Action: Pulse Pounding Tales Volume 2
Matt Hilton, Ian Graham, James Oliver Hilton, Rod Glenn, Paul D Brazill, Tyson Adams, Alex Shaw, Jochem Vandersteen, Les Morris, Andrew Scorah, James Hopwood, Ian McAdam, Gavin Hunt, Steve Christie, Frank Sonderborg, Richard Godwin, Terrence P. McCauley, Dean Breckenridge, Christopher L. Irvin, By Richard Prosch, Graham Smith, Paul Grzegorzek, Absolutely*Kate, Kevin Michaels, Rhesa Sealy, Iain Purdie, Asher Wismer, Lee Hughes
	Аннотация
	Matt Hilton, Ian Graham, James Oliver Hilton, Rod Glenn, Paul D Brazill, Tyson Adams, Alex Shaw, Jochem Vandersteen, Les Morris, Andrew Scorah, James Hopwood, Ian McAdam, Gavin Hunt, Steve Christie, Frank Sonderborg, Richard Godwin, Terrence P. McCauley, Dean Breckenridge, Christopher L. Irvin, By Richard Prosch, Graham Smith, Paul Grzegorzek, Absolutely*Kate, Kevin Michaels, Rhesa Sealy, Iain Purdie, Asher Wismer, Lee Hughes. Action: Pulse Pounding Tales Volume 2
	INTRODUCTION
	DIRK RAMM: UNSHEATHED By Matt Hilton
	SINS OF OMISSION By Ian Graham	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four


	SEE SAW by James Oliver Hilton
	UNINVITED GUESTS By Rod Glenn
	THE MISSIONARY by Paul D Brazill
	HARD WOOD By Tyson Adams
	BLACK TUESDAY By Alex Shaw
	.50 CONTINGENCY PLAN by Jochem Vandersteen	ONE
	TWO
	THREE
	FOUR
	FIVE
	SIX
	SEVEN
	EIGHT
	NINE
	TEN
	ELEVEN
	TWELVE
	THIRTEEN
	FOURTEEN


	COLD REDEMPTION By Les Morris
	KOKORO By Andrew Scorah
	GET CUTTER! by James Hopwood
	JARDINE RIDES AGAIN By Ian McAdam
	JACK BE NIMBLE By Gavin Hunt
	EXIT WOUND By Steve Christie
	AS HEROES FALL By Frank Sonderborg
	GOOFY BRINGS THE HOUSE DOWN By Richard Godwin
	GRAND CENTRAL: TERMINAL By Terrence P. McCauley
	THE FIXER By Dean Breckenridge
	SOUP SANDWICH By Christopher L. Irvin
	PASNUTA MEANS ARENA OF DEATH! By Richard Prosch
	MUDUDA�S REVENGE By Graham Smith
	97 WAYS TO DIE IN ISTANBUL By Paul Grzegorzek
	IT�S NOIR OR NEVER by Absolutely*Kate
	PUSH By Kevin Michaels
	YOU ONLY DIE ONCE By Rhesa Sealy
	MAN ABOUT TOWN:
	HANOI HEAT By Iain Purdie
	HAMMERTIME by Asher Wismer
	WHEN THE DEVIL CATCHES UP By Lee Hughes
	BONUS TALE. SUITED AND BOOTED by Matt Hilton
	AFTERWORD


Аннотация
30 Action-packed Pulse Pounding Tales!
That's exactly what you get in this collection of action stories from Matt Hilton, Paul D Brazill, Richard Godwin, Rod Glenn and many other established thriller authors, including stories from bestselling ebook authors and exciting up-and-comers.
Think back to the days when heroes were heroes and the action was furious and full-blooded. When often as not, the hero was quite the opposite: an anti-hero � but he needed to be, to bring the kind of violent justice to villains worse than him. When political correctness took a back seat, even as the bullets and karate chops were flying. Basically it was good old harmless fun. It was a case of disengaging your moral compass and getting down with the hero as they took on all comers, and they did it with balletic grace and uncompromising violence. Gratuitous? Mostly. Realistic? Not always. Great fun? You betcha!!!
Then fast forward to the here and now: What if the current action and thriller authors set their minds to bringing back the action genres of old?
Well, that question is answered here, for the second time:
Within these pages you will find hit men, secret agents, vigilantes, private eyes, assassins and professional thieves, savage warriors and one or two others who can�t be easily categorized, all kicking ass and taking names. Some of the tales are delivered with shocking realism, some as lighter entertainment, some on the grittier side, but each and every tale included in Action: Pulse Pounding Tales Volume 2 is sure to get your heart racing.
