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Аннотация
Stephan, a young man from a rich family in Miami, and his girlfriend Wendy are kidnapped and held in Jamaica. After liberating them with his partner Rink, Joe realises on his return to Tampa, that someone from the kidnapping gang is after him. His investigations lead him to the man responsible for masterminding the kidnap and extortion.
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Three blocks south of where Rington Investigations boasts an office, there’s a small coffee shop that’s my favorite in all of Tampa, Florida. Like the small unit that houses Rington Investigations, the coffee shop is situated about midway along a strip mall, wedged between a Walgreens pharmacy and a family-owned convenience store. But unlike the office, which its owner, Jared Rington, keeps as sterile and minimalistic as a surgical room, the coffee shop is homely and comfortable, boasting bamboo chairs and tables, and thick, soft cushions to relax into. The seating area spills out of the small shop onto the sidewalk and that’s where I like to sit and watch the flow of pedestrians. Unlike many of the other coffee spots in the neighborhood, which dole out supersized waxed-paper cups of colored water that only masquerade as coffee, there you can get the real thing, and in genuine china cups if you so desire.
I was sitting outside the shop, having ordered a freshly ground Blue Mountain blend, enjoying the warmth of the late-September afternoon sun on my face while the aroma of roasting beans wafted over me.
I was enjoying some downtime. I’d just come off a boring surveillance job involving staff dishonesty at a distribution hub on the north side of the city. Basically, the shipping manifests were showing a disparity with what was shelved in the warehouse and the company directors had called in some outside help to discover where their goods were disappearing. Myself, Raul Velasquez and Jim McTeer — the sum total of Rink’s employees — and I alternated stakeouts until we got the evidence on a night-shift foreman and a security guard that were in cahoots with a friend with a van. The three of them had been filmed packing the van with boxed computers, televisions and even a riding lawn mower. I wasn’t in on the sting — it was change-over time between Velasquez and McTeer when the van was backed into the depot under cover of darkness and the pilfering took place. But I was happy to allow the boys the glory of the capture, and was pleased I could go back to sleeping at a reasonable hour. Rink was the breadth of a continent away, visiting his mom, Yukiko, in San Francisco, so I was able to set my own hours. It wasn’t a case of the mouse playing while the cat was away, I’m a partner in the business than a straight employee, and can come and go at will. My expertise wasn’t generally in the bread-and-butter work of a modern PI firm, but there’d been little requirement for my skill set in the best part of a month. Stepping in to assist Velasquez and McTeer was my decision, because I needed to be doing something. Even boring stakeouts are better than nothing when you get as fidgety for action as I do.
Earlier I’d sent the boys home early and shut down the office for the day. Jim McTeer invited me to a barbecue he was hosting for some of his old cop buddies, but I’d politely declined. I’d nothing against cops, but some of them didn’t extend the same conviviality in my direction. Velasquez said I was welcome to join him and his nephew, Rorion, for an ice-hockey match at St. Pete Times Forum, but I’d also declined his offer. Ice hockey. Florida. The two paired together just didn’t make sense. But it wasn’t my miscomprehension of a game that was — to me — largely organized violence on ice that put me off. Not long ago, a hired killer had taken potshots from the roof of the Forum, killing two police detectives I was speaking with, and placing me in a real awkward situation. I still sneered in disgust every time I was in the vicinity of the stadium and recalled the crimes Luke Rickard tried to frame me for. All I was in the mood for was a half hour or so without any nasty recollections to spoil my mood, kicking back, and slaking my thirst for a decent brew. Having rolled down the shutters and locking them tight, I’d left the RI office, driving the three blocks and parking on the street opposite the coffee shop. I had to feed a meter, but I was happy to do so. When you intend paying for Blue Mountain, undoubtedly the king of coffee and with a price tag to match, you didn’t quibble over a handful of quarters.
The barista was a middle-aged woman with a French accent. She was slim, with dark hair, dark eyes, perhaps a tad too large in the nose and lips to be described as beautiful, but good-looking all the same. I wasn’t sure if she was from France, Europe, if she was French Canadian, or from some other French-speaking country. Our conversations had been pleasant and polite to date, but hadn’t gone beyond the small talk associated with the ordering and imbibing of the best coffee in the city, perhaps the country. I knew her name from the badge she wore pinned to her blouse: Jolie. I hadn’t realized she’d learned my name until she delivered my drink and placed it down before me.
“You are Joe Hunter, yes?” She pronounced my first name ‘Show,’ and rolled the second syllable of my last name across her tongue. I found the sound of her voice endearing.
“Yeah, that’s me,” I replied. “Although I’ve never heard my name spoken quite as sweetly before.”
“I know you,” she said, apparently used to the compliments her accent gained her and beyond acknowledging them with more than the quirk of one corner of her mouth. “You have been a good customer. But I was not sure of your name until today.”
I felt that little stir in the gut that meant that bad news was coming. “Oh, and how did that come about?”
“There was a man in here asking about you. He described you, said you were probably from England, and that someone told him you could be regularly found at my café.” She paused to aim a hooded look back up the street. I guessed her gaze was set three blocks down. “You work for Mister Rington, no?”
I didn’t have to nod. She already knew. “This man, he said he would look for you there again, but when he’s been by your office no one is there.”
“Been a busy time for us,” I said, noncommittally. Steam wafted toward me from my drink. The aroma was glorious. I let the coffee stand. “This man told you my name?”
“Not him. He only described you. I get many English tourists in my café but he described only you.”
I wondered what she meant by that. I’m not exactly distinctive. I stand a tad under six feet, so am not overly tall, have an athletic build, but then so have many, and wear my brown hair in an easy-to-handle short style. Some people have described my eye-coloring as memorable, a kind of blue-green edged in brown, but I think they’re referring more to the look of my eyes when the cold gleam of battle’s in them: it’s not a look I generally have when relaxing with a cup of Blue Mountain in Jolie’s establishment.
Jolie could read my confusion. She reached across unashamedly and rolled up the right sleeve of my T-shirt. She patted the tattoo on my bicep. “Only you wear this design.”
She was only partly correct. Rink also bore the same tattoo, but I guessed she hadn’t seen him with bared arms, and there was little to confuse me with my big Asian-American friend. Rink is distinctive. He stands half a head taller than me, is built like a pro wrestler, and the epicanthic folds of his heritage give him almond-shaped eyes. Plus he tends to wear gaudy colors, brightly patterned Hawaiian shirts and board shorts being his favorites when in casual mode.
To be fair, I couldn’t ever recall displaying my tats in Jolie’s place, but there was always the possibility she’d glanced over while I rubbed at an itch on my shoulder or something and inadvertently gave her a flash. To most the tattoo would mean little. Three intersecting arrows on a shield; weighing scales upholding a crescent on one side and an oval on the other. The symbols were stylized devil’s horns and a halo, signifying the balancing of evil against good. The tattoos were adopted by all the men and women in our tactical team as a reminder of our days with Arrowsake. There were very few of us left alive these days.
“This man described my tattoo to you?”
“Yes. I had the impression he’d had a very good look at yours.”
The stirring in my gut became a flutter as a trickle of adrenaline went through me.
Recently somebody did get an eyeful of my tattoo. The sharp edge of my right forearm was wedged tightly against his throat at the time while I rammed a machete into his guts and pinned him to a doorjamb. Unless there was something about that zombie folklore from the West Indies, I doubted that Hector Latore Wallace — whose name I only learned weeks after his death — was wandering around Tampa asking questions about me. Then again, there’d been another who’d quickly fled the scene after his leader was killed, and who might have got a good look at my ink.
“This man,” I asked, already suspecting the answer, “was he a black man?”
“Yes, but with skin more the color of café au lait, and the hair was like that reggae singer… you know… Bob Marley?” Marley rhymed with au lait the way in which she intoned the name.
“Dreadlocks,” I confirmed.
Jolie nodded in agreement. “You know this man?”
“I know his type,” I said.
