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For Dominique




“Evil is the blemish of our species that will not spare even the best man.”

—Immanuel Kant




Chapter 1

on dangerous ground

And their war began.

The stretch limousine exploded, became a time bomb moving at eighty miles per hour.

I verified the detonation in my side-view mirror. Its beautiful fire lit up the express lane on a humid night, the deadly cacophony forty yards behind me on I-95. The energy from that blast rolled through me, rattled both sides of the interstate and adjacent roads like we were in a San Francisco earthquake. Brake lights came alive in an abrupt chorus. Behind me, beyond that fiery limousine, four lanes of interstate crowded with cars, trucks, and motorcycles screeched to a halt, too late for speed demons to swerve and avoid flying debris.

I kept going.

The target was dead. The impossible mission was completed in less than forty-eight hours.

The corrupt and elusive con man inside the limo had been living a life of caviar and champagne, bodyguards at his side, men who were paid well and trained to shoot to kill. He was a man who didn’t hesitate to take his enemies to the swamps and feed them to the gators.

A grifter named Arizona had been one of his problems.

And the man named Hopkins had become one of hers.

All I knew was what she had told me. And that wasn’t much. The less the better.

What mattered was that deadly situation had been rectified.

The remote trigger that had caused that blast was in my gloved  hand. I dropped it, pressed down on the throttle, hit the century mark, moved from right lane to left lane to right lane, threaded traffic like a needle, became a fast-moving shadow vanishing down I-95.

In this gritty world, people called me Gideon. A biblical name made famous by an adjudicator in the Book of Judges. That Gideon was also known as Jerub-Baal. Destroyer. Mighty Warrior. I was Gideon. Not sent by God. Employed by those who thought they were.

I was a hired gun paid to do what people wouldn’t do for themselves.

This has been my vocation since I was seven years old. Since I aimed a gun at an angry man they called Midnight. I had killed that man before I had been given the truth about what he was.

Since that day, I’d been on the run, reared in brothels, lived in red-light districts, had been taken into a world of retribution and learned more than two dozen ways to end a life, all for a price.

Using a block of C-4 and a remote control wasn’t even high on the goddamn list.

Late evening, the darkness of my bike and clothing mixed with the cruelty in the night.

I accelerated and felt like I was moving faster than the speed of sound, then slowed when I caught up and mixed with the next wave of fast-moving traffic on I-95, became a law-abiding commuter as I signaled and faded onto the next exit, took the streets, rode toward the causeways, breezed through city traffic, engine rumbling, balmy night air on my skin. Gun inside my messenger bag. Riding a Streetfighter. Trellis frame. Huge fork clamps. Solid performance. I sped toward the area called Aventura, hurried to meet my sponsor.

The international grifter named Arizona had arrived in the U.S. and was somewhere down here in Florida. The Hopkins job was done, but now I needed her assistance, had to work out my own problems. Problems that if left unresolved could have me sleeping six feet under.

Four days ago, after vanishing for almost a year, Arizona had resurfaced and sent a message. A job offer. The message had been a cryptic text, had come from an untraceable phone and was delivered to a temporary account on Gmail, one of a dozen we had set up for communicating. That particular account hadn’t been used since I’d seen her in London. I’d gone to the Apple store in Minnesota’s Mall of America, the country’s largest retail and entertainment complex. If the IP addresses were traced, it would lead to that store. I blended with the Mac heads, wore a baseball cap and shades, my face always down and away from the cameras.

I logged on to a laptop and checked my messages.

That con woman had sent me an encrypted message that gave me a location on the edge of Miami. Encryptions. Countersurveillance. Rendezvous points. Wire transfers.

It was the language and lifestyle of killers and cons.

Within the next few hours, I was on a flight heading to the land of gators.

When I had landed in Fort Lauderdale, Arizona had arranged what I needed. Ducati Streetfighter, black motorcycle helmet, racing gloves. All that and a messenger bag that was weighed down by a nine, two extra clips, a remote, and something that would blow my target’s mind.

I took a deep breath, pulled up my face shield, and cruised.

Starbucks was on the corner of Biscayne Boulevard and Concourse Circle Drive. Inside a plaza dotted with palm trees and filled with BMWs, Hummers, Bentleys, and Benzes. This section of South Miami looked like a dealership for new and preowned luxury cars.

The competition of capitalism continued despite the economic downturn.

I circled the well-lit strip mall twice before I paused on that prime chunk of real estate.

It was a parking lot that covered all the blood that had soaked into the soil. More than a century ago, the Seminoles and the U.S. fought over this land, a bloody war that might have been the deadliest and costliest of the Indian wars, from the point of view of the U.S. of A.

The sound of gunfire and cannon booms had been replaced with the hum of cappuccino machines and the purr of extravagant automobiles. The scent of war was now the aroma of the perfect latte.