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INTRODUCTION

During a review of one of my recently published Joe Hunter thrillers a critic said that I was verging on writing pulp fiction. �Hell, yes!� I thought before realising he was actually intending his comment as an insult. Little does he know but I took his snippy aside as a bit of a sideways compliment. I grew up reading pulp fiction, was inspired to write by pulp fiction, and am going to make no apologies for that fact. To me pulp fiction is accessible to all readers, is enjoyable, and is generally fast paced and exciting stuff. What�s wrong with that, I ask you?
It was through my love of pulp fiction, and of the action adventure genre in particular, that I set out to publish Action: Pulse Pounding Tales (Vol 1), and it was apparent from the number of authors who submitted that other writers had an equal love of the genre. The book garnered some great reviews and attracted readers from all over the globe. It gladdened my heart to find that some of those readers were asking for a second edition, and to appease them, here we have it, Volume 2.
This second volume of pulse-pounding action tales features short stories from both new and established authors, some you will know and some you won�t; but isn�t that the joy of reading a collection like this? You get to enjoy some excellent tales while also discovering new authors to follow who you might not otherwise have come across. Do check out their other works, you won�t be disappointed.
Because of the mix of writers, each with their own unique voice, I�ve tried to stay true to the spirit of their writing by wielding the editing pencil only very minimally. You will find tales represented here with British English or with US English, with double or single attributions, some with a noir bent, or leaning more towards �dodgy geezer� talk. If there�s enough demand, I�ll think of adding a glossary of slang terms for those who struggle with the lingo�actually, I�m joking. I can almost guarantee that you�ll learn a new repertoire of words just by reading this collection. But your real reason for reading it should be for pure unadulterated enjoyment: I�m sure you�ve come to the right place.
Here we have hit men, secret agents, vigilantes, private eyes, assassins and professional thieves, savage warriors and one or two others who can�t be easily categorized, all kicking ass and taking names. It�s fast, it�s furious, it�s�yep, pulpy!
But that�s no bad thing. In fact, to get those pulses racing it�s just what the doctor ordered.
Now, all I�ve got to add is�
�Kick back and enjoy the ride!

Matt Hilton
Author of the Joe Hunter thrillers
2013

DIRK RAMM: UNSHEATHED By Matt Hilton

Now�
Dirk Ramm feared no man.
At six feet two inches, with not an ounce of lazy fat on his lean muscled frame, he knew how to fight. He held black belts in the better-known Japanese combat arts of Ju-Jitsu, Karate and Aikido. On top of that he was an exponent of lesser-known but equally deadly styles like Savate, Krav Maga and the secretive bone breaking arts of Ninpo Koppojutsu and Hawaiian Kuialua. Plus, he was happy in a blood-and-snot-barroom-brawl if it came to it. He could fight for fun, and had proven himself during a long career with the CIA, and then later during his one-man campaign to bring down the Red Mafia. Put him up against any man, armed or unarmed it didn�t matter, and he�d at least give out as much punishment as he received.
Attack dogs were a different story entirely.
These dogs didn�t care about black belts or any title other than master.
They answered to different rules of combat than men, were unpredictable in their attack, but totally predictable in their intent. Unlike the inherent weakness of most men, who preferred that they survive an encounter, attack dogs were driven by one savage predisposition: kill or be killed. Instinct bade them tear out the throat of anything their master sicked them on.
Three slavering beasts were on his trail as he ran, coming like silent spectres through the fog. Trained to stay quiet, so that their attack came with shock and awe, none of the trio elicited as much as a yip of excitement or even a deep throated growl. If not for the tackety tack of their claws on the hard packed dirt the first Ramm would have known of them was when one of the huge Doberman�s barreled out of the mist and clamped its jaws around his throat.
He couldn�t outrun the beasts.
He couldn�t fight them in the open. While one went for his throat, the others would hamstring him, maybe core out his groin, and bring him down. He searched for a wall to put his back against, but in the cloying mist could spot no refuge. He cursed himself for foregoing his combat suit on this mission. Formed of super tensile silk, a layer of nano-gel inserts beneath, it made him largely infallible to bullets or knives. Jokingly referred to as his Sheath of Steel, his experimental Israeli nanocomposite anti-ballistic/stab suit would have saved him from the ripping teeth of the dogs. But this mission had called for a mode of apparel unlikely to conceal his suit, and he�d regretfully left it behind.