In truth, I’d had a few run-ins with guys who favored the Rastafarian look. A few years ago, back in Manchester, England, I’d bumped heads with some of the Yardie Posse — Jamaican gangsters — who sported dreads and wouldn’t think twice before sticking a knife in your heart. But then, more recent than that, there was Hector and his Rude Boy crew.
Perhaps ordering Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee had been a portent of things to come. I thought I was done with what had happened down in the Caribbean a few weeks earlier, but it seemed Jamaica wasn’t yet done with me.
“I didn’t tell him your name, I only confirmed it from a friend after this man asked me about you. But, Joe”—she cast a nervous glance across the street to where my Audi A8 was parked—“I think he will return asking about you again.”
I picked up my mug of coffee and held it out to her.
“Can you make this to go, Jolie?”
“Ah, such a waste,” she said, and placed a soft hand on my wrist to press the cup back down to its rightful place at her table.
“I wouldn’t have this man return here. I have a feeling he won’t be as amiable next time, especially now that he might demand to know more about me from you.”
“I would not tell him.” Her eyes flashed with Gallic spirit. “I know he is not a good man, and no good comes of him asking about you. But, it’s like I said earlier; you are a good customer and I also believe a good man.”
Her sentiment was well-meaning, but I doubted that the mystery Jamaican would see things the same way. Perhaps if Jolie had witnessed what went down in Jamaica a few weeks ago it might alter her perspective of me too.
* * *
Three lazy men were about to die and didn’t know it.
They were lazy because they had allowed their guard to slip, and it wasn’t something that any sentry should ever do. They were so lax in their security that they had broken formation, and had all come together in one place to smoke and to complain about the long, uneventful night. That had allowed me to slip in through a gap in their defenses and I was now within the inner cordon. Even when one of them bothered to check the approaches to the compound, he was looking in the wrong direction. To think that I had things too easy would be to make the same mistake that they had, so I had to stay on my game and not allow tardiness to slip in. Otherwise four lazy men would end up dead.
The guards were talking and griping in low throaty voices that still carried to my ears, but though I understood a spattering of languages, Jamaican patois wasn’t one of them. It would have made my job easier if they were conversing in English, but this was some sort of singsong banter, interspersed by regular affirmations of “Yea, man,” and knuckle bumps, even when the subject required complaint. The guards were all men in their late twenties, two of them tall and skinny, with prominent cheekbones, the other a short, stocky man. They all wore slacks and Doc Marten shoes, and a collared shirt hanging loose over the gun in belt. The heavy cloying heat didn’t affect them. It was as stifling at four in the morning as it would be later in the day. Sweat oozed from every pore on my body and my hair was glossy and stuck to my scalp. My clothing had taken on extra poundage, it was so damp. It was difficult finding a place where I could wipe the moisture from my palms, but I knew from experience that the inner sides of my elbows were about the driest on my entire frame. I scrubbed my palms on each elbow in turn, in order that I had a firm grip on the butt of my handgun. My gun, a SIG Sauer P226 Tactical, was one I’d collected from a safe box supplied by a contact on the island — not my personal weapon, but I’d cleaned, oiled and test-fired the gun and knew it to be serviceable. It had a slightly longer barrel than my usual piece, and came equipped with threads to attach a suppressor. The suppressor I’d attached would affect the accuracy, but at the range I was to the guards it wouldn’t make much difference.
Some might challenge my decision to kill the guards, seeing as they were hopeless at their jobs, but I couldn’t allow them to be there on my return. I required a clean escape route — not for myself per se but for the civilians I intended bringing out with me.
It was August, a few days after my birthday, but there in Jamaica it was the rainy season. When it rains there it rains. It comes down in torrents, an almost solid sheet, a deluge. The heavens opened just as I approached the men. The noise was tremendous, as the rain battered the tree canopy and sluiced through the branches to the earth. The timbre of the guards’ voices changed, more highly pitched now as they moved for cover beneath the fronds of an Indian rubber tree. I smiled. They were actually aiding my task, because it meant I’d have to drag them a lesser distance to concealment.
I shot two of them in the backs of their skulls before number three even realized they were under attack. He let out a wordless shout but it didn’t carry over the noise of the water thundering through the leaves. The last of them was the stocky man, and I saw that he wasn’t a natural with a firearm. Not that he wasn’t familiar with it, but that his reaction was to fight fist to fist, the way he had while growing up in the ghettos of Kingston town. He came at me with his arms coming up to grasp at my throat, with the intention of bearing me to the ground where he could pound the life out of me with his meaty fists. I shot him in the throat, and the round exited at the base of his skull. The battering rain didn’t allow for the spray of blood and skull fragments to remain aloft for long, but purged them from the air. The guy was dead, but still standing. I caught him around his burly chest with the crook of my left arm, took him backward and allowed his settling weight to take him through the nearest rubber tree branches and out of sight. Then I turned my attention on the other two and dragged them inside the cordon of low-hanging branches and roots that were nigh on impregnable a body length beyond the outer branches. I moved back on to the trail and looked for the men. I could see nothing of them even though I knew where to look. It was doubtful that anyone would come across them until daylight, if then.
Moving along the trail, I was alert for further sentries. Those I’d just killed were the outer belt of guards, but there would be others. Perhaps they would be lazier still, expecting that the men I’d just slain would alert them to any trouble, but I couldn’t count on it. There were always one or two people who took their duties seriously, and I couldn’t allow my attention to slip for a second.
Thirty years previously this compound had been a holiday haven for rich Americans, but it had declined into bankruptcy and neglect by the early nineties, and was now a ghost of its former glory. The buildings that once housed the holidaymakers, as well as the restaurants and pavilions that pandered to their needs, were still there, but they had all suffered from the years of neglect and were now faded shells of their former beauty. The jungle had encroached in many places, and most of the outer buildings had been reclaimed by the land, and were now empty husks from which grew trees and shrubs. The buildings were of a colonial style, but just like the colonies they were based upon they were now a thing of the past. Years ago, while Diane and I were still married, we holidayed in Jamaica at a resort on Montego Bay, but this place didn’t bring back any happy memories of our time on the island. Then we did what most tourists did: we climbed the world-famous Dunn’s River Falls, swam with dolphins, and sailed on the turquoise waters and snorkeled on the reefs. My trip here this time would hold no such joys. Something that struck me back then was how the stereotype of the marijuana-smoking Jamaican Rasta was very much that, but the one where they were known as the “happy people” was true. I’d never met people so happy to be alive. The men in this compound went against the grain in that respect. They were scumbags of the highest order and only pleased when making the lives of others unbearable.
I’d heard tales of punishments being carried out by way of the machete.
Attract the attention of these men and you could expect to have your arm stretched over a rum barrel, and your hand chopped off. Really upset them and they took your feet as well. It was stories like those that gave me no qualms about going in with a “shoot on sight” policy.
Making my way along an overgrown footpath, the papaya trees and palms forming a canopy overhead, I could hear the drumming of the rain. It wasn’t abating one bit. On my way here my friend Rink had warned me that Hurricane Irene might just touch land in the Caribbean, but it hadn’t come as far west as Jamaica, having skirted the eastern shores of Cuba before heading north past Florida for the Carolinas. Nevertheless, the tail end of the storm was enough to make the night pitch-black, and the wind and rain insured no one would hear my approach. Even the ever-present nighttime chorus of insects was hushed beneath the battering rain.
I came across the next guard standing beneath the lintel of a conical building that used to serve as a grill and pizzeria. The cooking ranges and ovens were long gone, and now the space inside the circular brick walls was home to a stand of bamboo that had grown clean through the holes in the tiled roof. Rainwater sluiced from the tiles, and made it difficult to see the man beyond. If he hadn’t struck a lighter to his cigarette at the opportune time I might have missed him. Taking a good look I could see he was also armed with a pistol that was holstered beneath his left armpit, but he also had a machete with a black matte blade hanging from a loop on his belt. By the looks of things the blade hadn’t been employed to cut back any of the jungle, so there was only one reason that the guard was carrying it. I was in no rush to lose any of my appendages.