As soon as I headed inside, my cellular vibrated. It was a text message: FUNDS TRANSFERRED.

I deleted that message and moved on, looked out at a warm night that thieving man thought he would live to see. But someone with anger in their heart and money in their pockets had other plans.

Inside was like Antarctica, the AC blowing on high. The noise level was in the red, a dozen multilingual conversations being trapped by glass and walls. Cubans had conversations about one Castro in their homeland being replaced by another Castro, argued that the free health care and free education wasn’t enough to make them remain a  Fidelista and things needed to change in a land where Cubans couldn’t own cell phones legally and computers were prohibited; the Cubans sipped five-dollar coffees and argued over the need to defender el socialismo. Next to them, groups of elderly Jewish men discussed a meeting for Holocaust survivors. There was a lot of noise: the nonstop whirr of the machines making lattes and cappuccinos, the din of jazz being piped in, and people yapping on cellular phones.

Hairs stood up on my neck. Like in London. It felt like I was being watched.

I went into the bathroom, had to. Outside I was cool. But anxiety clung to me, shook me like a winter’s chill. For a moment it felt like I was about to lose control. Another daymare. I’d had a few since Antigua. Images that attacked me while I was wide awake. I saw the dead. Faces I’d been paid to put in the ground. And I saw the faces of those who had tried to do the same to me. Standing behind them all, in the shadows, his face unclear but his silhouette unforgettable, was the man I had killed when I was seven. He was nothing more than a shadow.

The mercenary they called Midnight. The first man I had killed. My father.

My life was a haunted house filled with many ghosts.

Somebody tapped on the door and I pulled the nine millimeter out of my backpack. I called out that the bathroom was occupied. Paused. Whoever was out there walked away. The police wouldn’t leave. Neither would the FBI. Both would announce they had come for me.

I took out my iPhone. Dialed a number in Powder Springs.

I wanted to check up on Catherine and the boys, Steven and Robert. Catherine was the woman who had raised me. Robert’s mother had been killed because of my vocation. Steven was the boy Catherine called her son. But I knew that was a lie. Everything had been a lie.

No one answered, but the answering machine kicked on.

I didn’t leave a message. I blocked my number and never left messages, not there.

I splashed cold water on my face, wiped my skin down with a paper towel, and went outside.

The hunter had been hunted before, more than once.

I spied the room. Cubans sipping cappuccino. Jewish women doing the same. A teenaged guy wearing Dockers and black sandals was eye ing the olive complexion of a blond woman seated at the next table, her pink button-down shirt and ripped jeans not enough to mask a body that could lure most men straight to the gates of Hell.

I sat at a back table, my back to the wall. Darkness masked what had been blue skies and puffy white clouds. Nighttime humidity rose as I waited, my anxiety not betraying me.

A Maserati whipped up under the lights, pulled into the lot, and found an open space between my Streetfighter and a 7-series BMW. The GranTurismo was beautiful. Gray coupe, red leather seats. It was her. That was her mode. Had been her style since she was coming up as a grifter in North Hollywood, back when she was a neophyte in the con game. She’d come up from sleeping on the streets to sleeping in penthouses. Had moved from Hyundai to Maserati.

Every time I read about a major scam, it felt like it was her doing. Maybe I was just hoping it was her criminal mind in full swing. I kept telling myself that it didn’t matter, but no matter where I was in the world, no matter what job I was on, no matter whose bed I was in, no matter who was in my bed, when all was said and done, my mind always went back to her.

I needed her for her connections to the conniving world of high-tech cons and criminals.

Someone out there knew about me, some unseen foe existed, someone who had tracked my movements around the world, someone who  had sold my information to a problem I’d had in Detroit, and that information was then passed on to other killers.

Those killers were dead, but the information was alive.

Arizona eased out of her Maserati GranTurismo and I couldn’t stop my schoolboy smile.

A part of me I couldn’t control would always want her.

Arizona’s back was to me at first, her right hand holding her cellular to her ear. Her hair was long and dyed light brown with highlights, hung over her shoulders. She glanced toward the boulevard and I saw she had on dark shades with wide lenses, shades that matched the dark brown blouse she wore, a blouse that probably had hints of her lacy bra showing hints of her soft breasts.

I spied out at the parking lot, made sure she wasn’t trailed. Force of habit. Then I checked the room again. The teenaged guy wearing Dockers had made contact with the pretty blond woman in the pink button-down shirt and ripped jeans. He had scooted his chair closer to her table, smiled at her as she blushed at him.

Arizona kept her eyes on the boulevard.

She had on four-inch heels made by a designer who put red soles on all of his shoes. One glance at the Maserati and Louboutins and you’d think she had matriculated from one of the best schools in the country, maybe the prestigious Miss Porter’s up in Connecticut.