Quit worrying over spilt milk! Better he concern himself with his unspilled blood and kept things that way.
Ramm continued running.
The dogs were barely exerting any energy as they kept pace. Any second now and they�d hit the afterburners and they would catch him. They were disciplined fiends, though, and were waiting for the precise moment to launch their three-pronged attack.
Through the fog shapes began to materialise: a farmhouse, a barn, a couple of smaller sheds. Ramm had no intention of placing any innocent at risk of the dogs, so angled away from the house, sprinting now for the barn. He hoped that it had doors that he could throw shut, but also that the wished for doors weren�t locked. As soon as he dug in for an extra spurt of speed the dogs came as fleet and as deadly as arrows. And, with the extra push came their first sounds of anticipation. The lead dog made a huffing noise deep in its chest, and Ramm knew that the beast was going to lead the charge.
A knife would have been handy, a gun more so. But Ramm had neither. Like his NAS suit, he�d had to leave behind his weapons when infiltrating The Bishop�s compound. Suit or small arms would have picked him out as an interloper and though he�d have brought blazing fury among The Bishop�s flock, it would have done nothing for saving Shelly Cannon who�d been secreted deep within the tunnels beneath the compound. His only weapons here were his bare hands and his willingness to fight to the death. Partly he didn�t regret the coming battle. Maybe he�d grown complacent of late; that he�d grown to rely too much on his technologically advanced suit and weaponry, and going tooth and claw against these dogs in primal combat would just be the test he required.
Two nights ago�
Ramm stepped out of the shower, wrapping a towel around his hips. Behind him, dripping with sweat from their exertions, as much as the water from the showerhead, Bitsy Horton reached after him, to draw him back into her embrace. Her scarlet nails dragged down the tight muscles of his back and hooked into the towel. She wouldn�t let him leave.
Ramm glanced back at the heaving breasts of Bitsy, saw a spot he�d not yet covered in soap, or by his lips, and thought twice about answering the urgent ringing of his doorbell. But then, for what he had in mind he�d need all of his strength.
�I�d best get that,� he said. �It�s probably the pizza guy.�
�We can eat later,� Bitsy pouted. �That�s if you�re still hungry.�
With an appraising eye cast over her voluptuous curves, Ramm winked at her. He nodded at the shower stall. �This is simply the entre.� He gestured at the large bed in the adjoining room. �That there�s for afters. But for the main course we have a couple of Joey�s special twelve inchers. We�ll both be thankful of the extra nourishment.�
Bitsy�s eyes flashed with lurid delight, and her voice was breathy. �I�m sure I just had a twelve inch as my entre, I�m not sure I could take any more.�
Ramm grunted out a laugh. �Thanks for the compliment, but you exaggerate surely?�
�And there was me thinking that wasn�t a loofa you kept running up and down my back.�
Bitsy retreated beneath the warm water, pulling too the glass door. Ramm listened to the doorbell, but didn�t rush to answer it. Through the misted glass he watched Bitsy lather up, and was glad that he�d ordered the Joey Special, with all the trimmings on top. Bitsy was voracious, but Ramm was all for sating her appetite.
The bell continued its incessant ringing. Joey had a fifteen minutes promise: if his pizza arrived late, the customer didn�t pay. Whoever had delivered the takeout food wasn�t prepared to go back to the shop empty-handed.
�OK, I�m coming. Give me a second, will ya?� Ramm didn�t head directly for his apartment door. He went to the closet in the corner of his bedroom and pulled open the doors. Hanging among his suits and shirts was a shoulder holster, in it a matte black pistol. As he walked through the living room for the door he spun the chamber making an unnecessary visual check that the gun was fully loaded. He picked up his wallet from the coffee table. There was a spy hole in his door, but Ramm didn�t place his eye to it. Too many people had fallen foul of the old �shoot through the spyhole when it grows dark� ploy. Ramm never used the spy hole. It was there to draw in the unwary assassin, while he viewed them through the hidden fisheye lens of the CCTV camera hidden lower down the doorframe in an artistically designed, but wholly natural-looking knot in the wood. He checked out the small monitor on the wall next to the door.