The water was spilling from the roof hard, but it was no hindrance to my bullets. I placed one in the man’s heart and then one in his head. He slumped to the floor, the machete making a clank that was dulled by the storm’s fury. I immediately moved in on him, ready to put another round in his skull if necessary, but as I inspected him I found that he’d be no trouble. The bullet had took him through the left eye, and exited a little behind his left ear. It had bounced around in his skull cavity a few times before finding a place of egress. He was as stone cold dead as he could be. For a moment I thought about relieving him of the machete. I’m all for proportional retribution as a rule, and there were two or three guys here who should be made to pay for their crimes at the tip of the blade, but I couldn’t allow myself the distraction. Taking some of them out of the picture was a bonus, but secondary on this occasion. My job wasn’t to punish the gang members, but to extract their hostages.
Kidnap for ransom was largely a forgotten crime in the Caribbean. Nowadays you had to look to the east coast of Africa, and Somalia in particular, to find groups of pirates willing to take ships both large and small. Generally, when it was one of the larger ships, the pirates demanded ransoms from the shipping companies, and the payment was made through insurance brokers and mercenary intermediaries. These days the payouts could count in tens of thousands, perhaps even millions of dollars, but it was still a small price to pay to insure that the shipping companies got their boats back, and, more important, their cargoes. Occasionally, the Somalian pirates would take a smaller yacht or pleasure cruiser, and then the demands for money would be directed at the families of the rich men and women they held. Largely, the ransoms were paid and the hostages returned unharmed. Pity that this upstart Jamaican crew hadn’t based their operation on the Somali blueprint, then it wouldn’t have been necessary for me to be on the island. The trouble was, instead of trusting to the family’s desire to get their loved ones back, the Jamaicans had started negotiations rolling by mailing one of their hostage’s index fingers to his parents, wrapped in a bubble wrap bag to keep it fresh. Pay up, they’d said, or the next thing in the mail would be the rest of the boy’s hand. Next his parents should expect a bigger box, this one large enough to contain a bowling ball. The family had paid up. Because there were express instructions not to involve the police, the FBI or any other law enforcement agency, the family had been directed to deliver the ransom payment in used U.S. dollars to an apartment block in SoBe, Miami. Using a local private investigator to conduct the drop, the family handed over $500,000 on the promise that their son would be returned to them safely.
Greed, and the ease at which the family had been manipulated, told the Jamaican crew they were onto a winner, and instead of returning Stephan Pilarcik to his parents, they moved the goalposts, now demanding that a further half million dollars be raised to cover their expenses for keeping the boy in food and water and for delivering him home to Florida.
It was apparent that without outside assistance the Pilarcik family would see the eventual return of Stephan, albeit piece by piece, and each time after further demands for money. There would be no resolution to the scenario for the Pilarciks that didn’t end with a dead son and a zero bank balance. They were on the cusp of calling in the FBI, but their PI counseled them against it. The Jamaican crew obviously had connections in Miami, and it was highly likely that any involvement by the FBI or police would be spotted and reported back to the main players, who would chop the boy to chunks as a warning to the other families they were extorting. That was when the PI, a guy named Charles White, made the Pilarciks understand that the only sure way to get their son back was through what’s known in the trade as a “successful rendition”: in layman’s terms, a snatch and grab. He wasn’t in business for the job, but he reassured the Pilarciks he knew some guys that were. That was where Rington Investigations came in. And why I was on the job.
Rink was there too. He’d entered the compound earlier sans his brightly colored shirt. His choice of clothing was as dark as my own, but he’d enhanced the camouflage capacity by adding patches of green and brown rags stitched to netting that he’d draped over his shoulders in a makeshift ghillie suit. He’d smeared dirt on his face, blackened the steel of his KA-BAR knife over a candle flame, and gone hunting. He was one of the best recon soldiers I’d ever known, and against the type of sentries here could probably sit in silence a few feet away from them and never be noticed. Minutes earlier, before I’d made my assault on the three lazy guards, Rink had confirmed that he’d located the hostages through the stick mikes and earbuds we wore.
He was in position to free Stephan Pilarcik; his girlfriend, Wendy Charteris, and the three crewmen who’d been snatched from the pleasure cruiser alongside them. It was my responsibility to clear a pathway back to where Velasquez stood offshore with our getaway boat. McTeer was further north; insuring the private plane we’d flown in on was ready to go at a moment’s notice. I didn’t begrudge McTeer his task: the pilot, an islander, was fond of the ganja and had lit up the second we’d touched down on arrival. It was McTeer’s job to insure the pilot wasn’t too stoned to get the rest of us flying as high.
I moved along a narrow pathway between towering fronds. There was no cessation from the rain: it poured from the tips of the fronds in liquid rods that lanced at the earth. There had been a boardwalk once upon a time, but now only the occasional plank had survived. Most were rotted chunks half buried in the soil. The wood was so spongy I didn’t fear my footfall would be heard over the drumming downpour. But I’d to be careful that the damn things didn’t trip me.
Through the dark spots in the foliage I made out infrequent lights. They were storm lamps, strung on poles to mark the pathways. Any flickers of movement between me and them I could put down to the bushes moving in the wind, but that would make me a fool. Any one of them could be another of the Jamaicans stealing through the night. I checked each before moving on.
“What’s your twenty, bro?” Rink’s voice came through the wireless earpiece I was wearing. We both wore twin rigs, with throat mikes and buds in our ears.
“Due west of the main complex, one hundred and fifty yards out,” I told him.
“You got two hostiles on the veranda, another two inside the building. You can forget about the other frog-giggers out back.”
Trust Rink. Couldn’t make do with a simple reconnaissance gig: he wanted in on the action. “How many?”
“Does it matter?”
“Just keeping score,” I mugged.
“My guys were tougher than yours,” he said, and I could hear the grin in his voice. But it wasn’t there in his next exhalation. “I’ve eyes on Stephan and his gal, can’t see the crew they were snatched alongside.”
“Surplus to requirement, I guess.”
“Motherfuckers. Brother, there’s a dude with a big knife. Another with a gun. Looks like a big-ass revolver. You sure you don’t want me to do ’em and get this over with?”
“I’m good, Rink. You just cover my arse when I bring the kids out.”
Rink pinpointed a room to the right front corner of the building I was looking at. It was a single-storey affair, the area to the left of which was dominated by what I guessed was once an entertainment area. A semicircular dais surrounded a listing stage, and the tattered remnants of a canvas roof hung from support poles, dingy and stained by bird crap and rotting vegetation. Next to it was an entranceway to what was undoubtedly the holiday resort’s reception area, and likely an indoor bar area. The room where Stephan Pilarcik and Wendy Charteris were held was possibly one of a number where administration duties used to take place. It would be an easy-enough task to enter the building via the entertainment area, make my way to the room through the reception and surprise the two kidnappers, if not for the two men standing on the veranda. They’d see me the moment I moved on the building.
“Where are you, Rink?” For all the looking I couldn’t see my buddy.
“See the hut to the right?” There was a sagging beach hut about twenty feet from the room where the hostages were held. A hatch in the front was partly open, where staff once handed out towels to beachgoers. I stared and saw a brief flash of white. Rink’s teeth bared in a grin. “What’s up?”
“Could do with a distraction,” I said.
“Gotcha. On three… two… one…”
The hatch slammed shut.
The wind was high, it was natural enough for the disintegrating beach complex to fall apart in the storm, but the sound was sharp enough to attract the attention of the two guards on the veranda without actually raising any alarm. Their instincts were to look for the source of the noise, and it was enough for me to slip out of concealment and rush across most of the intervening open space before either of them turned my way. Most handguns are accurate to about fifty yards. I was within that range. Suppressors have a tendency to affect the accuracy, but my shots were true enough. The first caught one guard in the throat, choking off his cry of warning when he saw me. My second hit his pal in the chest. Neither man died immediately: the one with the blood pouring out of his throat clutched at his wound as he went to his knees, the other was staggered by the round in his lungs, and leaned against the rotting veranda rail for support. Neither of them was in a good way, and neither of them had the presence of mind to shoot, but inevitably one of them would make enough of a racket to alert those inside. I was closer now. My aim better. I put a round in each of their skulls. The first guard went slack, and slumped to the veranda. The other must once have been an extra in a cowboy movie: he pitched headfirst over the rail and executed a pratfall to the earth five feet below. Stunt guys usually get up after such orchestrated falls, but he didn’t.
