanted to take this fat motherfucker out right now.

The gunfire halted.

“Joey, Joey, here . . .” Maizie’s voice came across the gap. Joe looked up in time to see her tossing one of the smaller semiautos at him. He caught it and saw that it was an old Beretta, Model 90, workhorse of the youth gangs. Maizie tossed him an ammo clip, and Joe slammed it home. Seven good shots. Then Joe did a double take, glancing back at Maizie.

She looked like a motor in high gear, about to burn itself out. Her eyes were hot and glassy, her face flushed and feverish as she snicked another clip in her ten millimeter. More than anything else, she looked intoxicated. Joe knew the look. Maizie had gotten a taste of killing, and now she needed to stick her finger in that live socket again. And again. And all of a sudden Joe felt dirty. Repulsive. How the hell could he have done this to her?

More gunfire crackled and popped through the air, igniting the forest.

Joe ducked behind the oak.

Maizie shrieked a psychotic battle cry, pointing her ten millimeter out at the woods and firing blindly. Her gun roared a fireworks display, and she emptied an entire clip, and Joe saw that she was laughing like a child on a carnival ride, screaming bloody murder over the noise of the gun, her voice drowned by the rumble, her eyes gleaming and her mouth moving like a silent movie. The weapon finally belched up its last round and clicked empty.

Silence fell.

Joe took a deep breath. The air was as thick as stew, clogged with motes of dust and debris and the burned-metal smell of cordite. Joe looked over at Maizie, and their eyes met like two electrical poles arcing hotly. Joe pointing off to the south with the barrel of his gun. Maizie nodded tersely. In unison they both crouched down low and crept silently across the clearing, then into another stand of thick foliage, until they were swallowed up by streamers of kudzu. Maizie started to say something, but Joe put his hand on her mouth. Something had changed, imperceptively, like a filter over the sun.

The woods had become as still as a tomb, the canopy of branches overhead like a green shroud. The calm was eerie. The air felt cool all of a sudden, and the ground was a carpet mottled with toadstools and phosphorous blooms. They were through the looking glass now, alone in a secret, silent land of make-believe, and for a moment, just for a moment, it was as though the threat of gunfire had been magically vanquished by some ancient forest faerie.

Maizie started to whisper, “What do we—”

Joe put his finger to her lips and shook his head. He could think clearly for the first time since they had exited the Evangeline, and he wanted to take advantage of it. He could feel Maizie’s heat next to him, her pulse racing like a bird’s, and he found himself silently weighing his options. Their odds were not good in these woods. Too many unknowns, too many variables, too much chaos. Worst of all, Maizie was in maximum harm’s way. All at once, Joe heard that flat, nasal training voice in his head.

The target lures attacking units away from the more vulnerable areas of command by baiting them into neutral killing zones.

Joe glanced beyond the thicket to the south, through a mosaic of cypress trees, and all at once he saw the answer on the ground, like a vein of black blood pumping life into the forest.

“Come on, sweetie.” Joe reached over and grabbed Maizie by the arm.

“What are you doing, Joey?”

“Come on!” Joe yanked Maizie from the green nest and urged her across the weeds toward a footpath hidden in the shadows of the cypress.

The path led down toward the river.

“ONE-TWO . . . THREE!”

The ATF group leader and two of his field agents slammed the iron battering ram against the locked door of room 300, making kindling out of the ancient dead bolt. The door sprang open, and the agents streamed into the room, carrying Browning high-powered .40-caliber pistols and federal-issue pump shotguns. They sported black body armor emblazoned with Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms on the backs, and they fanned out according to procedure, waving all the hardware at the tight, dark spaces in the room. A split second later, the field leader raised his hand, and a quick little wave signaled the all clear.

“Clear!” The voice came from the back, one of the tactical guys.

“Clear!” Another voice near the front balconette, strong and clear.

“Standby!” The leader made a circle around the periphery of the room. An athletic man in his late thirties with hair the color of rusty metal, his name was Sullivan Byrne, Sully to his many friends. He was dressed in standard-issue field blacks—black military boots, black beret—and he moved with the deliberate pace of a career soldier, although the twinkle in his eye and the spray of freckles across his weathered face belied the grimness of his demeanor. “Looks like we gotta cold site here,” Sully finally said, relaxing.

“Hey!”

The voice shot out of the shadows in the back, near the toilet.

The entire roomful of black berets seemed to tense as one giant organism, the shiver of alarm sending all the gun barrels snapping upward toward the voice. One of the younger guys, Heller, was crouched in a shoot posture near the back, both hands on his Browning, the rays of early-morning sun coming in and striping the tableau.

“Wait a second!” Sully shot his free hand up, holding his pistol in his right. “Whattya got, Heller? Talk to me!”

“Looks like civilian.”

“Standby,” Sully said, and made his way across the room, his Browning raised and readied.

The maid was cowering under the sink like a frightened pack dog, her fat derriere sticking up in the breeze, her entire body trembling convulsively. Her uniform had a dark blotch along one side; the old gal must’ve literally shit her pants during all the excitement. She was holding her hands over her ears, and for a brief instant, Sully imagined how surprised she must have been when she showed up for work this morning and stumbled into World War III.

“It’s all right, ma’am,” Sully said, simultaneously making the all-clear signal to his men.

Iliana Popescu looked up, her plump face drained of color, her sad brown eyes shimmering as she looked at all the black berets. She swallowed a lump of fear and said in her heavily accented, broken English, “May I be going home now?”

THE PATH WAS lined with weeds, spiny, with exposed roots and rocks embedded in the soft soil. The trees seemed to be thinning the closer they got to the river, the Spanish moss like spiderwebs across the latticework of branches. Joe could feel the humid decay of the Mississippi on his face. “Almost there,” he murmured, ushering Maizie down the grade as fast as he could without jostling her too much.

Joe had the knapsack slung over one of his shoulders, most of the remaining clips in his back pockets, and three guns slung behind his belt. He had no idea how close the other shooters were. Sabitini was quick for a fat man, but his bulk was certainly slowing him down in these deep delta woods. The Asian was probably right on their heels. Joe couldn’t hear a thing except for the rushing blood-beat in his ears and the ubiquitous drone of crickets and cicadas around them.

“Look, Joey!” Maizie was pointing off to her right, through a break in the willows.

About fifteen feet down, across a natural clearing, the docks were visible. Enormous stretches of rotted concrete platforms and weather-beaten pilings, sectioning the marshy delta into a patchwork of commercial piers as far as the eye could see. A row of ancient barges were lined up in the distance, most of them cold and boarded up. There were a couple of towboats churning water, preparing to cast off. Beyond the piers to the north, the gray channel made a sharp turn to the west and swept out into the lower Mississippi, the distant waters as dark and brackish as crude oil.

“Come on!” Joe took Maizie by the arm and helped her down the remaining stretch of path.

They emerged into a clearing of fiddle weeds and took cover behind the twisted trunk of a willow.

“I want you to stay here,” Joe said, pulling clips from his pockets, the monotone voice of the combat-training manual in his ears.

“What are you talking about? Where are you going?”

Joe nodded toward the docks a hundred yards away. “There’s a barge tug about to light out. It’s pointed south. Probably headed down to New Orleans and then out to sea.”

“Get outta here.”

“I’m gonna hop it, gonna lure the bastards onboard and do the thing.”

“No, no way, I’m coming with you.” Maizie’s eyes looked like overloading electrical terminals. “Come on, Joey, we stick together. We’re good together, damn good. Fuck those guys.”

Joe turned to her, took her shoulders, and grabbed them hard to make his point. “You are too important to be trading shots with these guys.”

“Joey . . .”

“DON’T ARGUE!” he bellowed at her, shaking her, all his rage and nervous tension boiling over. Then Joe closed his eyes and took a breath. He looked at her. “Sweetie. I don’t have time to argue. There’s a dock just south of Vicksburg. I remember it from a trip I took years ago.”

“Joey, don’t—”

“Listen to me. You’re not listening. I will get the job done, and I will meet you. My attorney’ll be there, too, the one that struck the deal. Say you’ll meet me there, say it.”

“Joe . . .”

“Say it!” He shook her then, and he saw that funny light in her eyes again.

She swallowed a mouthful of protest. “I’ll . . . meet you.”

“Good, good deal.” He handed her the knapsack, the ammo clips, two pistols. “Take this stuff in case you need it. I’ve got the ten millimeter and three clips. That’ll be plenty. Only three shooters to go. Right? You got one of them for me, so now there’s only three left.”

Maizie looked at him. “Three?”

“Yeah, that’s the deal, a total of four shooters,” Joe said, glancing out across the scabrous, overgrown marshland toward the docks a hundred yards away. The sky was threatening again, the clouds turning as dark as nicotine. The tug was billowing smoke, fixing to leave. “That’s the deal,” Joe murmured, “and that’s what I’m gonna deliver.” He turned to her. “Now I gotta go, sweetie. You stay out of sight.”

He kissed her and started toward the docks, but immediately felt Maizie clutching his sleeve.

“Joey, wait, wait, goddamnit, that’s not right.”

“Whattya mean, ‘not right’?”

“There’s only two left.”

“What?” Joe looked at her, at her luminous gaze. “What do you mean?”

“You said four, total, that’s what you just said. The Black dude, the fat guy, the Asian. Where’s the fourth?”

For one frenzied moment, Joe thought about it.

The sudden sound of a twig snapping in the shadows behind them was like a bomb going off. Joe shoved Maizie toward the cover of trees and then hissed urgently at her. “You stay hidden till they’re onboard with me!”

Joe turned and rushed across the mud field, his strides labored, his shoes suctioning silt. Ahead of him, the tug was departing, its enormous oily bow vibrating, engines boiling water behind it. Joe rushed toward the boat, drawing the foxes out of the trees, drawing fire, feeling the heat of their blood lust on the back of his skull like a poison sun, expecting a shot to ring out at any moment.

He made the jump onto the back of the tug with only seconds to spare, a single thought running through his mind.

Who the hell was the fourth assassin?

THE PROFESSIONAL SAT in the idling Saab, hands cradling a small black plastic device about the size of a cigarette pack. The device was provided by the Chamber, procured through the byzantine connections of former intelligence operatives. Embedded in the center of the device was a tiny liquid crystal screen, calibrated by luminous crosshairs. A tiny red dot was blinking on the screen like miniature radar, tracking the target’s movements with surprising accuracy.

The transmitter was surgically implanted in the scar tissue above Joe Flood’s left pectoral, a highly advanced microchip encased in a hypoallergenic titanium shell. About as heavy as a hummingbird’s wing. A true miracle of modern technology, impressive even to the Professional.

The Professional stared at the blinking dot.

The target had crossed the waterline now and was moving south, probably onboard a commercial vessel, probably attempting to skip the country via the Gulf trade routes. But the Professional would not allow such a thing to happen; the Professional would step into the fray long before something like that occurred.

Putting the Saab into gear, the Professional pulled away from the overlook and headed down the narrow access road toward the floodplains.





Nineteen

Joe lay as flat and as quiet as possible on the grimy floor of the stern, shaded by massive aluminum awnings, hidden by a wraparound windbreak, not moving, not breathing, not batting an eyelash, wondering if he had just heard what he thought he had just heard. The boat was churning toward the mouth of the channel, and the odors of dead fish and muddy wind and dirty diesel were swirling around him. He could hear the raucous voices of the crew somewhere down in the hold, but that wasn’t the only noise he was hearing. Just a moment earlier, he had heard something else, like bodies landing on the other side of the stern deck, thudding against the outrigging, scuttling up the side of the massive tug, and the sounds had once again tripped the training instinct.

Avoid unnecessary movement; stay low to observe; keep off the skyline; utilize indigenous environment.

He rose to a crouch, gazing around, trying to get the lay of the boat, steadying himself against the iron frame beside him. He needed to find a phone, a land line, a cellular, anything to get a message to Tom Andrews. Timing was critical now, and Joe felt the clock ticking in his head, pulsing at his temples. He looked up. There was a rusty metal control console above him and a crumbled bag of Cheetos, some cigarette butts, and a soda can at his feet. No communication equipment. More voices were coming across the stern, barely audible above the engine’s roar, voices raised in anger, and Joe wondered if it was Sakamoto and the fat man.