Outside stood Old Gampie, the regular delivery guy from Joey�s place. He was holding two boxes flat on both his palms. He wasn�t the one pressing the doorbell. Two large men stood close enough behind him for the steam from the pizzas to mist their shades. One of them leaned past Old Gampie, keeping steady pressure on the doorbell. Ramm frowned.
He pushed the gun down the back of his towel, then rattled the door chain. The two guys in shades stepped aside, so that Ramm would see only the delivery guy on opening the door. Both of them took out guns he was unhappy to note, so it stood to reason they were up to no good.
Regardless, Ramm opened the door.
Gampie was no more Italian than Ramm was. He was an African American, an old school tough guy from Harlem back in the day. Nowadays his Afro was cropped short and white as snow, his flared jeans, silk shirts and platform shoes replaced with a red cotton jacket, with JOEY�S stitched on the breast pocket, khaki trousers and pumps. One time, Ramm had seen the old guy�s shirt fall open and he�d seen the faded clenched fist tattoo on his pigeon chest. Back in the seventies Gampie was into Black Power, but now he was as faded as his tattoo, and barely had the power to lift more than a couple of twelve inch pizzas at once. Ramm liked the old fella and was pissed that he�d been caught in the middle of Ramm�s troubles.
The old man didn�t speak. He rolled his rheumy eyes right and left. Ramm winked at him.
�I shouldn�t have to pay for these,� Ramm said, as he quickly took hold of the boxes. �Your fifteen minutes is up. I just bet these are cold by now.�
�Uh-uh. Scalding hot,� Gampie told him, with another roll of his eyes.
�That�s good,� Ramm said, and flipped open the top box. Hot steam wafted up. �Mmm. Extra garlic, too.�
Ramm handed Gampie forty bucks and told him keep the change. �Now go on, get outta here, or you�ll be late for your next customer as well.�
Grateful for the quick escape, Gampie spun on his heel and alighted the stairs down to street level. His flight was enough to draw the attention of both big guys for the few seconds it took Ramm to drop his wallet and the unopened box, and to dip one hand under the steaming hot pizza in the other.
As the first of the big guys stepped around the frame to wedge open the door with his foot, he was met by the twelve inch special that draped over his entire features like a hot rag. Melted mozzarella wasn�t quite napalm, but you wouldn�t know it from the muffled shriek of agony as the man clawed at his burning face, dropping his gun in the process. Ramm ignored him, snapped a hand down on the wrist of the second man and dragged him into the open. Ramm nutted him full in the nose. The bridge of the man�s nose flattened and his shades slipped down his face as it lengthened in pain and shock. Ramm dragged the man inside and kicked him over. The man stayed on his knees, his fingers prodding and pushing as he tried to reshape his features and to stem the flow of blood. He too had dropped his gun, and Ramm toed it out of reach.
The first man had bent at the waist as he clawed melted cheese and peperoni out of his eyes. Ramm grabbed hold of his jacket collar and dragged him inside, flinging him down by his pal. From behind his back, Ramm withdrew his revolver and pointed it lazily in their direction. He stooped to pick up the man�s dropped gun and set it aside, while wondering who had sent these bums after him.
A slow clap answered the unspoken thought.
Ramm turned to regard the third man walking up his steps.
The middle-aged man was smiling lazily, his teeth as white and perfect as in a toothpaste advertisement. His hair was as neat as his tailored suit, only a few shades darker than his tanned skin. Ramm recognised the guy.
He was called Adrian Cannon. A big cheese, multi-millionaire entrepreneur, a humanitarian and philanthropist supposedly, a player definitely. Lately Cannon was a regular guest speaker on the TV news since his daughter Shelly had gone missing. All of his connections hadn�t meant a damn thing when it came to getting his daughter back.
Ramm let the man see his gun.
Cannon smiled, giving him a flash of his pearly whites. �You won�t need that pistol, Mr Ramm. I come in peace.�
�So what�s with the dumb clucks you sent to ring my bell?� Ramm made a quick check of the men behind him, but neither was in a fit state to trouble him.