I moved past the two dead men and circumvented the raised dais. Cushions to soften the seats were a thing of the past, and the dais was now a semicircle of bird-shit-splattered concrete as soulless as the empty stage.
“Rink,” I whispered.
“Go for Rink.”
“You said there were two hostiles inside?”
“Two plus the two guarding the kids.”
Glad I cleared up the momentary misconception. One of the outer guards was just inside the reception area. I couldn’t be sure, but perhaps he heard the thud of his falling mate, because he was craning his neck, eyes rolling white as he peered out through the murky glass of a window.
My supressed gun made a clack!
The guard fell, and one of his elbows crashed against the window he’d been looking though. The glass tinkled. I held my breath as I sought fresh targets. The noise was loud within the building, but was only one of many as the hurricane plucked at the roof and walls and threatened to turn it into kindling.
I crept on, my gun up and out and seeking targets.
A flashlight beam moved lazily between the narrow walls of a corridor ahead. I didn’t get a full-on flash of light, which told me the person holding the torch was playing it in and out of side rooms, and not back my way. Then it went dark.
Creeping on I entered the corridor. I stalled at the threshold, listening. The entire building groaned and creaked; rain drummed on the roof. Faint footfalls sounded, but they were far off, in the back right quarter of the building, barely distinguishable from the dripping of water.
I moved for the rooms at the far end.
As I came within ten feet of the closed door, behind which the hostages were held, I heard weeping. It wasn’t the girl, but Stephan Pilarcik.
Wendy was stronger willed and more strident than her boyfriend, but then it wasn’t her whose fingers had been getting chopped off. She hollered angrily at someone, and in response there was the hard slap of flesh on flesh.
“Don’t you be tryin’ dat wit me,” a man snapped.
“You’re an animal!” Wendy screeched in defiance.
“Dis animal is hungry,” the kidnapper replied in thick patois. “Mebbe I have meself some fresh meat, mon?”
“Keep your hands off me!”
The man laughed, and so did his pal. There was a scuffle of feet, something bumping around. Another slap. Then there was more weeping, this time Wendy’s high-pitched bleating joining the chorus. I’d heard enough.
To Rink I said, “I’m going in.”
“With you, brother.”
I kicked open the door, immediately going in, my SIG leveled.
Snapshot!
Stephan Pilarcik huddled in one corner. Terrified. Hand bandaged with a soiled rag. Weak and bewildered. Of no use to himself, let alone his girlfriend.
Wendy Charteris. On her back, feet windmilling between her and the man trying to pull off her denim shorts.
One man standing bent over her. Skinny. Bald. Pockmarks on his glistening face and speckled across his bare shoulders and chest. One hand ripping at Wendy’s clothing, the other wielding a large machete. The blade was pitted and stained.
Second man. Big, with dreadlocks. Vest and baggy combat trousers. Turning my way, mouth open in shock. Gun coming up.
All these details seen and absorbed in as much time as it took to select my first target.
The man with the gun was the most dangerous.
I double-tapped him in the chest.
When you have innocent hostages to consider you don’t want your bullets to pass directly through the bad guy and hit them. You have to use smaller-caliber rounds. The problem with 9 mm rounds is sometimes they don’t have much stopping power. The big guy was fucked up, and would die without medical intervention, but the rounds didn’t put him immediately on his ass. He staggered toward me, mouth writhing in a grimace, tears beading from his eyes, but he continued to bring up his gun. It was a cannon. Magnum rounds. They’d definitely drop me.
Not that I waited around to give him a clear target.
I dodged to the right, grabbing at a rickety old chair and backhanding it toward him, even as his gun thundered and filled the space I’d just deserted with jacketed rounds. I felt the displacement of air as a bullet zipped by an inch from my neck. The stool hit the man’s gun arm, and his next shots went high and wide. It was all I required to brace my footing, adopt a Weaver stance and put a couple more holes in his body. This time he went down hard, his revolver clattering away across the floorboards.
It was only seconds since I entered the room and took note of the people inside, but already the tableau had changed. Stephan had curled up tighter, as frightened of me as he was the other man. Wendy had got her feet under her and had swarmed up, trying to reach her boyfriend, but the final kidnapper had other ideas. Armed with a big knife, he was no threat to me and my gun, so he went for the obvious. He grasped Wendy by her throat, pulled her around and used her as a shield between the two of us.
“Let the girl go.”
“Fuck you, mon, I cut off her head.”
“Do it then,” I said. My face was pinched in fury, my eyes seething. “See where it gets you.”
“You won’t shoot.”
“Try me.”
The kidnapper glanced around seeking a way out. There was a window behind him. Slats covered it. I caught a shiver of movement beyond them. Rink moving in.
“Throw away the knife,” I said. “I’ll let you live.”
“You will shoot me down like a dog,” he said. He was right.
“I’m gonna shoot you if you don’t.”
“Won’ matter if I cut up dis bitch, den!”
He wasn’t making an idle threat. But he was bluffing about cutting Wendy. He hurled her toward me, and for a brief second or two the girl’s body was between the two of us. I half expected him to crash through the window and into Rink’s arms. He didn’t. He came after Wendy, machete raised to chop at my head over her shoulder.
Stephan cried out, thinking his girl was about to be beheaded.
I grabbed Wendy, pulled her away, out of the way of the hacking blade. It whistled toward my skull. With my other hand I brought up my Sig. Not to shoot: there were no guarantees it would be enough to save my skull being cleaved in two. I used the top edge of my gun as a shield to check the blade.
A machete swung downward carries more force than a handgun swung up, and in a shower of sparks my SIG was battered aside. Yet I’d angled the gun so that the blade careened off it at an angle and it missed taking off the side of my skull by inches.
Wendy scrambled to get away on her hands and knees. She was still entangled between our legs as the kidnapper fell up against me, his arm rising for another chop. I clasped his wrist. His left hand went for my gun hand, wrestling for control of the SIG. For such a skinny guy he was strong, but that would have been the adrenaline flooding through him. I twisted the SIG around, fired point-blank at his gut. Fucking thing jammed. But not surprisingly, considering it had just taken the full brunt of the machete blade striking it. I’ve seen guys cut their way through cinder-block walls with those things. The gun an encumbrance now, I dropped it, freeing up both hands.
The man snarled something at me. I’d no idea what, but I felt hot spittle spray my face. We jostled, our fight taking us sideways. We caught up with Wendy.
Tangled in Wendy’s legs, I fell backward. I held on to the kidnapper, and he didn’t relinquish his hold on my wrist. Controlling my fall, I sat sharply and wedged both my heels against his shins, my toes outward, then rolled back. It was a technique I’d learned years before in a jujitsu class, not something you’d see in a competition environment because it would fail against a savvy opponent. But this man wasn’t used to this type of combat and was caught out as I levered up with both feet and spun him in a somersault over my head. Neither did he know the art of breaking a fall. Rather than roll out of it he went flat on his back, the wind knocked from him as he slammed the floorboards hard. I did continue to roll. Going over one shoulder and onto one knee. I powered up. Kicked at him. I had to skip backward as he swept the machete around to chop at my ankles. The kidnapper came up, the blade between us.
He looked from me to Wendy. His eyes stood out sharply against the darkness, and I could see he intended killing everyone he could that night.
I lunged for him.
He made a bark of victory as he swung at the girl.
Thankfully I got a hand to his right wrist and I shoved the blade aside. It skimmed Wendy near her hip, but she’d live. She went down, crying out, and Stephan finally came out of his terror long enough for me to shout at him.
“Get her out of here!”