The Lucy Belle Swain was a mother of a boat, its name emblazoned in ragged, whitewashed script on the stern and fore hulls, proudly citing New Orleans as its home port. Damn thing seemed big enough to have its own area code and appeared to grow organically out of the water like some colossal brown berg, dotted with portholes, skirted with tall chain-link fencing. Like a small township on the water. It had four levels, one of them under the surface, another vaulting up into the dark clouds like a medieval watchtower. Joe guessed the boat was nearly two hundred feet long, maybe seventy feet across. The engines seemed to vibrate the entire river.

Distant lightning pulsed for a moment, mapping the black heavens with arteries of light. A heavy rain was coming soon. Joe could smell it as he carefully climbed over the railing and out onto the catwalk. The sudden wind and mist lashed his face, reeking of fossil fuels and ancient waters, as Joe inched along the weathered wooden ledge, searching for a way up to the pilothouse. Joe figured there must be a phone up there.

“Hey!”

Joe froze, hugging the fence, a voice coming from above.

“What in Sam Hill you doin’ down there, boy?”

The crewman stood one level up, an old geezer in hip boots, with wild filaments of gray hair tossing in the breeze, filthy denim jacket and work pants flapping. He was leaning out over an iron railing with a bottle in his hand. There was an open doorway behind him, leading into a filthy little cabin no bigger than a tollbooth shack.

“I . . . got . . . sorta turned around back there!” Joe yelled up at the guy like there was a perfectly good reason that a crazed land lover in sodden Levi’s and a chambray shirt happened to be climbing along the side of the towboat.

“You ain’t no raccoon!”

“What?” Joe threw a hand in front of his face, blocking the wind and the mist. Something wasn’t quite right about this old duffer.

“Said they heard raccoons down there,” the old man hollered, “but you sure as hell ain’t no raccoon!” Then the geezer started laughing, phlegm-clogged, rusty laughter, and Joe realized the old guy was drunk to the world. At eight o’clock in the morning, no less.

“You know what?” Joe hollered back up at him, trying to get the old man closer, down to water level, into fist range. “I’m not a raccoon, but I sure got a rumply-frammagamma-stangle!”

The geezer leaned into the wind. “What was that?”

Joe repeated nonsense words, incomprehensible in the wind and engine noise. “I got a frammagamma-stangle! Come on down, look at it. I’m serious!”

The old man climbed down a battered set of steps to Joe’s level. “Can’t hear a gawddamn word yer sayin’!”

“Look!” Joe climbed over the fence and held his cupped hands up as if to show the old man something secret, something magical.

The old man took the bait. “What the hell you talkin’ . . . abahhh—?”

Joe popped the geezer in the temple, just once, hard and fast.

The old man collapsed to the deck like an empty potato sack, his bottle shattering, and Joe reared back for a moment, gripping his fist. He’d forgotten about his injured knuckles, and now they sang out at him, a horrible chorus of electric pain returning with a vengeance, shooting up his arm, into his heart, molten hot. Joe staggered against the fence. “Goddamnit!” He shook the pain out of his hand and gazed down at the old man, who was stunned unconscious on the deck.

The old man moaned.

Joe knelt down and felt the geezer’s pulse. Seemed okay. The old guy was gonna live, at least until his liver gave out. The wind whipped across the deck, and now the rain came. Joe felt the back of his shirt sticking to him. He was soaked already and shivering cold, vulnerable as hell out here on the mid-deck. He took a breath, stepped over the geezer, and climbed up the ladder to the next level. Then he slipped inside the booth.

It smelled of old gasoline and cigars, and judging from the control console and tattered Naugahyde seat mounted to the iron floor, Joe figured it was a crane operator’s booth. There was a two-way mounted beneath the window. Beneath the radio rig was a Motorola cellular phone. Silently thanking God, Joe crouched down low and grabbed the phone. He dialed Tom Andrews’s voice mail by memory.

There was a series of clicks, then the hissing sound of the attorney’s smarmy message, and finally the series of menu choices.

Joe punched the beeper option.

“Tommy, listen closely . . .” Joe started whispering into the cell phone. Andrews’s voice mail was designed to buzz the attorney immediately for retrieval of urgent messages, and Joe had used the beeper option several times over the past few days, but he still wasn’t sure it was working properly. “I’m only going to say this once, Tommy. I want you to meet me. The place is on the map, near Vicksburg, on the Mississippi side. This is the thing. I’m on a barge tug right now, and the whole gang’s here, and I’m gonna take care of business and then meet you just south of the commercial docks at Vicksburg. I’m going to finish this thing once and for all, Tommy. That’s it.”

Joe disconnected the line and put the phone back.

There were noises coming from below, muffled, thudding noises, like brick bats tumbling around a commercial dryer, coming from somewhere down in the main hold, and Joe felt the goose bumps rashing the backs of his arms and legs, the short hairs standing up on his neck. The moment of truth. He pulled the ten millimeter from his belt and checked the clip, then slapped the clip home and checked the others before taking four quick breaths and cocking the pistol.

Then he stepped back out into the rain, searching for a way downstairs.

HIRO SAKAMOTO WAS two stories up, standing alone in the rain-swept shadows outside the pilothouse, his back flat against the rear wall of the house, when he heard the noise drifting up from below. Sounded like gunfire. Hiro wasn’t positive; the storm had picked up, and now the wind was drowning most of the ambient sounds.

The moment Hiro had hopped onboard the tug, he had decided to start at the top, figuring the Slugger might try to highjack the bridge, but Hiro had found only a salty little man in a rain slicker and scraggly gray beard standing behind the windows, oblivious to anything but the dark waters ahead of him. The tug’s pilothouse was roughly the size of a studio apartment, wrapped by a row of grimy windows and topped with a slanted roof and ancient meteorological gear. There was a ledge around the perimeter and gangway steps leading down either side. The wind was a razor up here, and the raindrops were needles on Hiro’s face, penetrating the thin fabric of his black yo-fuku, but it hardly fazed him. He had gone into a state of satori, his heart rate slowing, his mind clearing of all superfluous input, his spirit relinquishing the physical self.

He was ready to kill.

There was somebody coming up the gangway to Hiro’s right, probably a copilot, and Hiro was straightening his arm, allowing the kamisori to gently slide from his sleeve into his palm. The razor was the deadliest of the Bujutsu instruments, a blade so sharp and true it could slice a man’s throat clean through and he wouldn’t know it until he bent over to tie his shoe and his head fell off. The figure approached quickly. A man, apparently agitated about something. Hiro was about to open the crewman’s jugular when the guy called to the captain.

“Hey, Captain . . . we gotta problem!”

Hiro paused, hiding behind the shadows, listening for useful information. The crewman was stepping up to the door of the pilothouse. A greasy little guy with a ferret face and fireman’s coat, he opened the door and peered inside.

“Somethin’ crazy going on downstairs!”

“What de hell else is new, Carl?” The captain’s voice was deep Cajun, barely audible over the wind.

“No, Pappy, you don’t unnerstand, see, dere’s dis guy, he ain’t regular crew, and he got a friggin’ gun!”

“What you mean, he ain’t regular crew?”

“Ain’t never seen him before.”

There was a noisy silence, then the captain said, “Go get Antoine.”

The ferret-faced crewman nodded, slammed the door, and turned toward the steps.

“Excuse me, tomodachi.” Hiro calmly stepped out of the shadows and smiled.

“What the—?” The crewman froze in his tracks, turning toward the shadows and looking up at the black-clad Asian man as though gazing up into a pillar of fire. Eyes widening, fists clenching, the crewman said, “Where de fuck you come from?”

“Hell,” Hiro told him.

Then Hiro’s hand swept up and arced across the man’s neck, and the man staggered backward for a moment as though someone had blown smoke in his face. He opened his mouth to say something, but no words would come out, only a single teardrop of blood tracking down his trembling chin and then a crescent of rich arterial fluid opening in his neck.

Hiro had turned away and was halfway down the gangway steps before the man hit the floor.

THE CHANDELIER ERUPTED, and a hurricane of jagged starlight filled the galley.

Then the darkness returned, and Bernardo Sabitini circled the crowd like an angry bull, his M-1 smoking like a barbecue spit, his beefy head twitching toward the ragged party streamers, the broken punch bowls, the shredded balloons, and terrified prostitutes in their garish costumes, huddling in the corners. The room was the size of a small airline hangar, the walls rising up like the great iron ribs of a whale. Rows of empty beer kegs were lined up like dead soldiers. The air smelled of liquor and boiled fish and sex. Most of the crew had been down here in the cavernous galley when the fat man had arrived. At least a dozen men and half as many whores, many of them fast asleep, dozing drunkenly on long tables laden with empties and trash. Some of them were still wearing the wrinkled harlequin masks and brightly colored costumes of the night before. Evidently, the party had been going all night, and some of the revelers were still at it when Bernardo had barged in on them with his M-1 blazing up into the ceiling.

“Fee-fie-fo-fum!” Bernardo was bellowing now, his mind buzzing with anger. He didn’t care that every last crew member on the Lucy Belle Swain seemed to be either drunk, hung over, or unconscious. He only wanted to devour the Slugger and shit him back into the earth.

As Federico would have wanted.

“I smell the blood of an IRISHMAN!” Bernardo howled, and fired another burst into the ceiling.

The muzzle barked, and drumrolls of brilliant blue flame chewed through the overhead pipes. The crowd seemed to collapse toward the stern like quicksand as the ceiling popped and crackled and burst, raining down shards of glass and ceiling tiles. The whores scrambled for the doors as the drunken crewmen went for the floor. Somebody screamed. The M-1 halted abruptly, a hot coal in Bernardo’s hand.

The fat man marched toward the rear of the galley, toward the stainless-steel counters and the rusty barrels filled with fishy water. The crew members were pressing against the starboard wall now, their groggy gazes wide and glassy and locked on the fat man. Some of the prostitutes were creeping toward the aft exit, pulling their clothes on as they went.

“Whattya want with us?” one of the braver crewmen hollered out. “Ain’t no Irishman here!”

“Let the ladies go!” another crewman yelled.

Bernardo barely noticed. He was tired, tired of the crazy grief, the disgràzia, and, most of all, tired of Federico’s relentless voice, whispering, tickling the scar below Bernardo’s ribs, sending signals to Bernardo’s fingers: Kill them all, kill them for me, fràtello. The rage and the madness were flowing electric-hot down Bernardo’s thick arm and into the hand holding the gun. He turned toward the crowd, a fresh clip in the M-1, and prepared to fire.

“Don’t do it, fat man!” The voice came from across the galley.

Bernardo spun just in time to see a rusty barrel sprout a human being.

It happened so quickly that it was hard to comprehend at first, and Bernardo was stricken for a moment, watching the stocky figure of Joe Flood bursting up through piles of confetti, balloons, crawdad shells, and trash, his ten millimeter gripped in both hands, the classic combat crouch, and he was smiling, the son of a bitch was soaking wet and smiling as he drew a bead on the fat man and started shooting.

Bernardo dove for cover—lightning quick for a big man—as bullets strafed the tile floor behind him, raising divots, sparking firecracker sharp, echoing through the galley and goosing more cries of terror from the partyers. Bernardo slammed against the stern wall, his M-1 accidentally going off, gobbling up a row of papier-mâché effigies left over from the recent Mardi Gras hanging nearby, their plaster faces exploding dust and debris. Bernardo was screaming now, holding his side, the warm wetness against his palm and a stinging sensation where he’d been grazed, all of it swirling in his mind.

“IRISHMANNNNN!!” Bernardo shrieked, rising to his knees behind a fallen keg. Across the room, Joe Flood had already climbed out of his cover and was heading toward the aft doorway. Bernardo spat blood as he watched Joe vanish into the bowels of the towboat. Go get him, fràtello, eat the bastard whole, gobble him up! Climbing to his feet, Bernardo sucked in a breath and waddled painfully across the war zone toward the aft exit.