Arizona glanced back toward the coffeehouse, a serious look on her Filipina flesh, a walking enigma who could break a man’s heart or empty every dime he had in his portfolio. She looked extraordinary, possessed an otherworldly beauty. No one would know she was the queen of scams. Just looked like a woman men would want to marry and put in a case with the rest of their trophies.

I licked my lips, could never forget the five senses of her. I’d stop the world from spinning if she asked me to. I’d betray God the way Judas Iscariot betrayed His son.

Arizona kept her cellular up to her face. A moment later, mine rang. Area code 809. Good old 809 had been disgraced, used in many Caribbean area code scams.

I answered, my voice heavy and serious. “I’m inside.”

Arizona closed her cellular.

It had been over a year since I’d seen her.

A lot had happened since then.

She reached inside the car and took out a black briefcase, added that to the purse she was carrying. She gripped the briefcase by its handle, turned around, and what I saw her carrying made me sit up straight.

My heart stopped beating. Then my heart restarted, began beating as fast as it could.

Between Arizona’s breasts and waist, there was roundness underneath her blouse.

A roundness that told me she was at least in her second trimester.




Chapter 2

honor among thieves

Arizona was pregnant.

She held the briefcase close to her. As if she were guarding it with her life. I thought she would walk in and come straight to me, but she stepped into the coolness and got in line.

I stared at her baby bump, thinking that it might go away.

It didn’t. She remained swollen, looked pregnant from all angles.

Queen Scamz had been ridden bareback.

A moment later, she had two cups of tea on a tray. I stood to help her, but the guy in the Dockers had left the beautiful girl he was chatting up and had beaten me to the task. Arizona didn’t part with her briefcase, but she let him carry the tray with the cups. He came to the table, moved ahead of her and handed the tray to me, then walked away, hurried back to the table with the beautiful girl. I was frozen. Arizona stopped and grabbed napkins and sugars, then came to the back, the last bistro table before the bathrooms. I stood when she came toward me, briefcase in one hand, her D&G purse now over her shoulder, the sugars and napkins in the same hand.

She said, “Nauuhaw?”

“Tagalog.”

“You haven’t learned Tagalog yet?”

“Some. The basics. Yeah, I’m thirsty.”

Arizona spoke at least four languages: Spanish, Japanese, pidgin, and Vietnamese. She had a least three dozen aliases, a dozen more aliases than the legendary con woman Doris Payne, and had done financial damage in Greece, France, England, and Switzerland. I was surprised to see her back in America. I had thought she had outgrown this crumbling market.

I didn’t know if she was going to hug me or shake hands.

She did neither. She put the briefcase on the floor, eased it close to the wall.

She sat down. “Green tea okay?”

“Thanks.” I sat back down. “Long time.”

“Seems like yesterday. But it’s been a while.”

“Last time I saw you was an ugly day in London and we were on the Millennium Bridge. I was fighting thugs from Brixton. You were throwing knives and cutting people left and right.”

“I was fighting for my life. Fighting for your life. I was protecting you.”

“You killed that day. Your first kill, as far as I know.”

“Three people. My first time killing. And I killed three. For you.”

I nodded. “Yeah. You did.”

She took one of the cups of tea. I kept the other and nodded as a thank-you.

She slid me two sugars. Remembered how I drank my tea. Arizona put one package of white sugar in her tea, stirred it, sipped, as relaxed as everyone else.

I said, “You’re carrying a little extra weight.”

“The elephant in the room.”

“Figured I’d get that out of the way.”

My throat became a desert while my palms became a river. Arizona reached inside her purse. It was opened wide enough for me to see a package of Djarums inside. She took out a device about the size of a Palm Pilot, placed it on the table, then closed her purse. While she did that, another elephant appeared. One that caught me off guard. One I ignored. On the device, the light flashed green. That meant no one was listening in on us, no high-tech surveillance devices were pointed our way.

She said, “Turn your cellular off. Anything electronic you have, turn it off.”

I took out my iPhone, did what the grifter known as Queen Scamz asked.

Arizona took out a second device about the same size as the first. She clicked it on.

I asked, “What does that slice of technology do?”

“This widget is sweet, lifts information on cell phones and Palm Pilots. Same for laptops. Any information stored on computers inside the cars in the parking lot, if that car is on, it’s snatched too. Starbucks computers. Anything Wi-Fi is being snatched.”

“Always on the grift.”

“Read the news. The world is nothing but one fucking grift.”

I hadn’t seen her in a year and she walked in pregnant. Didn’t know what I expected from her at this moment. Wanted to look in her face and see mixed emotions. She gave me eye contact and wasn’t nervous. Not the slightest hint that she wished that baby could be mine. I didn’t see any residual feelings for me. Nothing like I was feeling for her right now.

I sipped my tea. “Hopkins should be on CNN by now.”