I could spare neither of them any further notice. Machete-man backhanded the blade at me, and I had to twist away violently, almost rupturing the intercostal muscles between my ribs in my desperation. The kidnapper swung at my gut now, and I sucked in for all my worth, bending over the scything blade.
He missed me. I didn’t miss him.
I powered a palm heel into his chin, and he staggered, eyelids dancing as he fought unconsciousness. I followed, closing the gap, even as I heard the crashing of breaking window slats and guessed Rink was entering the fray. Behind me I heard harsh commands, and had an impression of Wendy being physically hauled out of harm’s way. Wind carried raindrops into the room. I was so energized by battle I’d bet the drops sizzled on my exposed skin. I went after the kidnapper. He’d made some space, and blinking through the disorientation, took swipes at me with his blade. Having no luck, he threw caution to the wind and came in with his favored hacking blow at my head and shoulders.
I was ready for him this time, and unencumbered by a girl between my feet. As the machete swept down, I stepped inside its arch and head-butted the man in the face. His nose flattened, blood spraying out over me. He clutched at me with his free hand, getting a grip on the cloth at my right shoulder, while I jammed his weapon hand under my left elbow. I nutted him again. Then I twisted, using the pivoting action to wrench him around and power him at the wall nearest the doorpost. As he was slammed against the wall, I disengaged quickly, stripping the machete from his hand but relinquishing half of my shirt, which he clung to for grim death. It wasn’t a fair trade for him. So I gave it him back.
Wedging my left forearm in his throat, I drove him tightly to the door frame, allowing him no room for escape and leaving him wide open for the blade as I forced the tip in under his ribs. He fought to push me away, but I thought of the boy’s bandaged hand, and gritted my teeth. I leaned my weight in, shoving the blade deep into his body.
A flashlight beam played over us.
Distantly I recalled there was still one man unaccounted for.
But I was too busy contending with my opponent to worry about him now. The kidnapper still refused to die. He clawed for my eyes with both hands. I squeezed my eyelids shut, pulled out the machete then instantly drove it in again. Then again. The fingers fell away from my face. I wasn’t content that he was fully dead. I rammed the machete in a fourth time and felt it slide with little resistance through his body until it drove into the wall with a dull thud. I gave it an extra bit of pressure and left the man hanging on the blade like a display in a psycho killer’s trophy room.
Stepping away, gasping for breath, I stood there for a moment. Gravity and the weight of the man’s upper body did their combined work. The blade sagged, was pulled from the wall, and the kidnapper splayed on the floor before me. I felt no satisfaction at his death. I was only relieved that his machete had completed its final work, and this time it wasn’t on a boy’s fingers.
Thinking of Stephan, I turned and saw Rink pull him from the broken window. Rink looked at me, and his head jerked in warning.
Again light played over me.
Swinging around I saw the fourth man standing in the doorway. He was looking not at me, but at his dead buddies. But then he brought up the flashlight again and it settled on my upper body.
He cursed, and I braced to take a bullet.
Yet the man spun on his heel and took off down the corridor, calling out in fright.
He was no Usain Bolt.
I could have caught up to him. But two things halted me: for one he was running away and no threat. The other was Rink’s command.
“Let’s get these kids outta here.”
* * *
In recollection, it had to have been the guy with the flashlight who’d got a good look at my tattoo. From the way in which he’d fled the scene, crying out for assistance that would never come, I didn’t think for a second that he was the man now pressing Jolie for my whereabouts. A more likely scenario was that when the remainder of the gang had heard about what had gone down at the abandoned holiday complex, they’d got the description from their final man on the ground. We never identified the men in Miami, but because that was where the money drops had gone down, it was apparent to me that they were the key players. The thugs on the island were simply that. Men who didn’t shy away from chopping off the fingers of rich young American kids, or burying at sea the boat’s crew snatched alongside them. The Miami connection were the brains of the outfit, and better placed to discover who was responsible for snatching their prizes away from them.
Although few people were aware of my tattoo, or what it signified, it wasn’t exactly a secret either. Recently I’d even seen a photograph of the tattoo design on the Internet, and wondered which of my old Arrowsake colleagues had been stupid enough to post it. It was only after I realigned the image that I understood the pic had been taken while its wearer was horizontal, lying dead on a morgue slab. The number of my old pals out there was dwindling. I was yet to find out which of them was the latest to die, because other than with Rink, I’d no connection to any of the other operatives I once hunted terrorists alongside.
I wondered if whoever was hunting me had used the tattoo to track me, but that wasn’t likely. A more probable scenario was that they had used their connections in the criminal underworld, or even the law-enforcement community, to sniff me out. Unfortunately I’d enemies in both camps. Yet the most obvious way in which they would have traced me here to Tampa, and to Rington Investigations, was through Charles White, the private investigator from Miami who’d played at mediator between the Jamaicans and the Pilarcik family. As far as I could tell, Charlie White was a good man: I doubt he’d have given me up willingly.
As I strode back to the office, clutching my waxed cup of Blue Mountain coffee, I called him on my cell.
“Charles White Private Investigations,” said a voice.
It wasn’t Charles. This voice was feminine. It sounded slightly wary.
“Who am I speaking with?” I inquired.
I didn’t get a straight answer. “If you wish to speak to Mr. White, I’m afraid he’s out of the office at this time.”
“Can you tell me when you expect him back?”
There was a hitch in the voice, a second or so of a pause that confirmed my fears. When she came back on, the woman went through the motions robotically. “I’m sorry, but I can’t be precise. If you’d like to give me your name and number I’ll have him contact you on his return.”
“How long has he been gone?”
“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t divulge that kind of information.”
She sounded worried, and rightly so.
I considered asking White’s assistant outright if he was missing, and if she had any idea about what had happened to him. But I didn’t. The Jamaicans had moved on from Miami. They were here in Tampa. As for Charles White, there was a likelihood that he was currently feeding the fish out in Miami Sound.
Instead, I said, “It’s okay. I’ll call another time.”
My assumptions were speculative at best. Maybe Charles was the type to disappear for days at a time, but I couldn’t ignore the coincidence. I had that prickling sense that had alerted me to danger in the past and I wasn’t about to write it off now. The Jamaicans would have easily learned Charles’s identity. Poke him with a machete enough times and he’d give up the names and descriptions of those he’d sent to conduct the rendition of their hostages. Perhaps the Rasta man at Jolie’s had thought my tattoo was more indicative of my identity than my name, and had described it to make sure he was closing in on the correct person.
I’d purposefully left my Audi parked across the street from Jolie’s. The Jamaicans weren’t there, but since they’d already mentioned they’d visited Rink’s office and found it deserted, I decided I’d leave things looking the same way. Possibly they had someone watching Rington Investigations and they’d report if my vehicle turned up.
I went left at the next intersection. Still two blocks up from the office. Mid-way along the next block was a service alley and I headed along it. Coming to the next cross street I paused, conducting countersurveillance measures instilled in me during all those years of active service. I didn’t spot a shadow. I headed for the next service alley, but once out of sight I halted, waiting to see if anyone nosey enough would poke their head around the corner. While I waited I sipped on my coffee. It had grown tepid. I binned the cup in a Dumpster. Nobody showed up.
Happy that I’d gone unobserved I headed down the alley to where a roller shutter concealed the back entrance to Rink’s building. I had a key to the lock and I let myself in the back door. There’s a room at the rear that occasionally doubled as a bedroom. No one sleeps there anymore. A bullet hole in the door frame to the outer-office area had been left as a vivid reminder of what happens when you lower your guard. Alongside the bedroom is a short corridor, where there’s a small bathroom with a sink and a john, a small file room filled with rows of gray cabinets. Next to that is a closet. It holds mops, buckets, cleaning products. It also holds an armory locker. I also held the key to its lock.