Bernardo slipped through the double doors and entered a dimly lit pantry. In the corner was a porthole through which a series of metal steps led down into the lower levels. Bernardo rushed over to the steps and started downward, snapping a new magazine home as he descended into the rumbling chaos of the turbines and the acrid odors of diesel and grime. He could feel his heart racing, the physical stress of his wound taxing his enormous girth, but Federico’s voice was a howl within him, and his scar was sizzling like white-hot metal under his ribs.

Do it!

He reached the bottom of the steps and found himself in a narrow corridor of steel girders. He heard a noise at the end of the corridor, past the engine room—a shuffling, fumbling noise—and then another clang. Bernardo cocked the M-1 and headed for the last door on the left, where a battered nameplate was screwed to an ancient hatch, partially ajar, bathed in red light from a cage lamp overhead. Auxiliary Head, the nameplate read. Bernardo had no idea what the English words meant, but somehow he knew it was showdown time.

Bernardo kicked the door open.

There was a single urinal and a single stall on opposing sides of the rotting tiled rest room, a single bare lightbulb on frayed cable shining down, swinging back and forth, throwing moving shadows. Bernardo saw the silhouette immediately. Just inside the battered door of the stall. The outline of a stocky man trying to balance himself on a toilet stool without making any noise. Bernardo raised the M-1 and heard his brother’s voice crying out.

Bernardo fired a volley of .30 caliber through the stall door, filling the room with thunder and turning the ancient metal to Swiss cheese. The gun was hot in his hand, the smoke and smell of cordite thick enough to cut into prayer shawls. He took a breath and then went over to the perforated door and kicked it open.

A jumble of ancient rope and canvas slipped off the toilet and spilled to the floor.

There was a clicking sound behind him, and Bernardo spun around just in time to witness a miracle. It happened so swiftly, so silently, so ephemerally, that Bernardo thought he was dreaming, hallucinating, maybe even seeing a vision from God in the cracked bathroom mirror, the fault line of glass zigzagging across Bernardo’s own reflection, peeling his face into two separate halves.

Bernardo saw his brother.

“Federico?” The name came out like a prayer as Bernardo’s gun fell to his side, forgotten. But the mirror did not reply and Bernardo Sabitini realized that he had made a fatal mistake. Federico was still dead, and Bernardo was about to join his brother in the afterlife.

Joe Flood was standing in the shadows next to the mirror, his ten millimeter leveled directly at Bernardo. “Good try, Bernie,” Joe said softly.

The blast was a thunderclap in the iron cubicle, hammering Joe’s ears.

The bullet struck the Sicilian point-blank above the right eyebrow, smacking him deadweight into the wall. Joe watched. The fat man stayed on his feet for several moments, staring past Joe, past the cracked mirror, past this mortal world. Then Bernardo began to sink, leaving a bright red trail on the ancient iron.

Sabitini died in a heap on the floor.

Joe swallowed all his panic and walked over to the body, gazing down at the massive heap of human remains. In death Sabitini’s face looked peaceful. Joe stared down at that face for several agonizing moments, thinking maybe this was the only kind of peace you could get in this world. The endless sleep. And maybe, just maybe, if Joe was really lucky, he’d be able to—

A sound.

Outside, in the passageway, footsteps were coming.

Joe took a breath and forced his brain to work. He checked his ten millimeter. Empty. Felt behind his belt, his back pockets, the seams of his jeans. The other clips! They all were gone, vanished, probably slipped from his pants during the chase. He looked around the head for Sabitini’s gun. The M-1 machine pistol. Where was it?

The footsteps were out in the passage now, approaching, padding nimbly, and Joe knew it was the Asian, the arrogant son of a bitch. Joe finally spied the M-1 lying wedged against the foot of the urinal. He scooped it up and checked it.

“Goddamnit!” Joe hissed under his breath. The clip was empty. There was a round in the chamber, and that was it. One round left. He checked Bernardo’s pockets. Nada. The footsteps were just outside the door now, and Joe’s heart was racing. He realized the only option was direct action, without hesitation, without thought.

Action.

He lurched through the door.

Sakamoto was in the passageway, coming at Joe in the flickering light.

Joe raised the M-1, the bare red lightbulbs overhead fizzing and flickering, and across the corridor the black-clad figure was lunging, a star glinting metallic in his hand. Something flashed silver in Joe’s face, then stung him in the ribs like a wasp, and Joe fired a wild shot—POP!—like the snap of a party favor flaring bright orange, arcing out above the Asian, barely missing him, striking an overhead conduit.

The pipe exploded, and steam came rushing out in Sakamoto’s face.

Joe spun toward a narrow passageway to his left, darting between two gigantic boiler arms, dropping the gun on the corrugated grid beneath him, his brain yammering chaotically, trapped, TRAPPED! He emerged on the other side, tripping over his own feet and tumbling to the greasy flooring of another corridor. He struggled back to his feet, sucking in air and starting down into the belly of the whale, the enormous greasy black iron ribs sweeping up beside him, illuminated by yellow cage lights.

He raced toward the stern, running as fast as he could, when he realized he had a whopper of a side ache, the pain like an icy vice on his ribs. He looked down and saw that something was embedded in his shirt above the left side of his rib cage, a silver wafer rooted in a bloody crescent of torn cloth: a razor-sharp steel throwing star.

“Slugger!” The sound of the Asian’s spooky-calm voice came sweeping up behind him. “Fate has brought us together, and you know it!”

“Don’t sprain your arm pattin’ yourself on the back, kid.” Joe was gasping, not even bothering to look over his shoulder. He reached the shadows of the bulkhead and frantically searched for a way out. He reached down and pulled the razor from his flesh like a rotted tooth, and the pain sizzled, and Joe yelped, and the sound seemed to feed his opponent’s frenzy.

“I was born for this moment!” the voice called out from the shadows behind him. The voice was getting closer, more and more delirious.

“Blame your mother for that.” Joe was murmuring now, grabbing the rails of a narrow iron ladder and starting up the ancient bulwark when the wasp stung him again, this time in the shoulder, and it felt like an elephant-sized hypodermic slamming into his muscle.

Joe stiffened and slipped off the ladder.

He landed on his back, the pain bursting like a bomb across his shoulder blades, and he tried to roll across the flooring, but his body was gumming up, slowing down. He was ready to start panicking when all at once an idea just popped into his head. Maybe it was instinct, maybe experience, maybe it was just sheer will, but suddenly Joe knew how to beat the young Asian: by playing to the kid’s only weakness.

His ego.

Joe rose to his knees for a moment, then collapsed in a heap on the greasy floor, exhaling a tortured sigh and a death grimace and going slack, as though he were dying. It was all part of that great business called show, and Joe gave a command performance, shivering in his death throes for a moment and then letting out a funereal moan. Through his eyelids, which were lowered to half-mast, Joe could see the kid approaching.

Hiro Sakamoto walked up and gazed down at the Slugger.

The kid was holding a nasty-looking blade, curved on one side and scalloped on the other, and Joe could tell that the kid’s ego was swelling and bloating inside him like an infection. If the kid had been smart, he would have simply stabbed Joe one last time to make sure the package was sealed. But not Sakamoto. Not this kid. This kid was vain, proud as a prince. The kid was standing there, pausing to soak up the glory.

Joe’s gambit had paid off. Now, to kill a Nipponese Narcissus.

Joe grabbed the kid’s testicles.

It was like a machine going haywire. Sakamoto convulsed, shivered, and dropped the blade, his hands clutching at his crotch, and Joe kept holding on for dear life, channeling all his pain and anger and survival instinct into his viselike grip on the kid’s nuts, and soon Joe was imagining that the kid’s cojones were tiny lumps of coal, and he was going to exert enough pressure to make diamonds out of them. The Asian began to hyperventilate, turning an odd shade of beige, and Joe saw the gleam of the razor on the floor only inches away.

It took a mere instant for Joe to grab the blade, bring it up hard and sure, and slam it into the Asian’s belly as though opening a hog for slaughter.

Sakamoto cried out, falsetto-sharp, and tore himself away, his face filled with killing fury, but the curved knife was embedded in his abdomen now, and all he could do was stagger back and slam against the bulwark, cradling the wound in his hands like a cherished belonging. Joe rose up on wobbly knees. Sakamoto was trying to say something else, the blood starting to seep through his fingers, the stricken look on his face speaking volumes. How could the great Sakamoto have fallen so easily?

“It’s been real, kid,” Joe said finally, reaching around and uprooting the star from his shoulder, the pain like a blowtorch.

Sakamoto tried in vain to form a sentence with stunned, numb lips.

It didn’t matter; Joe was already halfway up the metal stepladder.

By the time he reached the mid-deck, Joe was hurting pretty badly.

Stumbling along the outer rigging ledge, his shoes slipping and sliding on the oily boards, he fought to keep his head clear, but the rain and the wind were needles in his face, and the pain was spreading like wet poison from the gash in his shoulder, down his side and into his legs. Thunder clapped overhead, and he could hear the angry voices of crewmen coming across the upper decks. There was an alarm going off somewhere and the sound of iron cranks ratcheting, and the chaos below was like a muffled dogfight. Joe knew his time was running out; if he didn’t bail out soon, he’d never make it to the rendezvous point.

The rendezvous point.

“Jesus Christ, don’t tell me . . .” He gazed out across the dark waters at the opposite shoreline. The day had curdled since he was down below, the heavens turning as black as pine tar. The Mississippi side looked like a tangled skyline of dark silhouettes, prehistoric oaks, and jagged outcroppings of marshy sandbars. Far too wild and underdeveloped for the Vicksburg area. Every few moments, a surge of lightning would stitch out over the landscape, threading the sky, sparking Joe’s rising panic.

They had already passed Vicksburg; God only knows how long ago.

He crept toward the stern, wiping his face with the back of his sleeve, squinting into the rain. There was a stepladder leading down to the rear pulpit, and Joe cobbled down it as quickly as possible, heart thumping in his chest. How long had he been below? Ten minutes? Thirty minutes? His mind was swimming now, swirling with panic. How far beyond Vicksburg had they traveled? How far?

“Hey, buddy!”

The voice bleated in the rain, echoing across the mid-deck, and Joe realized immediately that one of the crewmen had spotted him.

Joe crouched as low as possible and duckwalked out to the edge of the pulpit. The rumble of the rear turbines rose up around him, the churning sounds and the muddy spit in his face. He shook off the fear and took deep breaths and prepared to jump. He had no idea how difficult swimming half the width of the Mississippi River was going to be, how deadly the currents were, or how easily he might get turned around and end up halfway to Baton Rouge. He had always been a good swimmer. Learned it at the North Side YMCA, perfected it in boot camp, and still swam laps every chance he got. But this was different. This was insane.

And it just happened to be the only way.

“Hold it right there, buddy-boy!” The voice was closer now, and Joe thought he heard the clang of a shotgun slide, and that was all the extra incentive he needed.

“Don’t do it!”

Joe sucked in one last breath and jumped into the dark gray void.

It was worse than he thought.





Twenty

It was virtually impossible to read the face of her watch in the dense shadows of the marsh. The bugs were so thick, she had to keep her hand over her mouth to avoid inhaling one of them, and the rotting fish and methane smells were almost unbearable, but on she sat, alone in the thicket of cattails, her knees soaking in the mud. She couldn’t take her eyes off the Chevy Blazer that was parked less than thirty feet away, at the edge of a gravel turnoff overlooking the river. One of the Blazer’s windows was rolled down a couple of inches to allow the cigarette smoke to escape, and Maizie could just barely hear the voices under the drone of rain. The conversation was stoking the madness in her heart like a bellows.

“And so what if he doesn’t show up?” the big one was saying, the one behind the wheel, the one called Marion.

“What am I, the Psychic Friends Network?” The lawyer’s voice. Andrews.

“I’m just asking.”

“I dunno. I guess that means one of the other shooters got him on the boat and we can go home early.”

“But what if we lose this guy? You can’t whack somebody you can’t find. Chamber said they want this thing clean and tidy, and this ain’t clean and tidy.”