Her nose flared. “Lost fifteen million on that double cross. And he tried to shut me out.”

“Guess sending him a red-trimmed late notice wasn’t good enough.”

“This is bigger than that. Bigger than the fifteen million I lost.”

“How much bigger?”

“I can get back what I lost. Plus some. I’ll get to that in a moment.”

She sipped her tea. I sipped mine.

I tried to imagine what it would be like to have fifteen million to lose.

She said, “You wanted to meet.”

I nodded. “I need your help.”

Didn’t want to ask her for help, but I didn’t have much of a choice. My handler hadn’t come up with an answer. Arizona used me to get what she needed. I had to do the same.

I told her someone had tracked me a while ago, for an enemy that  I’d had in Detroit. Tracked me from parts of North America to the UK and then down to the West Indies.

She sipped her tea. “Detroit is no longer an issue.”

“That account is closed. But whoever did her work for her still has my information.”

“That’s not good. Not good at all.”

“So far as whoever tracked me, I’m not sure who he or she or they  are. Don’t know what they would do with the information. I need you to find out what you can find out.”

Arizona said, “I’m in the middle of something else, but I’ll see what I can do. At cost.”

Again I looked to the front of the coffee shop. Doors opened and closed, customers came and went. The teenaged guy wearing Dockers sipped his brew, again at the same table with the attractive woman in the pink blouse and ripped jeans, his grin nonstop.

I checked my watch, asked, “We done here?”

The queen of cons shook her head. “I have a couple more items to cover.”

“Personal or business?”

“Business. Something that I have been asked to . . . tasked to remind you. I wanted to recuse myself from this next matter, but that won’t be possible, not without creating more conflict.”

“Go ahead.”

“My friend that assisted you in London.”

“I take it that the friend you’re referring to is Scamz’s tight-suit-wearing son.”

“Yes. The man that served as my wingman. Scamz’s son.”

I almost frowned. Almost. He had been her lover in London. Obviously he still was.

I said, “Cut to the chase.”

Her expression hardened. She had become Queen Scamz, her crimes her crown.

She said, “He saved your life.”

“You saved my life.”

“No. He did. I was incapacitated at the time.”

“You killed three people. With a knife. He didn’t do shit.”

“He picked up the slack.”

“My debt is to you. If anyone owes anyone anything, I am indebted to you, and you can be indebted to him. But if you ask me, it looks like that debt has been paid.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing. Means nothing. Ignore that.”

She tapped the table, shook off my comment before she said, “Reciprocity is in order.”

In that moment I felt it, that plastic bag over my head, felt Death clawing at me no matter how hard I fought. It was her lover, the man she opened her legs for, who kept me alive.

She said, “Without reciprocity, there are complications.”

“The way of the gun.”

She nodded. “We have our own rules, none written down, yet all engraved in stone.”

I sucked in air, released, then asked, “What does he expect as reciprocity?”

“Things are happening now. He needs you. When it’s time, he’ll get the word to you.”

“How will your wingman, your shadow, your friend find me?”

Arizona reached in her bag, took out a phone, slid it to me. A small Thuraya satellite phone. An electronic leash that was good in more than one hundred and twenty countries around Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. From the high seas to the North Pole, no matter where I went, they could reach me.

I gritted my teeth. “This shit never ends.”

“It ends. Just not the way most of us want it to end.”

“Ends with us becoming part of the foundation at Giants Stadium.”

“Or blown up on a fucking interstate.”

I said, “I’d rather be part of Giants Stadium.”

Arizona sipped her tea, then took a breath. “I need to say something.”

“Business?”

“Personal. I hate getting personal, but I feel this is unavoidable.”

“Be human. Let the emotions flow.”

“Since London, once I knew you were okay, I lost contact. Intentionally.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Us together, it’s no good.”

“That wall has gone back up.”

“It never came down.”

I adjusted myself in my seat. “Guess you let that wall down for somebody.”

“Opening my legs doesn’t mean a wall came down. Just means I opened my legs.”

“I stand corrected.”

Arizona was guarded, had been that way for more than a decade, since her abusive relationship with Scamz. He’d been dead for an eternity, long enough for the mourning to fade away. But with her, whatever she felt, whatever Stockholm syndrome she had suffered, the admiration never subsided. Loved him so much that she bedded the man’s son, that DNA probably kicking in her womb now.

I’d tried to get inside her head but had only made it as far as her panties.

I said, “Well, I’ll congratulate your friend. Scamz Junior or Little Scamz or Mini Scamz.”

“Gideon.”

“Glad to see that you and your Latin Brit have had a good year together.”

“Pejoratives aside, you don’t want to owe him favors.”

I asked, “We done here?”

“One final matter.”

“Personal or business?”

“Business.”

“Whose business? Yours or the guy in the English suits?”