�Oh, they were just a little test. To ensure I�d found the right man.�
�All you had to do was come to the door, state your business, and I�d have confirmed you�d come to the right place.�
�I knew I was at the right place. I only had to ensure that I had the right kind of man. I wished to witness first hand how you handled yourself in a pinch, before offering you a fortune in cash.� Cannon stood on the threshold. He cast a glance over his two incapacitated thugs. �Seems the rumours about you were unfounded. I�m very impressed, Mr Ramm.�
�I�m not. You made me waste a good pizza, and it�s not the only thing getting cold. You have a job on offer I take it? So come in and let me close the door.�
Cannon stepped inside the hall, avoiding the splatters of cheese and blood decorating the floor. His men had regained enough of their composure to blink up at him in shame. Cannon aimed one of his searchlight bright smiles at them. �Don�t worry guys; you�ll still receive the agreed fee for your assistance. Now I suggest you get yourselves out of here before Mr Ramm decides to make you clean the floor.�
Ramm picked up the unopened pizza box. As the two men squeezed by casting him frightened looks, he offered it to the one with the broken nose. �You may as well take that, buddy. Not sure your pal will want any more pizza tonight.�
Broken Nose shook his head, unsure of how he should answer.
�Go on,� Ramm said, offering the box again. �You want me to put it in a doggy bag to go?�
Now�
Ramm could have done with that pizza now.
Maybe he could have offered it as tidbits to the attack dogs, appealed to their hunger for his flesh with cheese and peperoni instead, won their trust, befriended them and sent them on their merry way with a pat on their adoring heads. Yeah, right! The only kibble the dogs would be chowing on would be his gonads if he didn�t escape them.
The barn was huge, open to the elements at the front end, with only one small exit door at the far end. Stalls were ranged along the right hand wall, and in most of them were horses. On the left side the area was largely filled with farming implements and machinery. A tractor and trailer dominated the central space, parked there out of the way of the elements. Ramm considered and discarded the idea of clambering up onto the tractor or trailer within a second. Either platform would have allowed him to elude the flashing teeth of the dogs, but then he�d be stuck there. The dogs weren�t his only concern. Those who�d sicked the dogs on him were coming fast. He could hear them shouting to each other as they spotted the farm buildings.
Ramm sprinted past the tractor. The startled horses whinnied and snickered, rolling their eyes and kicking out at their stalls. There was an elevated platform towards the rear of the barn. A ladder led up into the darkness of a hayloft. Ramm lunged for it.
But the lead dog also lunged for him.
It clamped its jaws around his right ankle, and yanked back. Ramm went down on his belly, the wind knocked out of his lungs. The dog shook him and Ramm�s leg felt ready to be ripped out of his hip socket. White agony flared through him.
�Son of a bitch!� His curse would have been funny if not ironic.
Ramm spun over, just as the dog released him so that it could chew down on him further up his calf, aiming to tear out his Achilles tendon. He kicked with his good leg, making axing motions with his heel. He caught the Doberman on the nose and it shied away. But only for a second. The big keel-chested dog was nimble on its slim legs, and it danced around Ramm�s kicking feet and champed down on his right thigh. Blood pooled around its gnashing fangs. Ramm made a mental note to check when last he�d had a tetanus booster. He struck at the dog, aiming for its eyes. The dog howled and backed off. But already the other two were coming, barely five paces away. Ramm scrambled up, ignoring the pain in his wounds, and clawed at the lowest rungs of the ladder.
Bunching the muscles in his arms he hauled himself up, until he could get his feet beneath him and he began to clamber at speed for the safety of the hayloft. A solid weight struck him, but fell away. Dog claws raked down his back, his wife-beater proving little protection. Ramm scrambled up another couple of rungs. The first dog grabbed at his heel again, and found purchase. The dog that had tried to launch itself on his back had fallen away and was squirming on the floor to find its feet, but the third beast wasn�t put off by its failure. It leapt, and its forepaws went over his shoulders, even as its jaws snapped on to the meat at the base of his neck. The only thing that saved Ramm was gravity. It worked against the dog before it could find a proper grip for its teeth. Ramm released the ladder long enough to batter backwards with an elbow, and the dog slid off him, tumbling to land on the first, ripping its jaws loose from Ramm�s boot heel. Breathing heavily, Ramm pushed up the ladder. At the top he spun and glared down at the trio of attack dogs circling in the space below him.
�Go on!� he snarled at them. �Get the hell outta here!�
The dogs didn�t obey his commands. One of them came forward. From the watering of its right eye, he could tell it was the Alpha, the dog whose eye he�d speared with his fingers. The dog placed a paw on the bottom rung, and then paused to look up at him. It snarled, went up on its rear legs, and reached for the next rung up.