“Listen . . . the Slugger says he’s gonna be somewhere, he ends up being there.”

“Like I said, I’m just asking.”

Then the attorney said something else that Maizie couldn’t quite hear over the wind, something about trawling Joe out of the river, but it didn’t matter. It all added up to the same conclusion: Andrews had lied to Joe about the deal. The whole thing was a setup, and it was making the music in Maizie’s head swell to unprecedented levels—the shimmering cymbals crashing like waves against a rocky shore, the throbbing contrabass line, the warbling voices.

Maizie rose to a crouch and then crept a little closer to the edge of the weeds, close enough to see the silhouettes of the two men in the Blazer and read their expressions. Her knapsack was taut around her left shoulder, the Bersa .380 semiautomatic gripped tightly in her hand. Her heart was racing now, and the nausea was returning with a vengeance. She prayed that she wouldn’t vomit.

She had been huddling in the weeds, soaked to the bone, for almost an hour now, although her internal clock was all screwed up. Might have been shorter. The truth was, it seemed an eternity since she had watched Joe board the tug and then made her way through the bayou, dodging cops, finding her way back to the highway. She had hitchhiked south to Vicksburg, catching a ride with a trucker: a thirty-minute trip down winding river roads. And when she arrived at the quarter-mile strip of overgrown, forgotten boat docks, she had discovered the all-terrain vehicle angled at the edge of a gravel cul de sac and knew at once it must be the attorney. But something had stopped Maizie from approaching the Blazer. Her intuition again. She had instead lingered out of sight, in the marsh, listening, observing, and when she heard the conversation drifting out of the Blazer’s window, she knew immediately what was going down. Joe was about to be ambushed one final time, by the very people he had trusted.

Through a clearing in the weeds, across fifteen feet of gravel, Maizie watched the two silhouettes in the Blazer scanning the steel-gray waters in the distance.

“Mind if I ask you something else, Counselor?” Marion’s voice came through the Blazer’s window suddenly, barely audible above the rain and the click of his Zippo. Maizie wiped the moisture from her face and craned her head to hear better.

“What’s that?”

“If this guy’s so good, why the hell does the Chamber want him dead? Especially after all this bullshit with the contest and everything?”

There was an interminable pause, so long and awkward that Maizie thought she was going to die. Then the murmur of the attorney’s voice drifting through the rain. He sounded almost weary.

“People get old.”

Maizie swallowed her rage, acid-hot on her tonsils, reaching down with her free hand and gently cocking the Bersa, snicking the slide as quietly as possible, the music rising in her head, Tristan’s velvet baritone bawl, anguished cries punctuated by sharp-rushing cymbals. She wanted to go over and put a bullet in each of their smug, cruel skulls. She wanted to zap these motherfuckers right now.

The voices continued.

“Sounds like they got their money’s worth.”

“How’s that?”

“The guy’s a friggin’ one-man disaster area. Took out everybody in the Game.”

“Slugger’s the best there ever was.”

“Yeah, maybe, and maybe I’m thinking we need a little more manpower.”

“What are you getting at?”

“I’m thinking that maybe I want to bring in some of my own crew to help finish this guy.”

“You got local guys?”

“Yessir, I do.”

Another pause. A puff of cigarette smoke drifting out the window, mingling with the rain. Finally, the lawyer’s reply: “Whatever you think, Marion.”

Maizie was ready. She was ready to sneak up behind the Blazer and fill the interior with nine-millimeter vengeance. She was so ready, in fact, that she felt her heart rate slowing, her vision clearing, her mind focusing. She raised the Bersa and lined up the silhouettes in her sights, and she sucked in a breath and started out of the weed patch, her first step crunching gravel.

Then she froze.

It wasn’t fear that made her hesitate or the sound of the gravel crunching beneath her feet or even the rain suddenly fogging her vision. It was the prospect of firing bullets into the backs of those two silhouettes. So easy. So anonymous. Like squashing two bugs, grinding them under the soles of her flip-flops, feeling the erotic thrill rippling through her.

Two human beings.

The music in her head abruptly stopped, as though someone had lifted a tone arm from the surface of a record album, and she let the gun sag.

What the hell was she doing?

THE MOMENT JOE reached the shore, he heaved in a lungful of air.

It wasn’t your ordinary run-of-the-mill gasp, either, not by a long shot. It was a last-ditch, birth-agony, red-blood-cells-screaming gulp at whatever oxygen was left in God’s green atmosphere, and the good thing was, it happened to coincide with the precise moment that his hands connected with the muddy bank. He grabbed a handful of silt and pulled himself up the mud slide, gasping, lungs burning, arms and legs aching profusely from the three-hundred-yard freestyle through water as thick as Irish stew. Above him, lightning pealed and flashed, and the shadows of twisted cypress trees danced Merlin’s jig around him. Since he had hastily disembarked, the storm had lowered a black curtain over the sky, turning the delta to a haunted house. And now his body was coated with river slime, and his mouth tasted of rot, and he could barely move his hands, his joints were so gelid and stiff. The long, arduous swim had been just cold enough to stiffen his limbs into a jumble of creaking, arthritic icicles, and now he was close to passing out from exposure.

He managed to stand in the ankle-deep silt, catching his breath and gazing around the shoreline.

It appeared that he had overshot the Vicksburg area by several miles, judging from the wilderness around him. The bank was completely overgrown, crisscrossed with mossy deadfalls and backed up against a wall of cypress. The Spanish moss was like mosquito netting, and what little daylight that was left only illuminated the impenetrable thicket of undergrowth ahead of him, spreading off into the shadows like the hardened arteries of a petrified corpse. He gazed north, then south down the shoreline, and saw nothing but wild marshland. Wiping mud from his face, slicking his hair back, he trudged up the remaining slope and entered the woods.

There was a meager footpath through the marsh, about the width of a badger hole. Joe started down it, scraping past the brambles, shivering as he walked, praying for a village, some hillbilly outpost, an access road, a bait shop, anything. He assumed that he was traveling east, away from the river, but it was so dark beneath the trees and the storm was so disorienting, the strobe-light flicker of lightning coming every few seconds now, that he could have been traveling in circles for all he knew. The only thing that was keeping him focused was Maizie, her voice in his head.

“I love you, Joey. For better or for worse. And where I come from, that’s enough.”

She was right. Love was enough. Love was enough to keep an old killer trudging through the rain, his sodden clothes like lead weights on his back, his joints filled with broken glass. Joe was desperately trying to zigzag north, toward Vicksburg, toward the rendezvous point. He couldn’t bear to think that Maizie was waiting up there, alone with Tom Andrews, probably going out of her gourd. The rushing noise of the rain in the treetops seemed to fuel Joe’s anguish, the moisture sluicing down through the netting of vines and Spanish moss like Chinese water torture, filming Joe’s already chilled body with a numbing cold. He continued onward, stewing about Maizie, wondering about the fourth assassin, thinking that maybe his mother was right. Maybe Joe really was the godforsaken and this journey was his just reward.

He walked this way for nearly a mile, until he came upon the town.

Growing out of a clearing in the marsh, the battered mobile homes and tar-paper shacks formed a scabrous little village, which, in the dark of the storm and the flickering lightning, looked to Joe like a ghost town. Some of the shacks had dim yellow lights burning behind filthy jelly-glass windows. Others looked like sharecropper homes. Most of the buildings were charred husks, abandoned ages ago due to some indeterminate vagary of changing economics or waterborne disease. In some ways, the town was like a deformed, inbred cousin to Saint John the Baptist.

Joe wiped the rain from his face and started down the central dirt road.

On one side of the street, a worm-eaten boardwalk ran along a row of meager little storefronts, a bait shop, a food market, a post office, a barbershop. There were people behind some of the windows, but they didn’t pay Joe much mind. Their faces were weathered and downtrodden, and they were keeping pretty much to themselves, and there was something else about these river rats that Joe was just noticing: Most, if not all, were Black. If Joe remembered his history, these “Black towns” were vestiges of the Civil War era. Born out of the racial tumult and troubled politics of the postbellum south, the towns were created as self-contained, self-segregated Black enclaves. Most of their citizens wanted to simply be left alone, alone to farm their marginal little plots of marshy land, alone to practice their own traditions and worship their own gods. To Joe, it made a sad kind of sense.

In the distance he saw a battered pay phone mounted on a telephone pole, illuminated by a solitary street lamp. Joe limped over to it and picked up the receiver with a trembling, mud-slick hand. He had no coins in his pocket, but he remembered his access code, and he dialed the number immediately, listening to the beep tones.

When he finally got into Tom Andrews’s beeper mail, Joe spoke as calmly as possible, explaining how he had overshot the rendezvous point.

“. . . what I’m saying is, I need to meet you downriver, Tommy. I don’t know exactly how far. I’d guess a couple miles. Maybe five. There’s a little backwater burg. I don’t know its name, but it’s got a main street running through the middle called”—Joe looked up at a battered street sign—“Crow Foot. Crow Foot Street.”

Then Joe paused for a moment, a twinge of agony buckling both his knees. He’d been fighting off waves of dizziness ever since he had reached the shoreline, and his vision was getting blurry again, his hands tingling cold needles, his left arm going numb. Was he having a heart attack? He couldn’t tell. All he knew for sure was that he didn’t have much juice left in him and he would have to rest soon.

Then he saw the church.

It was out beyond the outskirts of the little village, buried in the bayou woods, rising up into the cypress like the elegant corpse of an old woman. Its original structure was ravaged by age and weather, the colonial façade all boarded up, defaced with graffiti, the top of the steeple broken like an old pencil lead. Vines of kudzu stitched in and out of broken stained-glass windows. And one side was charred from fire, the gaping hole like the breached hull of a submarine. It was perfect, perfect in so many ways.

“There’s an old abandoned church on the north side of town,” Joe finally said into the phone. “That’s where I’ll be, Tommy. In that church.”

Joe started to hang up, then thought of something else.

“And Tommy . . . remember to bring all the paperwork, the new IDs and whatnot.”

Then he hung up the phone and started across the weed-whiskered marsh, toward the deserted church.

“LET’S ROLL.” THE voice drifted out the Blazer’s passenger window, strained, nerve-racked, the sound of the engine firing like a punch in the gut.

“Where is he?”

“Coupla miles downriver. I think I know the place. Little church near Bayou Pierre.”

“Wait a minute.” The big man sounded confused. “All the way down by Natchez?”

“That’s correct.”

The pause was excruciating, and the sounds of the idling engine and the distant winds were worse, and Maizie realized it was the moment of truth. She lifted the semiautomatic, aimed it at the Blazer’s rear window, and blinked away the hesitation. The taillights flared in her face, and all at once something caught her eye on the ground to her right, the glint of broken glass and a weathered plank of plywood, a row of rusty nails sticking out of it. Maizie stared down at those rusty nails for what seemed like an endless moment, turning a new idea over in her mind.

She would have to move fast.

JOE WAS HUNCHED over the votive box, thinking about God, when the last assassin arrived.

Joe glanced up, scalp crawling, skin rashing with goose bumps, as faint noises drifted outside the rear of the church. Although it could have been anybody—some nosy townie snooping around the rear or maybe Tom Andrews sneaking in the back way or perhaps even a raccoon scuttling around for tidbits—Joe just knew somehow that it was the fourth and final shooter. Something about the stealthy gait of the footsteps across the gravel, something about the certainty in those steps.

It had to be a professional.

Joe went over to the west wall, crouching down low beneath the cracked stained glass, and waited.

The church was silent, and Joe gazed over the tops of the pews, taking in the entire sanctuary. At one time, the old lady must have been a magnificent house of God, probably Roman Catholic, complete with a hundred-foot nave and enough pews to seat the whole town plus some. But time, neglect, and catastrophe had obviously taken their toll. Great sprays of weeds grew up through cracks in the aisles, and gulls were nesting in the portals. The confessional booths were lined along either side of the nave, their broken, chipped screens woven with vines. It looked as though families of possum had taken up residence inside many of the booths, and the votive counters beyond them were covered with bird dung, stray feathers, and God knew how many years of seepage. Half of the opposite wall was missing, devastated by fire, its jagged, charred opening like the maw of a great beast. And the air inside the building was rich with decay, ammonia smells. Methane.