“There is a problem in South America. It piggybacks on this Hopkins job.”

When she said that, in that moment, she changed. I saw what I thought was fear.

I’d never seen this grifter wear fear before. She didn’t wear it long.

I asked, “Another limo needs to be retrofitted with a block of C-4?”

“This is different.”

“What kind of different?”

“Recon.”

“I don’t do recon.”

“Something was stolen.”

“You might need to get a new profession.”

“What does that mean?”

“You were ripped off in London. Now this Miami thing. Now South America. You’re getting conned left and right. Sounds like Queen Scamz is about to lose her crown.”

“I said it was stolen. Didn’t say it was stolen from me.”

“I don’t do recon.”

“I’ll double the pay.”

“Not about money.”

“Everything is about money. Money is power. Everything is about power.”

I paused, took a breath. “What did you lose?”

She paused. “Consider it my MacGuffin.”

“Where was it last?”

“Montevideo.”

“Uruguay.”

“Based on the pattern that’s been reported, they move it every forty-eight, maybe every seventy-two tops. They’re keeping it mobile, making it difficult to locate. The longest it has been in one place is a week. They never keep it in one location longer than seven days. But I have a way of getting within range.”

“It has GPS.”

She nodded. “It will be in Buenos Aires as soon as tonight.”

“Buenos Aires?”

“You know that part of South America?”

“Been to Buenos Aires a few times.”

“Contracts?”

“Had contracts along the Amazon. Brazil, Ecuador, Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru.”

“So you know your way around.”

“I can manage. First time I was down there was right after I had met you in North Hollywood. Over a decade ago. This guy from Ecuador had me following some human cargo that had caused him a few problems. Tracked him and his partner through Salto Ángel to the End of the World. Had other businesses down that way. Been on both sides of the Andes mountain range. You get up around the Iguazú Falls, that land that borders Argentina and Brazil, I’m not good, geography-wise. Would need a guide that spoke Spanish and Portuguese.”

“Buenos Aires is where the package is heading.”

“City or province?”

“Either or.”

“That widens the territory. Large population.”

“Not like Mexico City.”

“No, not like Mexico City. But not like Odenville, Alabama.”

“Where is that?”

“My point exactly.” I sipped my tea. “When will the needle drop in the haystack?”

“Next few days. Can you go down there now?”

“No.”

“No?”

“I have something that I have to take care of.”

“Another assignment?”

“Confidential.”

“Can it wait?”

“No. Consider it my MacGuffin. And it can’t wait.”

She took a breath, enough irritation on her side of the table to make her baby kick.

I said, “And you’re positive this MacGuffin is in South America.”

“Yes. It has been moved through Brazil, Colombia, Bolivia, and, before that, Peru.”

“A moving target.”

“I have satellite images. Days ago. It was in Montevideo on 18 de  Julio. Men transferred the package from one vehicle to another. Bodyguards all around. There is a sensor inside. Reads longitude and latitude. If it doesn’t change location every seven days the package will . . . render itself useless. Not sure what determines how far or where it has to be moved.”

“Will it explode?”

“No idea.”

“You said it was moved at least once every seven days. Why at least  every seven days?”

“The originator figured if he was unable to move his part of the package once a week, then he was dead.”

“His part.”

“There is a second part.”

“GPS on that part too?”

“Yes.”

“Will I be asked to get that part too?”

“That part is taken care of. That part is what Hopkins wanted. I need you on this part.”

“The part you’re after? Show me what you have.”

Arizona took out a picture, slid it across the table. It was the photo of a black briefcase. One of those numbers that required a fingerprint to open. One that might be booby-trapped.

I said, “That looks like the briefcase you’re carrying.”

She nodded. “It does.”

“Is that part of this?”

“I have part of what was being tracked by Hopkins.”

“And this other part?”

“It’s being tracked by my team. The one I have, my team tracks it as well.”

“The one you have, you said it was being tracked by Hopkins too?”

“No worries. Hopkins is dead. The big man is dead. I’m safe.”

I sat on her words for a moment. “Give me a couple of days to think it over.”

Her irritation grew. She tapped her fingernails on the table.

She asked, “What will it take for you to reconsider?”

I sipped my tea, became the cool one at the table, the one in control.

She said, “Name your price.”

“Not about money. Not gouging you.”

She pulled her lips in, irritated, stressed. “How many days before you are available?”

“Four.”

“Four days could make it a brand-new ball game.”

I took a deep breath, her irritation not motivating me in a new mental direction.

She said, “Okay. Four days.”

“When do I get the package?”

“The official work order will come through Konstantin.”

“Why the change in the way we’ve been doing business?”

Arizona smiled. It was an ugly smile on a beautiful face.

She took out another remote, aimed it at her Maserati, pressed a button, its lights flashing in the night. The car started. The engine revved, then calmed down.