�You�ve got to be kidding me?�
Ramm had seen dogs climb ladders in those funny animal videos on TV. They were hysterical because they were exhibiting unnatural behaviour for a mutt. He wasn�t laughing now. The Doberman had been trained for pursuit, and it wasn�t giving in. It came on steadily, while the other two prowled at the ladder�s base, waiting their turn. Ramm could wait, let the dog get its head over the top rung and then kick it off the ladder, but he had the feeling that he�d be there all night, taking down each dog as they came on and on. He didn�t have all night. The dogs� owners had heard the ruckus in the barn and were heading his way. Ramm scrambled backwards on his hands and knees but was checked by stacked hay bales. He acted without thought, twisting to grab one bale by the twine binding. He hauled it around, pulled it to his chest then flung it down at the dog. The bale was heavy, and knocked the Doberman off the ladder. The dog fell with a howl and landed at the feet of its pack mates. Sadly, the impact of the bale, and the fall, had failed to snap its spine. Immediately the second dog came for the ladder.
Horses still whinnied and kicked out.
The dogs were growling and making huffing noises.
The shouts of men joined the clamour.
Ramm grabbed another bale and threw it down the ladder. This time the dog jumped out of the way. Ramm sent another bale tumbling, then scurried for the back of the dark space. His shin clunked against something solid. Ramm pitched over it, but this time found a soft landing in loose straw. He twisted round, feeling for the length f wood that tripped him. A grim smile played across his lips as he tugged out the length of wood and found it to be a pole of some sort. A quick run of his fingers along its length found steel at its tip, actually there were three long prongs, and the discovery made his grin all the more wicked.
Armed now with a pitchfork, he could easily fend off the dogs. But that wasn�t what pleased him. He didn�t wish the dogs any real harm. They were answering the commands of their masters: their attack wasn�t personal. The men behind them were Ramm�s real enemies. He held the fork braced across his chest as he headed for the back of the barn and found the hatch he�d fully expected. He shoved it open, peered down at the forbidding drop to hard packed earth, but fancied his chances down there more than he did staying within the barn. The Bishop�s men would encircle the barn before long, and he didn�t put it past them to set the structure ablaze to force him into the open.
Without pause, Ramm flung the pitchfork ahead of him, and then went out of the hatch in a leap. His injured ankle and thigh were impediments to a successful landing, but he timed his fall, bent at the knees and tucked into a commando roll. As he came out of his forward somersault he snatched up the fork and ran. He didn�t head away from the barn. Where was the sense in that? The dogs would only come after him again. No, he went alongside the structure towards the front.
The Bishop�s henchmen were just approaching the barn, calling out bloodthirsty encouragement to their dogs. There were five men. Four held cudgels, the last one a cleaver. If they�d brought guns then the battle would be one sided, but this was different. Ramm was outnumbered, but he outreached them by far.
They were intent on following the dogs inside the barn. The Dobermans were engaged in climbing the ladder and their barking drew the men in after them, sure now that Ramm had been contained. Three men went forward, while the last two took one side of the barn each, hoping to close down any possible exits. The unfortunate man rushing towards Ramm was unaware his quarry was crouching in his path. Ramm braced the pitchfork against the ground, the fork at an oblique angle aimed directly at the man�s chest. At the last possible second, Ramm jerked up the fork incrementally. The man ran onto the tines, the central of the three piercing his trachea, the outer prongs ripping out his carotid arteries. He died silently. Ramm twisted him over and laid him on his side in the dirt. Blood pooled out of the wounds, but there was no spurting: the man had died instantly of shock, his heart failing abruptly. Ramm stepped on the man�s shoulder, pushing him away as he yanked free the long tines. The dead man was one of those wielding cudgels. Ramm picked up the club and fed it through his belt.
He was off in the next second, hurtling past the open front of the barn without alerting those inside. He couldn�t immediately see the man on the far side of the barn. Mist danced where the man had passed seconds earlier and Ramm followed the swirling patterns along the side wall. Seconds later he caught sight of a darker blur through the uniform grey, and he again held the pitchfork like a pike man at the ready as he stalked forward.
The man was moving slowly; alert to any egress to the barn, totally unaware that death was stealing in on him. Never the coward, but always ruthless, Ramm gave the man no warning. He slammed the tines of the pitchfork under the man�s ribcage, digging deep for the liver. The man cried out, but Ramm forced one palm over his mouth, cutting off the screech of agony. When the man didn�t die quickly enough, Ramm dropped the fork, grabbed both hands round the man�s head and wrenched it savagely. The man dropped stone dead to the earth. Ramm took his club, and retrieved his fork. His weapons cache was building.