From the locker I took out my personal SIG Sauer P226. Unlike the SIG dumped in the Caribbean Sea as Velasquez steered us away from the kidnappers’ den, this one was in full working order. I checked the workings anyway — habit — and slapped in a full mag of 9 by19 mm Parabellums. Racking the slide, I put a round in the breech. Then, dropping the decocking lever, I lowered the hammer, making the weapon “drop safe.” All it would take to fire the gun now was slight pressure on the trigger, but I wouldn’t put my finger on the trigger until a viable target was in front of me. Cops and most military operatives would go postal on me for carrying around a hot weapon, but fuck them. I’d found the difference in a draw down was counted in milliseconds and any advantage outweighed the cons of an accidental discharge. Frankly, I’d never shot myself in the foot. My SIG went into my waistband at the back.
These Jamaican mobsters, they liked their big knives. Well, they were no exception. I took from the armory two cutting weapons. One a military issue KA-BAR, the other an illegal push dagger that I slipped down inside my boot along my left ankle. I felt good to go. But there was something I had to do first.
Using my cell, I asked first Velasquez, then McTeer to stay clear of the office until I gave them the all clear. Both men offered me their services, but I told them to enjoy their downtime. Rink wasn’t due back from his mom’s place for a few days, so I didn’t trouble the big guy. I knew if I called him, he’d be on the next plane out of San Francisco however forcefully I told him not to.
Despite the heat, I pulled on a lightweight bomber jacket and ball cap, then locked up the office, going out the back way once more. I retraced my steps along the service alley to the first cross street and then decided that if I was going to draw out the Jamaicans, then now was as good a time as any. I headed for the main strip and turned for Jolie’s café, still two blocks up on the right.
Before making it as far as Jolie’s, I crossed the street, jaywalking on a red light. A block ahead of me my Audi A8 waited. So did a tall black man. He was coal dark, bald headed: not the guy who’d spoken with Jolie about me. He was sitting on the hood of my car, arms crossed on his chest, sinewy muscles glistening under the sun. He wasn’t looking my way but across at the café.
I picked up my pace, but not enough to draw the baldy’s attention, slipping into step with other pedestrians on the street. I kept my head down and facing forward, the peak of the cap casting a shadow on my face, but scanned to the right. As I neared my car I got a clear look across the street to where the outdoor tables were grouped on the sidewalk. I instantly recognized Jolie, who was standing talking with another black man. This one had café-au-lait skin and Bob Marley hair.
Seems I wasn’t the only one with a raised alert level, because it was as if he sensed my scrutiny and turned to gaze at me. Even from across the street I could see he had intense jade-green eyes. Jolie also spotted me; she tried to distract the Jamaican, but he brushed her off with a flippant wave of his hand. Seeing the intensity in his friend, the guy perched on my Audi turned to follow his gaze. By then I’d put my right hand in my jacket pocket, and I pushed out with my index finger. He saw the positioning of my jacket and assumed that I’d a weapon pointed at him. Oldest, cheesiest trick in the book, but it still gets some people worried.
The baldy slid off the hood of my car, unfolding his arms. He set his weight on his back foot. By now I was ten feet away, and as far as he could tell within point-blank range.
“Tandeh, mon,” he said, holding out a hand.
I hadn’t a clue what he said, but judging by his gesture he meant, “Stay there,” or, “Wait.”
“Move away from my car,” I said.
“Ease up. Everything’s irei, mon,” he said.
“No, everything isn’t all right,” I said. I looked for his friend and saw the other man approaching from across the street. Like his pal he was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. No unusual shapes under the clothing, which meant they were unarmed. I turned so that I was at an angle, able to watch both men at the same time. In the background Jolie was watching, a hand fisted at her throat. I gave her a subtle headshake, encouraged her to go back inside her café. Jolie backed away but continued to watch from the shadows of her doorway. Brave woman, I thought. Most people would have buried their heads in the sand, but Jolie looked the type who’d come to my rescue with only her fingernails for weapons. But then, I was a good customer.
The dreadlocked guy came to a halt, standing on the roadway. The curb was high, but he still met me eye for eye. He was tall. He was also young and fit, his muscles equally as defined as his buddies.
“You’ve been asking about me,” I said. “What do you want?”
“I think you know that already,” said Dreadlocks. His English was clearer than his friend’s, and I wondered if he’d spent some time across the Atlantic. That, or — judging by his lighter skin coloration — one of his parents was a British Caucasian.
I considered his words.
“You looking for revenge?”
It was the bald man who answered. He laughed harshly. “Hector. Im run de Jamdung Rude Bwoy bizness. Im nuttin, mon.”
I caught half of the words, but got the drift. Hector ran the business in Jamaica, but he was nothing.”
“Hector was a piece of shit,” I agreed. It was pointless disputing who I was or what I’d done: they knew. “He chopped the fingers off a boy, and was about to rape a girl.”
“Ha! Im be tinking im mantell. Im kyaan lock im hose off.”
“I have no idea of what you just said.”
Dreadlocks explained. “Hector always thought he was the man. He couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.”
“So you have a pretty low opinion of him. You didn’t come looking for me for revenge then?”
“Not on Hector’s behalf.” Dreadlocks moved off the road, stepping up alongside his pal. “But you cost us a big payday. We can’t allow that to happen again.”
“That right?”
“That’s right. We can’t have you ruining any of our future schemes.” Dreadlocks flicked a lazy hand toward Jolie’s café, and made another languid gesture in the general direction of Rington Investigations. “Some people might get hurt.”
“Your beef’s with me, no one else.”
“You strike me as the type who cares more about others than he does about himself.”
“Enough to fight to the death for them,” I assured him.
The baldy laughed at my front. “Naa mek im vex, mon,” He said, with a look of pride for his friend. “Mi naa jesta, im tak your head.”
“You’re forgetting I’m the one with the gun,” I said. “What’s to stop me taking off both your heads?”
Dreadlocks hooked his thumbs in his waistband. Nonchalant. “If you have a gun it’s not in that pocket.”
I took out my hand, my finger pointing at his gut. I gave him a lazy smile. “As if I’m going to shoot you with all of these witnesses watching. Where do you want to do this?”
“You choose,” said Dreadlocks.
“Where are your wheels?”
Dreadlocks jerked his head, indicating a blue Ford parked behind my Audi.
“Get in your car,” I told him. “Go back to Miami and forget all about me. Or follow me. Your choice.”
“Only one choice for me,” he said. Then, with a grin for his pal, he slipped into patois, adding, “Mi muss a go kill mi dead.”
* * *
Between Downtown and the Channel District off Meridian Avenue is a space dominated by railway tracks and sidings. Many freight companies have warehouses in the area, as well as there being a number of factories and mills. Near to one such mill, along a street where the trucks had long ago torn up the asphalt to display ancient cobbles beneath, was a deserted industrial unit. It had stood empty for a couple of years, a victim of the economic downturn. I only knew about the place having tracked a thief to the unit a few months earlier, and discovered his stash of stolen goods. The thief got off with a stern warning — and a lump on his head — and his wares were liberated and returned to their respective owners. I’d tagged the building’s location, never expecting that it would serve the purpose I had in mind for it now.
I pulled into the weed-choked parking lot, followed closely by the two Jamaicans in their Ford. While they sat in their car watching me, I went to the chain-link fence, pulled shut the gates and locked them with a padlock I’d fished from the glove compartment of my Audi. For all I knew, the café-au-lait dude wasn’t as honorable as he made out, and had called in backup on the drive over. I didn’t want to find myself surrounded by his pals without some kind of warning. Neither the fence or the padlocked gate would keep them out for long, but it would give me a half-minute breathing space while they were negotiated.
The two men got out of the Ford as I walked across the lot.
“We didn’t set terms,” said Dreadlocks.
I halted, stared him down.
“The terms are simple. We sort this between us. I win, that’s it. You win, that’s it. No more trouble between your friends or mine.”
“Where’s the profit in it for me?”
“You win, you get to live,” I said. “But that’s it. There’ll be no more talk of lost profits.”
“What’s to stop me killing you, then taking up where I left off?”
“Me.”
“You sound very sure of yourself.”
“Yet you don’t seem too worried.”
“I’m not.”