Lightning flashed suddenly outside, and the broken stained glass flickered.

Joe cocked his head toward the noises in back; the footsteps were looming. He braced himself, taking deep breaths, preparing to fight for his life.

He had been sitting in the damp darkness for what seemed an eternity now, waiting for Andrews to show. He had managed to find some old strips of cloth in the rectory to dress his wounds, along with some rudimentary supplies, some twine, an old, moldering roll of tape, some nails. He had used the items to booby-trap the church as much as possible—just in case. And while he was rigging loose panels and tying off broken windows, he had discovered the source of the methane odors.

The carcasses were everywhere, under the pews, inside some of the sacristies, behind the crumbling altar. Some of them were deer that had crawled into the church to die. Others were minks and badgers, their bodies long decomposed, their delicate little skeletons fuzzy with mold. There was even a dead alligator curled inside one of the portals, its pale belly bloated and ready to pop at any moment. The church was so filled with decay, it had become one monolithic gas tank just waiting to explode.

The footsteps creaked.

Joe spun toward the sound, grasping a three-foot length of rope. The rope was duct-taped into a bullwhip, and there were other pieces of rope on the floor near Joe’s feet. Some of them were rigged to breakaway sections of the wall, while others were stretched into trip lines. There were jury-rigged weapons placed at key points around the church as well. Joe was taking no chances, especially since he had no gun. The footsteps were close now, maybe just outside the broken stained glass off his right shoulder.

Something squeaked behind him.

Joe whirled.

A shadow moved, a shuffling sound outside the cracked wall, shafts of sodium vapor light sweeping through the darkness, then nothing. Silence. Joe’s heart started thumping in his chest, his mouth going dry. He grasped the rope and started backing away from the wall, sensing a change in the air pressure, a presence inside the church now, inside. Joe kept backing away, slowly, his shoes crackling in the filth.

Something cold and metallic touched his neck. “Do not move,” a voice said.

Joe raised his hands, keeping the taped handle of the rope in his grasp, swallowing the alarm. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

“Do not turn around.”

“Whatever you say.”

The intruder had a smell, an odd mélange of sweat, musk, and something alkaline, like cleaning fluid. The barrel of his gun was pressed hard against Joe’s neck. Felt like a large caliber, a Magnum, maybe, ten millimeter, perhaps, and from the position of its barrel—pressing up against the trapezius muscle, somewhere between the sixth and fifth vertebrae—the first shot would penetrate Joe’s cerebral cortex, not only killing him instantly but doing it quickly. Humanely. Yes, indeed, this was definitely hitter number four.

The Professional.

“Drop the rope,” the assassin ordered.

“You got it, boss,” Joe said, and dropped the rope. His stomach was seizing up. He wanted to turn around so badly his eyes were burning.

“Before I kill you,” the voice said, “I want for you to know something,” and Joe recognized the lilting timber and odd accent from somewhere, but he couldn’t quite remember where.

“I’m all ears,” Joe said.

“I have admired your work over the years.”

“Yeah, well . . . you know what they say. That and a buck fifty’ll let me ride the bus.”

“I do not understand.”

“Forget it.”

“You are very clever.”

All at once Joe remembered where he had heard the accent, and the realization struck him like a slap in the face. He just couldn’t believe how clumsy he had been. How could he have missed it? Staring him in the face like that. He closed his eyes, and even amid all the terror, he found himself smiling. How the hell could he have missed it? “Not clever enough, evidently,” he said finally.

“I am sorry,” the voice said.

“Listen, my friend . . . before you pop me, there’s something you oughtta know.”

“Talk, talk all you want; it will not save you.”

“I’m just saying, before you fire off a shot in here, you oughtta know, this place is a friggin’ powder keg.”

“Explain.”

“Explain? Well, for one thing, you got more dead bodies in here than the Detroit county morgue. Deer, muskrat, what-have-you. There’s enough methane to fly the space shuttle.”

There was a long, agonizing pause.

Joe felt the barrel drop away and the sound of the hammer disengaging.

“Very well,” the voice said.

Joe turned around and looked into the hound-dog eyes of the Romanian maid from the Evangeline Inn. She still wore her stained pinafore dress and orthopedic shoes. Her stockings were bunched around her thick ankles, and her thin, graying hair was pulled back from her wrinkled brow, tucked into a hair net. The only difference that Joe could now see was a new look in her eyes. The sad, beleaguered, grief-weary look was gone.

In its place was the stoic, cold gaze of a predator.

“I will kill you with my bare hands, then,” she said calmly, and then started toward Joe with the slow certainty of a storm front.





Twenty-One

The fist leaped up at Joe, striking him dead center in the face and sending him sprawling.

Joe hit the floor, sliding several feet through the mold and filth, spinning sideways and striking a pew. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs and pinpricked stars across his vision. He gasped for air, grasping at the edge of the pew like a newborn getting his first taste of hard, cold reality. He glanced up. Shafts of dim light were coming through broken stained glass, through the shattered scenes of the crucifixion and the Last Supper.

The monolith appeared over him, blocking out the light. She was smiling. She was a thousand feet tall, a skyscraper in orthopedic hose and thick-soled shoes, and she gazed down at Joe as though preparing to swat a bad dog. “Forgive me,” she murmured.

Then she pounced at him.

Joe rolled away in the nick of time, the whooshing sound of a meaty fist behind his earlobe. He clamored to his feet and lunged toward the far wall, toward his jury-rigged traps, toward his ropes and broken boards. But the woman named Iliana was on his heels immediately, her iron, railroad-tie fingers clamping down on Joe’s shoulder, wrenching him backward. Joe spun around suddenly, taking the offensive, slamming a roundhouse into her belly.

The woman staggered.

All at once Joe stopped being a gentleman, his instinct taking over, and he delivered three more blows. An uppercut to her ribs that sent her convulsing sideways, slamming hard against a pew. A roundhouse to her gut that folded her over. And a final uppercut to her jaw that sent her lurching backward, striking one of the portals, her mammoth body rattling the beams, sending plumes of dust and debris up into the flickering darkness.

The woman refused to go down.

“Jesus Christ,” Joe muttered to no one in particular, backing away slowly, his heart racing. He was having trouble with this particular crisis, this hand-to-hand thing with a woman. Joe was a born fighter, had seen countless scrapes, had mixed it up with the best of them, but this. This went against his code. Hell, this went against fucking nature. This woman was the seven-headed beast belched up by the underworld, an omen, a sign of the coming apocalypse.

He watched the big old gal rise up, shaking off her pain, cocking her head slightly, an angry bull gathering its bearings. She was still smiling, for God’s sake. Hardly winded. Brushing the dust from her pinafore. That fucking smile still plastered to her plump face, looking as though she were impressed with Joe’s strength.

Then she pounced again.

It was like getting hugged by a runaway Mack truck, her arms locking around Joe’s girth. She flung him across the sacristy as though tossing a medicine ball, and Joe thudded hard into a support beam, the wood cracking his skull, the impact tossing his equilibrium out to sea. Iliana was all over him then, punching him twice in the belly, three times in the kidney, and landing a final haymaker to his jaw.

Joe staggered away, tripping on a loose floorboard, then careening into a pew.

He landed on his side and grabbed his gut where the fire was raging inside him. It felt as though his intestines had been braided into pigtails and then doused with kerosene and set alight. His back screamed. He slid off the bench and landed in the muck. He tried to crawl away, but he could barely see, he hurt so bad. Blinking fitfully, he felt her presence looming over him, a vast form outlined with flickering silver light.

“Come here,” she whispered.

Joe felt the monstrous hands on his shirt, yanking him upward, sitting him against a pew. He made a feeble attempt to fight her off, but his arms were flimsy now, overcooked noodles, his depth perception gone completely awry. She hovered over him, the smile turning to a grimace, and Joe felt her hands on his neck.

“It’s time,” she murmured softly.

She began to strangle him.

Medically speaking, severe asphyxia is played out in stages. The first stage involves a tightening of the chest, a mild dizziness, a tingling sensation in the fingers and the toes, and extremely violent and convulsive tremors, often manifested in severe thrashing movements. Caught in the old woman’s death grip, Joe felt these effects almost immediately, and he flailed and kicked like a madman, trying to speak, trying to bite the woman’s hands, trying anything to escape, to breathe, to survive. He finally managed to grab hold of the woman’s enormous left bosom, and he squeezed for all he was worth.

Iliana just frowned and kept strangling him.

Joe started slipping into late-stage asphyxia, and that’s when things really started getting interesting. His chest began spasming, his lungs caught fire, and he felt as though the top of his head were going to jettison off like a champagne cork. The pain was immense, all-consuming. It poured through him like a tide of molten lava, and the portly, wizened face of the old woman just kept hovering over him, an angry supernova, dead eyes shimmering. Soon Joe’s oxygen-starved red blood cells were shutting down, and that’s when the visions began.

The Romanian woman began to change, her face melting, her features metamorphosing into Joe’s ailing mother, Katherine. Her sad eyes were communicating a grief almost beyond comprehension, and Joe knew it was a grief for him, for a life of death and destruction, and maybe it was all right to die now, now that Joe had seen those horrible eyes.

The light began to fade.

Joe’s final vision was surprisingly real, surprisingly appropriate. As the iron fingers closed around his soul, squeezing away his very essence, he saw a figure appear across the church, behind the Romanian, framed by the jagged breach of broken stained glass. The delicate outline of a young woman. An angel. Rising up in the window like a transparent avatar, backlit by the gathering storm, lined in silver light.

Coming to take Joe home.

MAIZIE FIRED ONCE, the muzzle flash barking loud and harsh in her ears.

The blast lit up the church, the bullet striking the back of the old woman’s skull, jerking her forward across Joe. Her head lashed backward from the recoil. Then she sagged, collapsing to the floor beside Joe in a pool of her own fluids. Joe was hanging off the end of the pew now, gasping for breath, clutching at his throat. He still seemed oblivious to anything but the need for air.

Maizie wasn’t even aware that the pistol had slipped from her sweaty grasp.

“JOEY!” She vaulted over the edging of broken glass and entered the church. Rushing over to Joe, she ignored the fact that she was near complete and utter exhaustion herself, that she was drenched in sweat, that she was still trembling with nervous tension from her mad trek southward, that the straps of her knapsack were making divots in her shoulder blades. She knelt down and helped Joe up into a sitting position, stroking his hair, massaging his throat.

Joe tried to speak but was having difficulty getting any words to come out. His face was a deep scarlet, the color of a bruised tomato, but it was clearing with every gulp, every heaving gulp.

“It’s okay,” Maizie uttered breathlessly, frantically planting kisses on his ear, his neck. “We’re gonna make it out of here, Joey, don’t worry.”

“The maid . . . she was . . .” Joe swallowed and glanced over at the crumpled body of the Romanian.

“Was what? She was the maid?”

“At . . . the place . . . the Evangeline.”

Maizie looked down at the woman. Iliana Popescu was lying prostrate in her own spoor, her legs splayed outward from beneath her soiled pinafore, her thick nylons torn and shredded. One side of her face was pressed flat in the blood, her mouth slack. The hair net was torn and sticky where the slug had entered her skull. Maizie noticed something odd on the ends of the woman’s plump little fingertips. Her nails were long and manicured, with crimson polish. “Number four,” Maizie uttered softly, thinking aloud.

Joe nodded.

Maizie shook her head. “Jesus . . .”

It felt as though she had walked through a doorway and found a hundred-foot drop on the other side, straight down into a black well filled with madness and death and stick people with no humanity left. She was getting good at this killing stuff, and that was terrifying her. She was finding it harder and harder to see these targets as people. They were things now, fleshy, unpredictable animals, with their gold teeth and crimson nails. Aliens. And Maizie was becoming one of them.

“We won, honey,” Joe said then, swallowing hard. “We beat those bastards.” He tried to get up, but his body still seemed a tad numb, still stunned by the fight. He sat back down and took deep breaths. “Andrews’ll be here any minute. Right? Did you see him?”