From within the barn came the sound of voices raised now in question. The snarling of the dogs, the whinnying of the horses, didn�t help make things clear, but Ramm realised that the man�s death hadn�t been silent enough. Time for stealth was over: now it was time for balls and fury. He reversed route to the front of the barn, holding his fork in one hand, a cudgel the other. His night vision had sharpened somewhat and he could see further within the dim recess of the barn. The tractor stood out now against the dark and beyond it he could see the raised hayloft. The Dobermans had all scaled the ladder. They milled about up in the loft, unsure of what to do or where to go. Ramm grinned: the dogs could climb up; let�s see the fuckers climb down again.
He ran into the barn.
The Bishop�s men heard him coming. They swung around, two bringing up clubs, the last man swinging up the huge cleaver.
Ramm didn�t pause at their show of power. At a run he hurled his cudgel left-handed, and it struck the cleaver man in the chest, but with little harm. Nevertheless, the man reacted as many did when struck: he turned away, checking himself for wounds. It was the advantage Ramm needed. He speared at the club-wielder on the right, and the man�s response was to bat at the metal tines in desperation. Ramm twisted the fork in his grip, spinning the head of the fork so that it snared the club between two prongs. Ramm snatched the fork down, stripping the weapon from the man�s hand. Ramm immediately backhanded the fork, striking the man across the face. The tines tore furrows in his cheek and the man stumbled away holding his wounded face.
The second club-wielder swung at Ramm�s head.
Ramm dipped low, even as he snatched the second club from his belt. He swiped it in an arc that apexed at the man�s leading knee. The corresponding crack was as loud as gunshot in a confined space. The man cried out as he buckled. Ramm swung the fork and jammed the tines into his gut. He bore in with his weight, pinning the man to the floor. The wound to the gut wasn�t fatal. But the strike of Ramm�s club to the man�s skull was.
Above the arena of battle the dogs bayed. Ramm ignored them.
The man with the cleaver was still in the fight, as was the one with the torn face. Ramm went for the weakened man first. He relinquished the fork, electing instead to strike a blurring flurry of blows to the man�s arms and legs. A final whack struck the man directly between the eyes and he fell like the proverbial felled ox.
Ramm twisted marginally.
The cleaver whistled by Ramm�s gut.
Ramm took a half step forward just as the cleaver man came at him again with a backhand swipe. Ramm blocked the man�s wrist with his club, and snapped a kick at his inner thigh. His boot found the bundle of nerves midway down the thigh like a jab from a cattle prod. The man�s leg twisted outward, both knees losing their elasticity. Ramm twisted the club over the top of the man�s extended wrist, then caught the short end in his other palm and levered down on the wood. The cleaver was trapped with its blunt edge over Ramm�s forearm, the man�s wrist caught in a solid vice. Both forces worked against each other so that there was only one result. The man�s wrist snapped. Involuntarily the fingers spasmed and the cleaver fell to the dirt. Ramm didn�t release the club: he continued to exert downward pressure even as he backpedalled. The man was forced face first into the dirt. Ramm finally released his wristlock hold, hopped in and raised a heel high. He stamped down on the nape of the downed man�s neck and knew that he wouldn�t be getting up again.
Five men were down, dead or dying. Ramm stepped back and sucked in a large inhalation. Then he allowed a flicker of satisfaction.
He wished to be tested.
Well, it seemed he�d passed muster.
No. Not true.
Adrian Cannon had paid him to bring home his daughter, Shelly. Ramm hadn�t succeeded yet. So the biggest test was yet to come.
Now that The Bishop believed Ramm dead, or still running for his life, it offered him a huge advantage.
He looked up at the three Dobermans on the platform overhead. They all stared back at him. The lead dog whined, pawed once at the edge of the loft.
Ramm eyed the Alpha dog, and the dog looked back, one of its eyes still watering. Ramm winked, said, �Stay, boy!� and was pleased to see the dog sit. The other two obeyed the first one�s lead. They recognised the new top dog in the barn. Ramm turned away from the dogs, checking out the other animals in the barn.
It was time to show the bastard the error of his ways. Ramm was going back to the fight and he�d get there much quicker by horseback.
Two nights ago�
Adrian Cannon made himself at home on Ramm�s settee. He crossed his heels and folded his hands in his lap as he peered up in admiration at the man once coined �The Battering Ramm�.
�You said something about an unfounded rumour?� Ramm looked down at Cannon.