For the first time the baldy chipped in. He laughed at my expense, while nodding grandiosely at his pal. “Im dandimite, mon. Im put Obeah pon ya. Im vank you, mon.”
“Yeah, right,” I said, having no clear idea what he’d said.
“Im be Jancro,” the baldy went on. “Im kyaan be killed.”
At mention of Jancro the dreadlocked guy squinted at his friend. He wasn’t happy with the term. I wondered what it meant.
“Jancro?” I gave him a lazy smile.
“John Crow,” Dreadlocks translated. “An expression of hatred. Also the name given to a mythological albino vulture.”
“A nickname I guess you’re not too happy with?”
He shrugged. “It serves a purpose.”
I indicated the industrial unit. “Let’s do this inside. It’s too hot to be out in the sun.”
Dreadlocks returned my lazy smile. “You have friends waiting for us inside?”
“Just me an’ you, buddy.”
“What about him?” He indicated his friend.
“He can watch. We’ll need someone to take word of our agreement back to your bosses in Miami.”
“My bosses? Don’t you know who I am?”
“Didn’t take you for the top honcho,” I admitted.
“Why not? Because I don’t look like a full-blood Rasta man? That my Rastafarian bruddas wouldn’t accept me, a white nyega?” He straightened his shoulders. “They call me John Crow, but I’m Nyabinghi. I’m more than the hired muscle you assumed, eh?”
Nyabinghi. I’d heard the term before. It was something to do with the Rastafarian movement of black supremacy.
“I wasn’t counting on it,” I said. “You seemed like a man with some clout behind you. Plus a man whose word I could trust. But, yeah, I did believe that you had come after me on someone else’s orders.”
“You think I’m unlike the Rude Bwoys you killed in Jamdown?”
“They were punks,” I said. “We’ll find out if you’re any different in a minute or two.”
He took no offense. In fact he laughed. “I like you, Babylon.”
“Won’t stop me killing you.”
“Or me from killing you,” he said.
“Let’s do it then.”
* * *
It was apparent soon enough why John Crow came after me and it had little to do with any monetary loss he’d suffered from losing his hostages.
He was a man who had to show his strength and ferocity in order that he held those under him in control. His lighter skin marked him out as a white nyega— his words not mine — and he’d possibly suffered some of the inherent racism found in the Rastafarian movement on his rise to the top. His nickname, an expression of hatred, confirmed that point. Possibly he felt that he had to lead by example, and in doing so he had to be more brutal than men who were happy chopping off the fingers of rich white kids. He had to show he wasn’t a man to be crossed, not if he intended holding on to the respect he’d earned.
But as potentially dangerous as he was, he also proved honorable in a way many other criminals weren’t.
He told his baldy friend to stand by and do nothing but watch. He said that if I beat him in fair combat then our beef was done with. Or at least that’s what I translated from the patois that flew between them.
The baldy wasn’t happy, but fuck him. He was about as trustworthy as Hector Wallace, who I’d pinned to a door frame with a machete weeks earlier. He looked as if he wouldn’t be content until the same had happened to me, and given the opportunity he’d try to stick me with a blade the second my back was turned. To show him the folly of such an idea, I pulled out my SIG from my waistband and laid it on an upturned oil drum across the room from him. He noted the gun, but he also seemed more concerned with the long finger that John Crow wagged at him. Earlier I’d heard him use the term Obeah. It was something that I knew translated as a curse — the magic kind — and it seemed he believed his own boast that John Crow was some kind of wizard or voodoo man.
He stood down, slouching against the wall nearest the door we’d come in. He folded his lean arms across his chest, and I could see them twitching as if they longed to wield a machete instead of lying idle.
John Crow came forward, pulling off his shirt.
He was tall and slim, but his frame was built from tight bands of lean muscle. On his chest were three livid scars. It looked as if the talons of some large bird had clawed him. They’d healed, but the scar tissue was red against his mocha skin. From the angle of the cuts, they could have been self-inflicted: perhaps they had something to do with his Obeah beliefs, or with his nickname, or even some kind of atonement punishment, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t ask. John Crow shook out his shoulders.
I didn’t bother with any fancy stuff, no loosening up exercises. But I did pull off my shirt.
John Crow checked out my tattoo.
“Exactly as described to me,” he said.
“Your man down in Jamaica must have an eidetic memory.”
John Crow frowned.
“See, he only briefly illuminated me with his flashlight, and even then he was already beginning to run away.”
“The man who described your tattoo to me didn’t run away,” John Crow said.
I didn’t think so. But now Crow had confirmed a suspicion I’d had since earlier. I shelved the thought for later. First I’d a task to complete, and if I lived through it, then it would be time to end things fully.
The abandoned building was little more than an open space with four walls and a flat roof, and bare linoleum on the ground. At one end a false wall had formed a small office space and adjoining bathroom, but the wall had been torn down at one time. The office furniture had been stolen, as had the john. A small porcelain sink hung at an angle, but the copper piping and taps had been stripped from it for their scrap value. The windows had been boarded over, but there was enough light streaming through cracked skylights to fight by.
I walked to the center of the room, and John Crow also came forward. I kept my back toward where I’d left my gun.
Crow rocked from side to side, loosening the muscles at his hips.
I stood, nonchalant.
“Ready?”
I nodded and settled my weight on my back foot.
Crow began a dance to a rhythm inside his head.
There’s a form of dance popular in Brazil called capoeira. To an uneducated eye its execution looks similar to the moves employed by hip-hop break-dancers, very athletic and acrobatic. But as was the case with many folk dances, it disguised a deadly purpose behind the more flamboyant flourishes and somersaults. Back in the bad old days, capoeira was a way for African slaves to continue practicing their martial arts right under the noses of their overseers, and many an unwary whip-wielding slave master had discovered the true meaning of the dance at their peril.
Crow moved constantly, his feet changing position in a triangular pattern as he performed the ginga, a ploy to deceive a combatant while he set up his next moves.
I waited.
Crow tested my defenses with a front push kick.
I merely adjusted my stance, swaying away from his uncommitted attack.
Crow smiled.
His follow-up was delivered with more intent.
He bent from his ginga, placed his right hand on the ground and pivoted on it, his back heel coming around scythe-like at my head.
I bobbed beneath his attack and his leg sailed over me. But his first kick was a feint, and he pivoted again, and the same leg swung at a lower arc, coming for my ducked head.
I’d a few unarmed combat tricks up my own sleeve. I didn’t try to leap back to avoid the kick. I stepped in and rammed the tip of my left elbow into the meat of his thigh, aiming for a cluster of nerve endings.
Crow grunted at the pain flaring through him. But he was as tough as his toned body suggested. He went onto both palms, doing a handstand, and both his heels jabbed at my face in quick succession. I had to disengage to save myself the crushing blows. Crow came back to his feet, grinning, segueing back to the ginga seamlessly despite the agony in his right leg.
Capoeiristas aren’t known for their skill with their hands. Generally, men practiced the style with their wrists bound, hence the proliferation of kicks and somersaults while supported on the palms, but it appeared that John Crow had added to his repertoire. He swept in with another front kick, but immediately followed it with a left jab and right cross taken from western boxing. His left missed but the right sent sparks through my skull as it connected with my forehead. If he’d struck a little lower I’d have been in a worse situation. As it was, my mind went black for a split second, but I counterpunched by instinct and my knuckles drove into his sternum.
Crow fell back, but the move was contrived. His rear leg absorbed the drop, bending at the knee and supporting him like a dwarf flamingo as his opposite foot shot out and got me good in the nuts. Gagging on the nausea that spilled into my guts, I took two hurried steps back, and lucky that I did. Crow placed both palms on the ground and did some sort of move akin to a gymnast on a pommel horse. His foot swept around and aimed to hook my ankle. I hopped ungainly over the top of it and staggered away, even as Crow sprung forward, stood on his hands and cartwheeled both heels at my skull. I felt the wind displacement of the first kick. Then his second heel thudded painfully into my left shoulder, and my arm went numb.