“Joey, listen, there’s been a—”

“We did it, kiddo, we won.”

“No, we didn’t, Joey, we didn’t win. We didn’t win anything.”

“What do you mean?”

“Whole goddamn thing’s a setup.”

Joe looked at her for a moment, and his breathing calmed, and the silence rose around them like a black tide. “What are you saying?” Joe asked finally, his voice hoarse and low, his gaze hot with alarm.

Maizie told him all about it. She told him about making her way down to Vicksburg, stumbling upon the Blazer, and hearing Tom Andrews and his goon Marion discussing Joe’s fate, and while she spoke, she couldn’t help noticing that night was falling outside the broken nativity scenes, the rain turning to a thick gray stew of mist and fog. The bayou seemed to be coming alive with sounds, the call and response of bullfrogs, the endless, buzzing drone of cicadas, and maybe something else, like faint tapping noises. Were they raindrops filtering down through the vegetation? Were they footsteps? “Anyway, Andrews is gonna end up here one way or the other,” Maizie finally said, chills feathering up her spine. “My little flat-tire trick will only delay them for a while, and then they’re gonna come after you.”

Joe managed to stand, his eyes burning with rage, his jaw set. “Then we’ll finish our business once and for all.”

“Joey, you gotta—”

Maizie froze in mid-sentence, and Joe whirled toward the opposite wall. Outside, in the darkness, the tapping noises had drawn closer, grown louder. Now they were legitimate snapping noises. Twigs snapping. Then nothing, nothing but cicadas and the sound of Maizie’s own heart thudding noisily, the blood rushing in her ears.

“Get down, honey,” Joe whispered, waving her down toward the foot of the pew. He crouched down himself, huddling behind the bench and gazing out across the empty church. Maizie scanned the opposite wall.

Through the jagged maw of broken stained glass, out behind the undergrowth, shadows moved, a puppet play of ghosts. The wind only added to the disorientation, lazily tossing the Spanish moss. The snapping sounds were closer, snapping and clicking, and maybe even whispers, but the latter could have been Maizie’s imagination. Somebody was approaching, though; that much was certain. But who? Logic dictated that Tom Andrews would come through the front entrance, all phony smiles and crocodile tears. But this didn’t make any kind of sense. Clicking noises, chirping, figures brushing past banana leaves heavy with moisture.

“We got visitors,” Joe said softly.

“Yeah, I can see that,” Maizie murmured, watching the windows, “and I don’t think it’s your lawyer friend, either.”

“Whattya got left in the way of ammo?”

“Not much,” she said, reaching into the back of her jeans and pulling out the clips with trembling hands. There were two of them. Seven rounds each. Both for the Bersa. Maizie gave them to Joe, and Joe looked down at the ammo clips as though the little metal magazines were radioactive with portents. Bad juju. “What are your thoughts?” Maizie asked him.

“Hold on a second.”

Joe crept over to the north wall, crouching down beneath a window and peering outside. He seemed to take in the whole bayou for a moment, scanning a wide swath. Then he froze, and Maizie could tell he saw something terrible. His head was cocked at an odd angle, his wheels turning for a moment, and Maizie wanted to scream.

Then Joe whispered something.

“What was that, Joey?” Maizie couldn’t hear what he had said over the cicadas and the wind. The clicking noises were closing in, and Maizie was going out of her head with panic. “Joey, what did you say?”

He turned around and looked at her, and Maizie saw the expression on his face, and before he even had a chance to repeat the words, Maizie knew they were in big trouble.

THEY WERE COMING through the jungle of cypress and weeds in a classic assault formation, panther silent, their laser targeting beams like bright green thread stitching through the darkness. Most of them were big men, athletic looking, dressed in trademark black windbreakers.

Sullivan “Sully” Byrne was in the lead, creeping over spongy-soft pine needles, a single pearl of sweat on the tip of his nose, about to fall. Sully didn’t notice the sweat or the thumping of his own heart beat or even the smell of skunk and decay rising around him. There was only the church. It was appearing out of the distant mist like a haunted house from some lost Jane Austen novel, and Sully knew it was about to become hot, hotter than anything he had ever witnessed. The only questions in his mind were, How hot? and How soon?

The bead of sweat finally dripped from his nose and fell silently into the loam.

“WHERE’S YOUR GUN?” Joe heard his own voice echoing in the silent church, and the sound of it was strained, taut and mechanical. His mind was revving now as he crept over to Maizie on stiff, bended knees, staying as low as possible. He thrust his open palm at her, and she went over to the window and fetched the weapon for him. Joe took the pistol, carefully shoved the first clip into the cavity, and then handed the spare clip over to Maizie. The poor girl’s face was flushed with terror, her eyes shimmering, and Joe wanted desperately to hold her in his arms and tell her it was going to be okay, but the fact was, it was very possibly not going to be okay.

The black berets were outside.

There were at least a dozen of them out there, maybe more, it was too dark to tell. Joe had seen these ATF Special Tactical guys in action before; in Chicago, during an outbreak of the South Side Imperial gang wars; in Miami, back in ’85, during a hostage crisis at the Cuban Refugee Center. These guys were fast, and they were deadly; and even the mob got a little nervous whenever the black berets showed up.

“Who is it?” Maizie was crouched against the end of a pew, wringing her hands.

“It’s not good.”

“Joey? Who the hell is it?”

“Feds.”

Maizie looked at him. “Okay. It’s the feds. What are you gonna do?”

Joe looked across the aisle behind her. His booby traps were still arrayed across the filthy floorboards, the lengths of taped-up rope, the loops winding in and out of the windowsills. He heard the footsteps outside, the sudden silence falling again, and he knew the berets were hunkering into position, the snipers setting up vectors. “Listen very carefully, sweetheart. We’re only gonna get one shot at this thing.”

“What thing, Joey? What thing?”

“Calm down now, honey.” Joe crept over to her and touched her shoulder, stroked her cheek. “Take a breath. Take a deep breath.”

“If you got a plan, Joey, I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me.” She was gazing around the dim recesses of the church, her eyes shifting shadow to shadow, darting back and forth with each flickering burst of heat lightning outside.

“I got a plan,” Joe said softly, cocking the little semiauto. “I want you to—”

Another sudden noise cut off Joe’s words. It came from the other side of the church, out in the trees beyond the overgrown lot, a crunching sound. More footsteps, raising cold hackles on Joe’s neck and scalp, pushing his panic button. “Did you hear that?” he asked Maizie.

She was already nodding.

Joe went over to the other bank of windows overlooking the southern outskirts of town. Gazing out beyond the gravel clearing, he saw silhouettes emerging from the deep woods, more shooters creeping toward the church. At least a half dozen of them, big bruisers in CPO coats and hunting caps, carrying tons of iron. Sawed-off shotguns, semiautomatic carbines, gang-banger machine pistols. Joe felt his stomach seizing up as he watched the hitters closing in. He figured they must be Marion’s backup battalion, a bunch of local wise guys. Not exactly the kind of boys you want to join in a game of hide-and-seek on a foggy night in the bayou.

For one brief, insane instant, Joe recognized the terrible absurdity of what was developing out in the dark. While Joe was trying desperately to get out of the Game—putting not only his own life but also the lives of his woman and unborn child on the line—it seemed that everybody else on the block wanted in. The world was crawling with assassins.

And there was only one way to deal with a world filled with assassins.

“Don’t tell me.” Maizie’s voice came across the church behind Joe, and the sound of it straightened his spine. He whirled around and saw the first microthin tendril of green light slicing through the stained glass. It came through the gorgeous crumbling scene of Christ flanked by his apostles, and it shot out of the Savior’s left hand like the flaming sword of Gideon, marking everything it touched for transcendence—or destruction.

“We got more visitors,” Joe uttered.

“What!”

“Looks like Andrews’s guy invited the whole kindergarten class.”

“Jesus, Joey, we’re gonna—”

“Get down!” Joe lunged at her, shoving her to the floor, hunkering over her, holding her as still as possible. Another filament of green light had pierced the stained glass across the church, shooting out of Saint Peter’s scroll and sweeping less than six inches over their heads. Another burst through the bottom of the magi’s robes, another through his halo, another through his feet, through his chest, through his eyes. Soon there were strands of light everywhere, crisscrossing the gloom like a deadly cat’s cradle, and Joe held Maizie down with one hand, snapping the hammer back on the automatic with the other. “Just follow my lead, sweetie,” Joe said then, letting the fear focus him, galvanize him.

The sudden sound of a vehicle, its tires crunching gravel outside the entrance, filled the air.

It seemed to take the oncoming assailants by surprise, and things started happening quickly, the green tendrils of light suddenly sweeping toward the front portal, converging like some synchronized laser show, and the clanging of shotguns echoing everywhere, to the south, to the north, slides snapping rounds into breeches, snick-snick-snick-snick-snick, and Joe’s mouth going as dry as sandpaper and the sounds of car doors bursting open out front and then the amplified voice: “YOU IN THE CHURCH!” Joe suddenly grabbed Maizie by the strap of her knapsack and dragged her out of hiding.

They had one chance.

“Fine! FINE!” Joe was yelling at the top of his lungs, pulling Maizie toward the high altar at the front of the church, the place where a series of steps led up to the base of a weather-beaten frontal, its burnished timbers rising nearly five feet in the air, the place where countless legions of worshippers had taken communion, baptisms, eulogies, and now Joe was going to desecrate it in the worst way possible. Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me. Joe’s fevered thoughts churned in his head as he ran.

“Joey, what are you doing?”

“Stay down!” Joe scooped up one of the ropes wound with duct tape.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Come on!” Joe was dashing toward the altar now, dragging Maizie along, aiming the little automatic up at the jagged scarlet scene of Pharaoh falling into the Red Sea, and he fired into the flickering glass—one, two, three shots—thinking, Forgive me, Lord, please forgive me, and the transept windows erupted, blossoming fragments into the dark, and the sound was incredible, a gale of dissonant bells and hellfire, and Joe turned to the other wall and fired the remaining rounds—four, five, six, and seven—all of them into the broken windows.

“Come on, boys! Show us your stuff!”

Joe’s invitation was a primal howl piercing the shattering din.

The gunfire started immediately.

The initial shots came from the ATF side, streaming in on beams of celestial light, striking the opposite wall in a furious drumroll of sound, raising starbursts of broken glass and plaster, and the other side answered instantly, a bunch of sociopathic egos out there in the dark, returning fire along the window line, their shotgun blasts chewing holes in the mortar and the glass, gobbling old rose louvered windows, the sound like the center of a hurricane.

The church was filled with starlight and a whirlwind of deadly sparks.

Joe and Maizie reached the altar at the very last possible instant, just as bullets were snapping like firecrackers along the base of the rotting confessionals, touching off the ancient, pressurized pockets of festering gases and forgotten sins, and the first sign of Armageddon was the heat flash on the back of Joe’s neck and the sudden stench of burning rubber and the subsonic whoooooooooomp as they dove behind the weather-beaten frontal.

Joe yanked the rope, and the rigged antependium fell down on top of them.

Just as the eruption came.





Twenty-Two

For one brief, insane instant there was nothing but light in Tom Andrews’s face as the whole church suddenly burst into meteoric brilliance, the blast sounding as though someone had rent open the night. Then the concussion came like a battering ram, slamming into the front of the Blazer, sending the lawyer’s well-groomed head whiplashing backward.

Then fire was everywhere.

Andrews gasped, struggling with the seat belt, and shook the shock from his head, watching the inferno pour out of the church. The flames were a beast rising up in the heart of the building, shaking its tail out the windows, clawing at the darkness, lifting its head up through the gaping roof, roaring at the heavens, gobbling the air, and all Tom Andrews could do was sit there, paralyzed with shock, hands shielding his face from the heat. The air smelled like a burned fuse, and the noise was overwhelming.

What happened? What in God’s name happened? Did the Slugger have the church rigged? It didn’t seem possible. How in the world could he have done it that quickly? Andrews turned and gazed out the open passenger-side door. Marion was lying on the ground a few feet away, blinking fitfully from the surprise, his gun lying off in the weeds. He looked as though he had sprained his ankle in the fall, and his face was dusted with a dark, sooty film.