She wanted to make sure her GranTurismo didn’t explode.

That was the world we lived in. In that way, my world wasn’t any different from hers.

She said, “Payment and details on Buenos Aires have been forwarded to the Russian.”

“When?”

“It was sent to Konstantin an hour ago.”

My jaw tightened. “An hour ago.”

“Yes. Satellite photos. Everything we have so far.”

“What made you think I’d accept the contract?”

She said, “You’ve never turned me down.”

With that, Arizona gathered her things, then stood to leave.

I said, “Sit down.”

“I have to go.”

“Sit. Or I walk.”

She did what I asked.

I asked, “Should I trust you?”

“Why the doubt?”

“You’re all about money. And power. That’s what feeds you. Money and power. Judas Iscariot betrayed Christ for thirty pieces of silver. If Jesus can get betrayed . . . who the fuck am I?”

“Have I ever betrayed you?”

I took a breath, felt paranoid and foolish. “You put your life on the line for me in London.”

“My record speaks for itself. I killed three people trying to protect you.”

I let the anger speak, asked, “What about the man who sent me the satellite phone?”

“He saved your life in London.”

“You were on that bridge with me. That fucker was nowhere in sight.”

“It’s about reciprocity.”

“Guess it’s too late to send him a Hallmark card and a Strip-O-Gram as a thank-you.”

Nothing was said for a moment.

I asked, “Is that his baby?”

She smiled a difficult smile. “You’ve been jealous of him since you knew he existed.”

She was right. Jealousy ran though my veins. I had no right to be jealous. But I was.

I’d been inside her deep enough to feel her heartbeat throbbing against the tip of my erection. But somehow she had managed to get deeper inside of me. She knew she had.

I said, “I worked for his dad.”

“I know you did. I knew why you were in North Hollywood. I knew what you did.”

“Do you know about the South America job I did for him?”

“I know you went to South America.”

“I went to the End of the World.”

She asked, “Are we done here?”

I nodded. “We’re done.”

Arizona took a breath and stood. She motioned for me to remain seated, then came to my side of the table. She kissed me on my cheek, pressed her soft lips into my troubled flesh.

She said, “I still watch Battlestar Galactica. Still listen to Miles and Coltrane.”

It only took a few words to throw a man off balance.

She picked up the high-tech briefcase, adjusted her purse on her other shoulder, and walked away. She didn’t walk like she had just lost fifteen million and ordered a man blown up on I-95. She moved like a goddess, in control and entitled. Arizona paused in the night, looked around. She looked out toward Biscayne, stared like she had seen something. I looked that way, saw nothing. For a moment she looked jittery. Almost afraid.

She put the briefcase inside the Maserati first.

The woman who had been robbed of a king’s fortune looked around again.

Her body language changed, became a lioness that had sensed a predator.

I stood up, hand inside my messenger bag, ready to rush outside.

But her look of concern, that expression that I interpreted as fear, it left Arizona’s face.

Arizona eased back inside her Maserati. Headlights came on. Brake lights. Reverse lights. She slipped out of her space, eased out like a baby leaving its mother’s womb.

Then she was gone, the umbilical cord that held us together severed. Her soft kiss had aroused me. A primal part of me would’ve fucked her. Would’ve fucked her from here to Buenos Aires. Would’ve tried to fuck that baby out of her and loved a new one in her womb.

My eyes went to the satellite phone Arizona had left behind. A phone that I couldn’t see because of the other elephant that had been at the table, that was on my mind. On her left hand, there had been a platinum diamond ring. She had worn a platinum wedding ring.

The room had been robbed.

But I had been robbed too.

I dug inside my pocket and took out a BC Powder, an analgesic composed of aspirin, caffeine, and salicylamide. A pure white powder,  customers probably thought I was doing cocaine, and that probably made their mouths water.

The blonde in the pink blouse was gone. Same for many others.

The teenaged guy was still here. The one who had helped Arizona carry her cups of tea. He was on his feet, staring at me. Then he hurried my way. His look was different. He seemed anxious. He was tall and fragile; his slew-footed walk a combination of bad posture and awkwardness. He stopped in front of me, stood so close I smelled the coffee on his breath.

He said, “Gideon.”

He said my name and it felt like my neck was on a chopping board, a sword coming down at my throat. He said my name and stood in front of me with a shallow smile on his thin face.

Without warning, he extended something toward me, an object small like a stun gun.

My hand went inside my messenger bag, went to my gun.

A bucket of blood was about be added to the land of the Seminoles.




Chapter 3

hard target

Black cellular phone.

That was what he had extended toward me, that was what had almost gotten a hole blown in his latte-filled gut. Another fucking phone. Motorola, basic flip model.

The phone was closed.

My finger eased off the trigger, but my hand didn’t come out of my bag.

I asked, “Who are you?”