It was pointless wasting any breath on a curse. I moved laterally. Crow came after me, a literal whirling dervish. His baldy pal egged him on, chanting in rhythm to the ginga, aiding the Albino Vulture’s dance.
Okay, I told myself. Time to show them I didn’t have two left feet either.
I took a half step forward, immediately switched stance and shot out a kick at Crow’s forward leg. He took the bait, drawing his leg away and turning into a back kick. But that’s what I expected. I half stepped again, and shot the same foot in for a jab at his previously injured thigh. Crow caught the move by instinct and began to twist aside, to protect both his leg and to set up his next attack, but my two half steps added up to me closing the distance without his knowledge. I was now within the arc of his kicks and his arms were out of range to either block or counterpunch. I struck two fast blows, the first to his left kidney, the next to the back of his skull. His spongy dreadlocks absorbed some of the punch to his head, but not all. He staggered, and spittle sprayed the air as he shouted in pain. I fisted my left hand in his mane of hair, whipping his head around and into the knee I powered into his face.
Crow spat out blood.
He was one tough bastard.
He went to his hands, his heels windmilling toward my face.
All well and good but for the fact that I’d retained a hold on his dreadlocks.
I yanked his hair, pulled him bodily off his palms and spun him onto his back on the floor. Immediately I dropped a knee into his gut, pinning him down, while I rammed my fist into his face. I felt his left cheekbone compress under the onslaught. His jade-green eyes dimmed. I pounded him once more, this time aiming to crush his nose, and succeeded. He wasn’t such a handsome boy now. But neither was he finished. He spun on his shoulders, his knees coming up to butt me away. But he was in my fighting zone now and no way was I going to let him find his own range again. I went with his spin, kept my hand in his hair and knee in place and hooked my spare elbow around one questing hand that went after my eyes. Rolling back I caught him in an armlock that hyper-extended his elbow to the breaking point. I gave it that extra ounce of pressure and heard the tendons popping. Neither did I release his hair. His status symbol now became his undoing, as my hold on the dreadlocks meant he couldn’t find room to move his head and adjust any of the space between us to alleviate the agony on his elbow joint.
I yanked down on his captured hand.
His elbow broke.
Let him try any of those fancy handstands now.
He let out a howl and I kicked him away from me.
He came to his knees, bent away from me as he painfully lifted his snapped arm to his chest. He was vulnerable and I wasn’t about to waste the moment. I shuffled after him on my backside and drove the toe of my right boot deep between his legs, giving him a taste of his own medicine. Crow collapsed onto his belly, his frame contracting around the agony in his balls.
Crow’s shout of agony was echoed by one equally as full of fury as his was of pain. I came to my feet, but still at a crouch, my hand feeding into my boot.
Baldy was probably thinking he was doing the right thing for his boss, even though he’d been given implicit orders to the contrary. He came running at me, and from down the side of his jeans he pulled a concealed knife that had gone unnoticed before. It had a short handle but a long blade, and was almost a mini-machete in design. He came at a lope, the knife going up and over his shoulder. He cursed me in patois, his words lost on me.
I came to my full height, which was still a few inches below his six feet plus, but on this occasion my slighter stature was to my benefit. It meant my left arm easily got beneath his descending elbow and held off the downward swing of his knife. At the same time I plunged in and out with the push dagger in my right hand. Unlike a machete, my dagger was designed for such a task, and I found stabbing the baldy an easier task than I had when killing Hector Wallace. The diamond-shaped blade dipped in and out of his guts, and then, as he began to slump in agony, I gave it a new home in the side of his neck.
The baldy fell to the floor, and blood squirted feebly across the stained linoleum as his heart fluttered and stilled.
When I looked for John Crow, he was sitting on his ass, knees drawn up, cradling his busted elbow.
“You killed him,” he said, eyeing his friend with little emotion.
“Do I still have to kill you?” I walked over to where my SIG waited. Picking it up, I held it loosely at my side.
John Crow shook his head slowly. “You beat me fair and square. I’m a man of my word.”
“Then I reiterate my earlier offer. Go back to Miami and forget about me. Forget about kidnap for ransom. Do that and this ends here between us.”
He was Nyabinghi. In his belief system “Respect” held sway.
He nodded once.
* * *
I spoke with Kate, the mother of Stephan Pilarcik, on my cell phone while enjoying a cup of Jolie’s freshly brewed coffee, and she confirmed my suspicions about who had set John Crow on my trail.
Having established the facts, I switched the direction of our conversation and asked after the welfare of her son.
“He’s doing well now. His father arranged for a top specialist to do the surgery, and his hand is on the mend. I dread to think what would have been the outcome if you hadn’t intervened on our behalf, Joe.”
“How’s Wendy doing?”
“She’s a good girl.”
If Wendy hadn’t been alongside him, I doubted that Stephan would have survived his ordeal. On the face of it she was indeed a good girl, and very brave with it. From previous conversations with Wendy I was certain that she wouldn’t talk about what had occurred down in Jamaica. Unlike Stephan Pilarcik, she didn’t have anyone at home to worry about her when she’d gone missing. That was if you discounted her uncle Chuck. I’d always wondered — when the Pilarciks had received warnings not to involve the police — how a two-bit private eye the likes of Charles White had gotten involved in mediating the ransom.
John Crow told me the man who’d described my tattoo had not run away. Well, actually he had.
Charles White had taken the five hundred grand he was supposed to hand over for the safe return of Stephan and his niece, and had pulled in me and the guys on the safe bet that he could gain the best of both worlds by the safe return of the kids. Bastard had gambled with their lives, all of our lives, and if everything had played out the way he’d planned, either John Crow or I would have been dead and that would have been the end of the trail back to him. Kate Pilarcik had just confirmed it to me: Charles had gone to her and her husband claiming to have received a telephone call from a gang holding both their kids. He’d claimed he had experience in dealing as a mediator in similar instances when he’d been with the FBI, and that they should follow instructions to the letter if they ever hoped to get Stephan and Wendy home alive. The son of a bitch had even been the one to report that the kidnappers were demanding further money after the initial ransom demand was paid — even though he had already kept the half million dollars to himself. Bastard was greedy as well as a conniving piece of crap, and probably hoped to screw the Pilarciks for even more loot. When they’d claimed they couldn’t get their hands on any more cash it was likely then he’d hatched the plot to get the kids out, probably through a show of faith so he could lean on them for extras later. That or he knew that, having fed the intel about the kids’ location to the kidnappers, it was only a matter of time until they figured they’d been played by his “get rich” scheme and would come looking for him.
Yeah, he’d set us all up.
After we’d got the kids away from the kidnappers, he’d been the one to feed back my name and description to the Miami arm of the operation, including the details of my tattoo so there was no mistake in identifying me, setting them on my trail so he could make a clean break for it while they were hunting me down. He’d skipped town without even telling his assistant where he was going. And to think we’d both worried that something untoward had happened to him. Charles White had used everyone involved.
John Crow understood that too, I’m sure, and I didn’t fear that he’d seek retribution again. Not from any of us, at any rate. He’d returned to Miami to nurse his busted arm, and to organize his search for Charles White.
I had no regrets over killing the Rude Boys down in Jamaica, or indeed the baldy who’d accompanied Crow, and who now inhabited an unmarked grave in the lot behind the building in which he’d died. However, I regretted that a boy should be maimed, and that his girlfriend should be a witless pawn of her uncle’s scheme, and for that reason I swore that Charles White would be made to pay. That was, if I could discover his whereabouts before the Albino Vulture did.
But that was a job for another day.
I said my good-byes and put away my phone.
I was sitting outside Jolie’s café with the sun on my face, sipping the best brew that money could buy, enjoying both. Jolie was standing with her arms folded as she leaned against her doorway. She had other customers but I could sense her scrutiny on me, and knew that she had guessed what had gone down with the Jamaicans, but I trusted her to be as discreet with her suspicions as when a dangerous man had tried to coax my whereabouts from her.
I was a good customer. I’d be back. She could count on it.
I looked at her, offered her a conspiratorial wink.
She winked back.
Respect.
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