Marion rose to a sitting position, the light from the blazing church reflecting off his face. The rumble of the fire was like a freight train. “What the fuck is going on?”

“Marion?” Andrews tried to move, but his seat belt was stuck around his waist.

There were sounds coming from the woods on either side of the burning church, helpless, inarticulate cries, hellish screaming. Some of the ATF men—those who had not perished in the initial explosion—were on fire, madly trying to crawl off into the cool darkness of the woods and pat out the flames. They looked like ghosts, their hunched bodies shimmering in the shadows and rays of heat. Most of Marion’s guys were dead, although a couple were shrieking in the weeds beneath the crumbling belfry. There were a few jagged remnants of stained glass still in place on the church wall, and the flickering light from the flames inside shone down on the carnage, giving it a surreal, rosy glow.

“That son of a bitch,” Marion was murmuring, looking at the maelstrom.

“What the fuck happened?” Andrews wrestled with the seat belt. It was cutting into his bladder. The buckle felt as hot as a branding iron in his trembling hands.

“If this motherfucker is still alive, he’s going to die right now,” Marion growled, struggling to his feet. He grimaced when he put weight on his ankle, leaning down to scoop up the .44 Magnum. He checked the breech, snapped the hammer back, and swallowed a mouthful of blood. “This motherfucker is going to die so much.”

“Wait a minute, Marion. Hold it!” Andrews clawed at the buckle. “Let me call somebody.”

“Stay here,” Marion said, and started limping toward the main entrance, which seemed to be the only section of the church that hadn’t erupted into flames. The rest of the building was crawling with fire. The beast was feeding. Curls of radiant flames licked up the ivy-clogged portals, devouring the lintels and cracked sculptures, and spirals of smoke spewed off the broken steeple like angry spirits.

“Marion . . . wait! Goddamnit!”

Andrews finally got the seat belt unclasped and wrenched his door open.

Then he froze just outside the Blazer, huddling behind the door, watching Marion enter the inferno. The big man was vanishing in a blur of incandescence, his Magnum raised and ready, and the sight of it made the flash on the back of Andrews’s neck crawl. This was insane; this was fucking insane. The Slugger had to be dead. There was no way a man could have survived an explosion like that. But then again, if the Slugger had engineered it, he probably would have figured out a way to survive it.

The man was fucking Teflon.

Andrews began to shake convulsively, his teeth almost chattering audibly. The fear was palpable. Like a fist closing around his guts. He slipped back inside the Blazer and started rooting through the glove box. He kept a small Davis derringer there with a box of .22-caliber bullets for certain emergencies, of which this certainly qualified. He found the gun, took it out, and tried to get a couple of bullets into it, but his hands were shaking so badly now, he could hardly hold on to the weapon. Something in the back of his mind was trumpeting silently at him. The Slugger planned this, you idiot. He knows. He knows about the double cross, and that’s why the nail ended up in your tire, and that’s why you’re dead meat.

The sound of gunshots rang out from inside the church, several of them in rapid succession.

Andrews dropped the derringer. “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck . . .”

Heart thumping furiously, arms crawling with goose bumps, he reached down to the map case next to him. The cellular phone was mounted inside it. He dug out the receiver and tried to think of the phone number of the Chamber’s special ops dispatch center, but his mind was a drunken carousel, swirling with fear, and his hands were so wet and trembly, he could barely hold on to the receiver. He felt like cursing the day he ever got involved with this underground shit, all the wet work and the killing. Jesus, he could have been a fucking personal-injury attorney and made more money, doing cheesy TV commercials, sitting around the pool while the telemarketers did the shit work. But no, he had to be a big shot, risking his ass for a little fucking cloak-and-dagger. He finally managed to dial a number, and he got a Kentucky Fried Chicken store in Baton Rouge.

“FUCK!”

Something came through the open door.

It touched his neck just below his left ear.

Andrews dropped the cellular, instinctively raising his hands. “Please don’t kill me,” he pleaded, the words completely involuntary.

Andrews could feel the hard metal rim of a gun barrel on his neck, pressing into the tender flesh above his jugular, and he could hear the ragged breathing above the noise of the fire, and he felt the presence behind him, the presence of a big, angry man with a major bone to pick.

“Look at me,” the voice said.

Andrews obliged.

The Slugger was covered with soot, his eyes like two smoldering embers of hate as he leaned into the car. He was shaking softly with rage, holding the Bersa on the lawyer. The hit man’s clothes were damp with blood or perspiration or lampblack, or maybe all three. “Pay attention, Counselor,” Joe said, his voice stretched taut with pain. “I have something to tell you.”

“I’m all ears, Slugger.”

“The only woman I ever loved is lying dead in that church.”

“Slugger, listen—”

“Do you know why?”

The attorney swallowed a mouthful of fear, and it tasted like bitter almonds. He closed his eyes. He could feel the tears seeping out the corners as the gun barrel pressed tighter against his neck. “Please, Slugger—”

“I asked you a question.”

“No.”

“No what?”

Andrews began to weep, and it wasn’t a sedate, choked sort of a cry, either. It was a full-bore, slobbering bawl. Shoulders trembling, lips curled back from a pained rictus, he sobbed like a baby. “No, I don’t know why the only woman you ever loved is lying dead in that church.”

Joe nodded. “It’s because of you, Counselor.”

A creaking noise came from the church’s front entrance, and Andrews glanced up suddenly.

“LOOK AT ME! PAY ATTENTION!” Joe bellowed at him, the fire and brimstone flaring in his eyes.

Andrews snapped his gaze back at Joe. The tears were streaming down the attorney’s cheeks, dripping onto his expensive Ralph Lauren jacket. “I’m sorry, Slugger. I didn’t have anything to do with this. I’m so sorry, you gotta believe me.”

“Pay attention,” Joe said evenly.

Andrews paid attention.

“I’m only going to say this once,” Joe told him. “You’ve taken my only—”

Again the creaking noise from the front of the church drifted out across the lot, and this time, both Andrews and the Slugger glanced up.

The shot rang out like a sonic boom.

Andrews heard the windshield crack, the sudden whistling sound, and the sharp sting on his cheek from the particle spray. The Slugger was thrown sideways with such abruptness, it appeared as though he’d been yanked out of his skin, and Andrews felt a spattering of moisture on his face and suddenly realized what had happened.

His heart seemed to freeze-dry in his chest.

The Slugger finally got popped.

“Oh my God . . .” Andrews wasn’t even aware the words had come out of him.

Joe slunk to the ground outside the Blazer, the blood streak from his hands painting the edge of the seat. The entrance wound in his skull was the shape of a star, gummy with blood and fluids, and a pool started gathering beneath his head in the gravel. Andrews tried to swallow. His tremors were uncontrollable now, his hands dancing nervously in the air. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the beefy silhouette on the front porch of the church.

Backlit by the fire, Marion was on his last legs, nearly catatonic with pain. From the damage to his chest, it appeared he’d been shot three times. Maybe a fourth in the forehead; it was hard to tell with so much blood matting his hair, marbling his face, and splattered down the front of his shirt. It presumably took all his remaining strength to merely hold the .44 Magnum aloft, and as soon as it was clear that he had killed the Slugger, the life seemed to seep out of him like a deflating balloon.

The big man careened to the floorboards of the portico like a fallen redwood.

In the horrible stillness of the Blazer, Andrews shivered uncontrollably. Somewhere in the distance townspeople were hollering, the sounds of a volunteer fire unit clanging toward the church. Most of the ATF guys, as well as Marion’s men—the ones who had survived the blast at least—were either crying for help or crawling toward some distant reinforcement, and Tom Andrews was left in the radiant glow of the church. He took a breath and gazed back down at the Slugger. The flickering light played off the body’s blood-streaked face, and it made Tom Andrews think of bittersweet moments, Lou Gehrig retiring, Pete Rose going out with a whimper.

The end of an era.

There was one last thing to do.

Andrews made his hands stop shaking long enough to find his Polaroid 600 in the glove box, behind the vinyl-bound manuals and registration papers. He dug it out and made sure it still had film in it. Then he got out of the car and hovered over the Slugger’s inert body, careful not to step in the sticky puddle of blood. It was extremely difficult holding the Polaroid still, Andrews’s trembling was so out of hand, convulsing through his body, his fingers vibrating. The church was collapsing behind him, and the creaking sounds and rising heat were making him exceedingly nervous. He held his breath and framed the body as well as he could.

Then he took a couple of pictures.

When he was finished, he slipped the photos into his breast pocket and tossed the camera back through the window, onto the passenger seat. Then he climbed back into the Blazer, started it up, and quickly backed away from the rising inferno. The light was everywhere now, the freight train roaring in his ears, and he wasted no time putting the Blazer into DRIVE and pulling the hell out of there.

The narrow access road wound through the cypress, and Andrews took the first hairpin going thirty miles an hour, nearly losing control and spinning into the marsh. He wrestled the wheels back onto the blacktop and roared across the outskirts of town, into the blackness. But as the church vanished behind him, he couldn’t resist glancing into the rearview one last time at the pulsing light. The fire was so fierce now, so vast, that Andrews was certain it would devour everything within a hundred-foot radius of the building, including most of the fallen ATF men, Marion’s soldiers, and even the Slugger.

Andrews would be the last person to see the Slugger alive, and he wouldn’t take that responsibility lightly. He would be the Slugger’s unofficial biographer. Yeah, that’s right. Andrews would be the underground archivist, the keeper of a legacy. And the attorney smiled at that last thought in spite of his trembling, his thumping heart, and his dry mouth. And as he made one final sharp turn into the shadows of the swamplands, he nodded to himself.

Maybe he’d write a book.





Twenty-Three

The beast rose up and swiped at the sky, roaring, ripping magnesium-bright gashes in the heavens, and people as far as Julibelle and Port Herrod saw the light. It was as though the church were burning on pure memories now, memories of blood and flesh and ritual candle wax swirling out of control, and all the love and grief were going up in a hellish display, and soon the very foundation began to give way, and the sound of the timbers collapsing was like a symphony of voices shrieking at the top of their lungs, announcing the apocalypse.

At the foot of this inferno, near the door, a lone figure rose up like a phoenix.

She was standing on trembly knees, a single image filling her feverish brain: a favorite birthday present from many years ago, a set of nesting dolls, a gift from a distant uncle. Presented in a lovely little powder-blue silk box with a strand of pink hearts around the top, the nesting dolls were a series of hand-painted ceramic figurines, babies, each of them with darling little silk diapers and tiny dollops of blond hair. There were six in all, in descending sizes, and each one opened at the torso to allow the smaller one to fit snugly inside. The nesting dolls had touched some hidden, secret place in this phoenix’s heart. The need to belong, to be sheltered.

Soaked in sweat and soot, shaking convulsively against the rotting pilaster, the furnace draft on her face, Maizie couldn’t help remembering those nesting dolls. Only seconds ago she had nested herself within the body of a dead man. She had laced her own fingers through his cold, dead digits like those of a ventriloquist’s dummy, and she had held him upright long enough to draw a bead on the lawyer’s windshield and fire. She had become a nesting doll herself, a puppeteer, and when she let the big man fall, the illusion had worked like a charm. The sound of Marion’s body hitting the portal floor was like a side of beef hitting cement.

Inside the belly of the church, the scream of timbers collapsing snapped Maizie out of her daze.

She shielded her face from the sparks and took a deep breath. The heat was almost unbearable, the air parboiling her lungs, and she decided it was time to get the hell out of there. She turned and vaulted over the body, sparks nipping at her heels. Then she descended the stairs two steps at a time.

The front lot was still deserted, the strobe flash of firelight casting out into the trees, but the sounds of emergency vehicles were on the perimeter, and the area would be crawling with cops soon. Maizie darted across the lot, her lungs burning, her legs sore and stiff from the struggles inside the church, her spine bruised where the protective frontal plank had fallen. The knapsack was flapping against her back, but she didn’t care anymore. She was a professional, and she knew the necessary tools and materials required for special assignments like these.