He asked, “Is your name Gideon?”

He had said my handle twice. This was not a mistake.

The wrong people had uttered my handle in London. In Hunts ville. In Antigua. Had walked up to me like they had balls bigger than King Kong’s and looked dead into my eyes.

For many, my handle had been their last word before dying.

I was near the men’s room, no one else on that side, even though the glass exposed us to the parking lot. I hit the guy with a rabbit punch, a shock to his temple, stunned him, then yanked his shirt before he went down and tugged him inside the empty bathroom, then slammed his head into the tiled wall, swept his feet from underneath him, and dropped him on the floor. He hit the floor like he’d been thrown face-first out of a third-story window. While he embraced his pain, I locked the door and pulled out my piece, aimed it at the door in case anyone else was on his team. They never came alone. Not anymore. They knew better.

Head and mouth bloodied, he scampered like a crab, didn’t know which way to go.

My foot connected with the side of his head and he rolled over.

I said, “You want Gideon, you get Gideon.”

By the time he stopped seeing stars, he was being yanked up again, eyes fluttering as he was bitch-slapped and shoved against the back wall, my forearm across his neck, cutting off his circulation. He twitched and opened his bloodied mouth, choked on saliva, struggled to scream.

I hit him again and he went down, terrified, moaning. I wanted to hit him over and over, beat his ass the way I wanted to grab Scamz’s tight-suit-wearing son and slam his face into the concrete. Voices were outside the door. A woman on her cellular, heading toward the next toilet. I waited. Women were just as deadly as men, twice as conniving. She had moved on. I heard the door to the ladies’ room open and close, then heard it lock.

I went back to the fool, patted him down, found no weapons, took another cellular phone out of his pocket, dug his wallet from his pocket, then, as he struggled to breathe, I checked his ID. He had two driver’s licenses, both with the name Nicolas Jacoby. One was from Denver. The other was from Florida.

I slapped him conscious, then shook him. “Who are you?”

“She . . . she . . . she told me to bring the phone to you.”

I hit him again. “What she?”

He was talking about the woman in the pink blouse, the olive complexioned blonde who had a body like the devil. The type of woman who could send a dumbass nerd on a fool’s errand by flashing a smile that promised nothing.

Again I growled and asked, “Who are you?”

“Nicolas Jacoby. From Denver. I’m from Denver . . . what did I do?”

I hit him again, slapped him like he was a simple woman. Then I introduced the side of his head to the butt of my gun.

“Last time,” I spoke in a hard whisper. “Who the fuck are you?”

He cried, pulled himself into fetal position, and repeated the same name over and over.

I snapped, “Who was the girl?”

“I swear I don’t know who she . . . oh, lord . . . oh, God . . . are you a psycho boyfriend or something?”

“You were with her a long time.”

“We were just talking. Nothing between us. I asked her about her tats and we started talking. Just asked her who did the Asian tats on her arms. Was my first time seeing her.”

I hit him again. “What did she say about me?”

“Said you were her ex. Asked me to take you the phone, said you left it with her when you and her broke up in Antigua. I don’t know . . . was too busy looking at her tats . . . and her tits.”

“Describe them.”

“They were . . . nice . . . about this big . . .”

I hit him again. “I’m talking about her tats. What kind of body markings?”

“Lots of flowers and Zen kinda stuff.”

I hit him again, asked him the same questions.

He told me the same story, that the girl had asked him to bring me the cellular.

“Why do you have two ID cards? One from Florida, the other Denver.”

“Because . . . you can get away with having two driver’s licenses in Florida . . . they don’t report to other states . . . thought it was cool . . . if I get pulled over I show them my Denver ID . . . get out of a ticket . . . then I can use my Florida ID to get a bank account . . . and don’t have to give up my Denver license . . . or . . . or . . . I don’t know why I did it.”

“The girl. Is she connected?”

“To what?”

I hit him again.

“Is she connected?”

“I don’t know what—”

I hit him again. “Is she with the mob? Police? With some goddamn rappers? Talk up.”

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

I raised the butt of my gun but didn’t bring it down.

His voice was so small I barely heard him beg. “Don’t hit me again, please.”

“That’s up to you.”

“Oh, God. I shit my pants. You made me shit my pants.”

“Tell me what she said. Tell me what she sounded like. Get it right this time.”

He did, but the information didn’t change.

There was a tap on the door. I was ready to fire shots that way. I called out that the bathroom was occupied. I paused, listened to the footsteps as whoever it was walked away.

I went back to the fool from Denver, growled, “Where did she go?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who was she?”

“Why you doing this to me, man?”

“I’ll blow your goddamn head off if you don’t keep talking.”

“No idea. Her English was so-so, but her accent was . . . was . . .”

The business end of my gun touched his forehead. “What accent?”

“Middle Eastern.”

“What did she say? Word for word.”

“We were talking about clubs. Said she didn’t know how many tattoos she had. Had tats behind her ear. Had some sort of slave bands tattooed on her legs, on her calves down to her ankles. Had flowers tattooed on her back. One on her back was done in London by some guy named Bugs. Had a heart tattooed on her ass. Said she didn’t have tats on her breasts, but they were pierced. And . . . and . . . then . . . she said she worked out five days a week . . . and . . . and . . . yeah . . . she talked about clubs in Lebanon. Said they partied all night long in Lebanon, said the clubs never closed and people never went home, that all they did was party, party, party. Said they spent days and nights at the club. Then . . . after that preg lady left . . . she smiled at me and asked me if I would take you that goddamn phone. Said you had left it in Antigua.”

He stopped talking, struggled to catch his breath.

There was another tap on the door. My heart wanted to explode.  Again I called out that it was occupied. Whoever was out there didn’t respond.

Time wasn’t on my side. With every breath, the bathroom became smaller.

I couldn’t kill the guy. Would be impossible to get a body out of here. Leaving a body here, after Arizona had gone and taken her little devices with her, with the security cameras in the building back on, that wasn’t a good idea.

I squatted and looked in the patsy’s eyes. My whisper was strong. “You have a watch.”

“You can have it.”

“I don’t want your goddamn watch. Stay the fuck in here for ten minutes. Forget about this. Forget about the girl. Forget about anybody you saw me with. And forget about me. You don’t ever want to see my face again. Ever. I’ll be the last one to see you alive, understand?”

“Yes, sir; yes, sir.”

“Ten minutes. Wipe the shit off your ass. Wash your face. Walk out. Forget whatever you brought with you. Leave it. Walk out that door. Don’t look back. Don’t ever come back.”

“Yes, sir; yes, sir.”

“Forget my name. Never repeat it, not even in your fucking dreams.”

“I will . . . I will . . . please . . . I’m sorry . . . whatever I did . . .”

“And that was all she said.”

“She said you were . . . you were from Arizona.”

Arizona.

I smiled and extended my hand, pulled him to his feet.

Then I jerked him around, pulled him into a choke hold.

He panicked and fought for a moment. Fought as I stopped the flow of blood to his brain.

Then he collapsed. He was sweating. Dead men don’t perspire. I’d put him to sleep. His panic had changed into calm breathing. Couldn’t chance him running out behind me and screaming bloody murder as I fled. I took the cellular and IDs, took calm steps outside, my right hand inside my messenger bag. I used my left hand to make sure the bathroom door was locked as I stepped away. There was a Cuban waiting to get inside. A man who had no idea he had almost been shot. A man who had no idea he could still catch some lead. I told him the toilet was filled with shit and overflowing, suggested he find a plan B. He thanked me and walked away. He wasn’t with the Lebanese. Didn’t look like anyone else in the café was either.

I dashed into the humidity, the well-built Middle Eastern woman nowhere in sight.

I stood in the parking lot, became a statue and listened. Searched for a break in between the clamor, searched for a hole between the oncoming train and overlapping traffic noises, inhaled carbon monoxide and gritted my teeth. I listened for the sounds that couldn’t be masked by chatter in Spanish, Portuguese, and English. The increase and decrease of overlapping sounds, the phenomenon called the Doppler effect, was overwhelming. But I held still. Refused to let my heartbeat muffle my ears. Horns blared, that cacophony of terror becoming louder, not fainter.

Then I saw headlights moving fast, switching lanes.

The Maserati sped down Biscayne Boulevard. Arizona had made a U-turn, drove like she was Danica Patrick going for the checkered flag. She broke through the darkness and headlights, blew through red light after red light, ran for her life, her pace causing drivers to panic and swerve, created metal-on-metal collisions, accident after accident as she fled.

Two black SUVs were on her trail, both rampaging and trying to run her down.

With the tinted windows in those Excursions, I would’ve thought that was one of the alphabet organizations, only there were no red lights, no sirens, and they were gunning at Arizona as she fled. In the middle of a busy avenue and a busy city, a hit was in progress.

The Maserati cut left, went over the median and head-on into oncoming traffic, then swerved right, cut hard at the intersection, screeched, and headed down N.E. Miami Gardens Drive. The lead SUV sideswiped cars, more metal-on-metal explosions as they took out headlights, but they overshot the intersection. The SUV hit the front  end of a midsized car, ended up nose to nose with oncoming traffic. While that SUV hit reverse hard enough to burn rubber, the second SUV made the hard right turn, took the lead, sideswiped cars as they headed over the railroad tracks, and roared after Arizona, sped west at the speed of sound.

Helmet on, face shield up, I started the Streetfighter, made it roar, left the parking lot burning rubber, a plume of terror in my wake.

I sped toward the sounds of a swelling psychosis.
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