She reached Joe’s body just as he was sitting up, trying to wipe the makeshift adhesive from his face, grumbling, “Goddamn stuff is worse than flypaper.”

“I told you it would dry quickly,” Maizie said, kneeling down next to him, inspecting his face for any real damage. There were police sirens approaching from the south, the bellow of engines looming.

“I was a little worried it would dry in my palm before I got a chance to get it on my face.”

“You did good, Joey,” she told him, feeling along his collarbone and neck for any shards of glass, any authentic wounds. She only found traces of soot—and of course the spatterings of Marion’s blood. Thank God Maizie had taught herself stage makeup way back in the early days when she was too poor to buy actual supplies. She learned the craft with simple household items, and she’d gotten so knowledgeable about the chemistry of the stuff that she could have written a manual.

Tonight she managed to improvise with materials simmering in the flames of the church. She had used melted candle wax as a medium, mixed with a little sawdust to give it that raggedy, entry-wound look. She’d created a tiny, jury-rigged appliance, loaded with a pouch of Marion’s blood that Maizie had folded into a pocket torn from her jeans. The real trick, however, had been coming up with the plan at the last minute, crouching in the tunnel of fire, watching Joe trade shots with Marion. Perhaps it was the spectacle of seeing Marion getting plugged with the final three rounds, falling like a redwood, hitting the floor hard in a puff of sparks. More likely it was because of Maizie’s love for Joe, because of her sudden realization that he would never be able to escape his own life, that he would always be hunted, that his own death was the only answer.

“You know what, honey?” Maizie said suddenly, glancing over her shoulder at the fire. The edges of the inferno were creeping along the ground now, catching deadfalls and old stumps, popping florets of sparks, and the oncoming lights of cop cars flashing off the trees. Maizie felt oddly euphoric, as though she were floating. “We gotta get outta here now.”

“I know, I know, let’s roll.” Joe struggled to his feet, the sudden grimace speaking volumes about his stiffness and exhaustion.

“This way,” Maizie said, taking his arm and ushering him across the lot.

“You came pretty close with that shot through the window, didn’t you?” Joe was managing a smile through the pain as he stumbled along.

“Whattya mean?”

“Pretty close shave.”

“I knew exactly what I was doing.”

“You could have blown my head off.”

“But I didn’t.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said, and put his arm around her.

They slipped silently into the marsh.

When the darkness finally engulfed them, the cover of cypress and undergrowth blocking out the chaos back at the church, Maizie felt oddly transformed. Their progress was slow, of course, their feet sucking mud, their wounded limbs bogging down, but they were free now, free, a couple of walking dead, and they would reach the highway soon, and they would make it out of the country somehow, and they would escape. And when Maizie realized this, she felt the sensation again, the odd, floating sensation, the buoyancy, and she glanced over at Joe and saw the look in his eyes, the shimmer of recognition, and she knew he was feeling it, too. They had achieved the impossible.

Moving through shadows, through the lush black night.

They had finally managed to disappear.





Epilogue

Postcards from the Village of the Dead

God is unthinkable if we are innocent.

—Archibald MacLeish

Joe awoke from a nightmare at sunset, jerking backward against the stucco wall with a start, his ass numb against the stone bench. The heat of the day was still hanging heavy in the air, and the smell of eucalyptus was as thick as mosquito netting. Joe was covered with a sheen of sweat that made his linen pantalones stick to his skin.

Goddamn global warming.

He had been sitting in the hospital courtyard, dozing off and on, for nearly three hours now, waiting for the child to come. At first, he had been told by the nana that he could stay by Maizie’s side in the delivery room, but then trouble had started. Something about the baby being too small or tangled in the umbilical or something like that. Joe’s Spanish was still pretty rudimentary, and Maizie was in no shape to translate. Sprawled on the cot, her hands tied to the railing to keep her from flailing, she was having a pretty difficult time, and it was killing Joe to see her like that.

Finally, the doctor had asked Joe to wait outside. At first, Joe had argued, but he soon realized it would do him no good. He couldn’t communicate much of anything beyond No, thank you and Which way to the room of the bath? And besides, he didn’t want to call attention to himself or the fact that this new gringo who called himself John Vargas was actually wanted by about half a dozen federal agencies up north. Still, the fact that he and Maizie had chosen such a remote little village in the western Sierra Madres in which to vanish wasn’t making things any easier. The hospital still used well pumps, and the nurses smoked cigarettes while making their rounds.

Joe heard the sound of footsteps echoing across the courtyard and he glanced up.

The building was arranged in a horseshoe configuration of leprous stucco and chipped, whitewashed mortar, fringed with overgrown yucca plants, patches of weeds, and spindly mesquite trees. Situated on the edge of a mountain village known as Villa de los Muertos, the Santa Rosalia Hospital was the only medical facility within a hundred miles. Maizie felt safer up here with mountain people, much safer than down in the more modern, corrupt city facilities. She had insisted on going to Santa Rosalia the moment she had gone into labor. But Joe had been as nervous as a three-legged cat since he had arrived. Too many suspicious administrators walking around. Too many forms. In fact, at this very moment, there was a dour-faced administrator coming down a garden passage between two main buildings, toward the courtyard, and from the look on the old Padre’s face, he wasn’t bearing good news.

Joe swallowed hard and watched the priest swagger relentlessly toward him. A tall, brittle, wiry man with a tuft of white hair on his head, the priest looked to be in his seventies and was dressed in a long black vestido, with a cinched rope around the waist that swung like a pendulum as he walked. He was less than fifty yards away now, and his somber gray eyes were exceedingly grief-stricken, fixed on Joe.

Standing up, wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, Joe tried to think of all the possibilities. Perhaps it was a mistake. Perhaps the priest was merely coming to give him an update. It seemed possible, but his feverish mind kept returning to the bleak probability. That the baby had died. Or worse: that Maizie had perished during delivery. The thought was so horrible, so debilitating, that for a moment Joe thought he was going to faint.

The priest kept coming.

Joe watched the old man cross the dirt less than a hundred feet away, stepping over a clump of agave. The priest walked with a limp and seemed to be favoring his left side. Joe wrung his hands, watching, waiting, and all at once, he was stricken with a horrible thought. The way the old priest was walking, the studied calm, the fixed expression on his wizened face. What if this old geezer was a shooter? What if he was coming like the Angel of Death to take Joe out? In a strange way, Joe almost hoped this latter scenario was true. Anything would be better than losing Maizie.

The priest approached.

Joe stood his ground, squaring his shoulders and putting on his best poker face. He refused to let this old salt intimidate him. In fact, without even being aware of it, Joe raised his chin just a few proud degrees. He was damned if fate was going to spook him now, after all he had been through. Clenching his fists, he nodded politely as the Padre came up to the bench. Joe was prepared to see the old man’s robe flip open at any moment, revealing a withered hand gripping a sawed-off twenty-gauge, the barrel swinging upward.

“Señor?”

Joe nodded. “Yes, Father? Is it the baby? Is Margaret okay?”

The priest cocked his head for a moment, his brow beetling. In the magic-hour light, his skin looked like uncooked dough. He smelled of old books. “Señor Castilla?” he asked, looking very confused.

“Pardon?”

“Are you Señor Castilla?”

Joe felt his nerves suddenly loosen like a knot spinning undone. “No, actually, my name’s Vargas. My wife is Margaret Vargas.”

The priest stared for a moment, then smiled. His teeth were rimmed in black decay. “Lo siento. I am sorry, señor. I thought you were Señor Castilla.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Joe said.

“I know of your wife,” the priest said. “She is lovely girl, very sweet.”

Joe thanked him.

“She is still in the labor,” the priest said, then bowed and turned on his heel.

Joe watched the padre waddle back toward the building, then vanish into the shadows of the passageway. The silence returned to the courtyard like a veil, and soon there were only the crickets and the distant whisper of gulf waters and gulls on the wing and the ever-present heat, making Joe’s linens feel like they weighed a hundred pounds. Joe walked over to the east edge of the courtyard, which overlooked Villa de los Muertos, and paused, hands in pockets, thinking. He could see the night rolling into the valley like a blanket, and he could feel the breeze on his skin, cooling his sweaty brow.

Alone in the silence, the light dwindling around him, Joe found himself thinking of God and the plans he might have in store for Joe and Maizie and their new arrival. Was God into payback? Would the Big Guy Upstairs take the life of Joe’s son for all the others who had died at Joe’s hands? Or would he allow Joe the one thing he had always secretly wanted but never knew how to get?

Hearing no answer other than the cry of a distant gull, Joe turned and went back into the hospital.





Afterword

The year was 1994. Bill Clinton was in office. Modems were dial-up. And I was sitting in my doctor’s outer lobby, waiting for my name to be called for an annual physical. I saw a man of a certain age emerging from the inner suite of examination rooms, a big, burly guy, with a crestfallen look on his deeply lined face. What kind of bad news had he just received? For all I knew, he was a pharmaceutical rep who couldn’t unload his latest new and improved erectile dysfunction meds. (Did they have those back then? Someone look it up.)

But . . . that face. That craggy, dour, intimidating face. It sparked an idea like wildfire raging through my brain.

What if . . . ?

What if this gentleman were a hard-bitten Chicago contract killer? Decades of experience putting people on ice. Nerves of steel. Let’s say his name is Joe Flood. Names are so important in stories. They evoke inexplicable feelings within the reader. They bristle with meaning. The real Joe Flood was my best friend and college roommate, a sweet young man who died an untimely death in a car accident. So the character’s name is very personal. But now, this version of Joe has tested positive for leukemia. Diagnosis terminal. Which means the end of the road for this guy.

Game over.

And speaking of games, Joe decides to make his imminent demise a game. A killer’s game. Which is why Joe decides to go out like a good soldier, putting a hit on himself. And . . . well . . . you know the rest. But that hook, that moment a quarter of the way into the book when the rug is pulled out from under Joe Flood (and the reader) . . . as a fiction writer, it felt so right to me. It did then. It does now. In fact, that shocker became my golden ticket, my college fund for my kids.

It doesn’t happen all the time. But this particular plot thickener literally changed my career. A hardcover debut. Movie deal. Signing tour. And a roll call of big-name actors attaching themselves to the film-in-the-making. But the long and winding road that brought the movie to a theater near you was mostly navigated by an extraordinarily persistent Hollywood producer named Andrew Lazar. And that long, strange trip he endured was as mind-boggling as the twist that drives the original story.

After nearly thirty years of false starts, leading men pulling out of their deals, one studio selling the rights to another, labor strikes, acts of God, copycat projects, and pandemics, the motion picture based on the novel you hold in your hand was finally committed to film in Budapest, Hungary, in the summer of 2023. Starring Dave Bautista, Ben Kingsley, Terry Crews, and Sofia Boutella, the movie is brought to you by Lionsgate Films, Endurance Media, and Mad Chance Productions. And hopefully, by the time you read this, the flick will be flickering in the magical darkness of cinemas around the world.

Adapting a novel to the screen is somewhat akin to training a pig to fly. My hat is perpetually off to the original screenwriter of The Killer’s Game film, Rand Ravich, who tamed the beast with a brilliant eye and incredible intuition. He also gave me a priceless gift while I was still tweaking the book. His idea came in the form of a third-act bombshell that enriched the novel tenfold. “What if Maizie reveals that she’s pregnant with Joe’s baby?” he casually said over beers one day in New York. I knew immediately he was about to make me look like a genius.

I’ve never made much of a distinction between mediums when it comes to storytelling. But what Rand Ravich did is pure magic. And as for me, when all is said and done, my happy place has always been the page. The written word. Hell, I would still be banging away on my IBM Selectric if I could find the parts. But I also love the process of turning prose into sound and image.

It’s magic. Pure and simple. Cine-magic.

So let’s all go to the lobby . . . and don’t be stingy with that fluorescent yellow artificial butter.

Jay R. Bonansinga

Chicago, Illinois

Winter 2024
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“Bonansinga’s story hurtles across the page. . . . The Killer’s Game is a classic case of Catch-22 that will keep you peeling the pages faster and faster.”
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