�Some people were sure that you had retired, that you had gone soft. I hope you can forgive my uncouth attempt at testing your prowess?�
�I could have killed those fools,� Ramm said.
�Then why didn�t you? They came armed with guns.�
�But with no intention of using them,� Ramm pointed out. �Killers don�t want witnesses to their crime. Either they would have waited until the pizza guy had left, or they would have killed him as he went down the steps before turning their guns on me. When I watched them let Gampie go unharmed I knew they didn�t have the balls to shoot. So it would have been unfair of me to hurt them too badly.�
�Yet you gave them both something to remember you by,� Cannon laughed. �The use of a hot pizza as an improvised weapon was inspired!�
�It was a waste of good food,� Ramm corrected, yet he couldn�t hide a twitch of humour that danced at the corner of his mouth.
�Never mind that. I thought it was an ingenious use of an innocuous item. If you accept the task I have on offer, your skills and quick wits might come in useful.�
�OK. So what have you in mind?�
Just then Bitsy Horton exited the bathroom. She stepped in all her voluptuous glory into the open door of the bedroom in full view of both men. Unlike Ramm she didn�t have a towel to cover her modesty. Ramm watched Cannon�s eyes widen marginally, and whatever had been on the playboy�s mind before had been momentarily kicked loose.
Bitsy was unconcerned by the lascivious stare she elicited from Cannon. She tossed her wet hair over her shoulder, and her breasts rose and fell. Cannon�s head gazed up and down. Bitsy gave him a smoldering look that rose in temperature as it slipped towards Ramm. �I take it that dinner�s off the menu?� she said.
�We might have to put it on the backburner,� Ramm said, �but I don�t mind warming it up again.�
Bitsy flicked a glance at Cannon. �Maybe I should think about take out. You sure know how to show a gal a good night, Ramm.�
�I�ll make it up to you. But for now, can you please close the door before my friend here has a coronary?�
Bitsy stood face on, fisting her hands on her hips as she pouted. She was showing Ramm what he was missing, but Cannon wasn�t spared an eyeful either. �What�s a hungry girl supposed to do? Start with the finger buffet?�
She was such a tease. Ramm shook his head, walked over and shut the door. From beyond it he heard Bitsy muttering, but he knew her ill temper wouldn�t last. He turned to Cannon, expecting to see the man loosening his collar. Cannon wasn�t quite as obvious, but he slowly puffed out his cheeks.
�I guess I chose a bad time to call,� he said.
Ramm shrugged. �What�s done is done. I�ll make it up to Bitsy later.�
�Bitsy? You might say all her bits are in the right place and in the right proportions.� Cannon quickly lifted a hand in apology. �Jeez. Listen to me. I�m sorry for blurting that out.�
�I prefer a man who�s straight to the point. Don�t worry about it. Bitsy tends to have that kind of effect on people.� Ramm folded his arms on his chest. �But it�s not Bitsy you�re hear to talk about. This is about your daughter, right?�
Some of the light went out of Cannon�s gaze. �My daughter, yes. Shelly. I take it you�ve been following the news?�
�Not avidly, but enough to know that Shelly went missing a few weeks ago and you still have no idea where she is or what has happened to her.�
�Not exactly true,� Cannon said. �I know where and what is going on, it�s just that I haven�t mentioned it to the police. You see, there�s no real crime involved in her disappearance, so law enforcement wouldn�t really help to get her back.�
�Tell me.�
�Shelly was always a willful child. She got no easier to control as a young woman. You might say that she rebelled against me and that was why she chose to take up with one of those nutjob Svengali-types called The Bishop.�
�She has joined a cult?�
�Not a cult as such. There is nothing religious about the group she has hooked up with, despite the leader�s adopted name.� Cannon shook his head. �I blame it all on the crazy talk about the Mayan doomsday prophesy and unfounded fears about the end of the world. You�ve heard of these �end of world� groups haven�t you?�
�Doomsday preppers,� Ramm said. �Yeah, there�s been quite a lot of talk about them in the last year or two. It�s just the latest term for the old paramilitary survivalist movement, if you ask me.�
Cannon nodded in agreement. �The Bishop runs his group from a fortified compound out west. He lords over his people with an iron hand, and apparently heaps of charisma. He has gathered quite a following by all accounts, people who are prepared to fight on his behalf should the need arise.�
�You said that law enforcement won�t help bring Shelly out. If she is an adult and went there of her free will, I can understand why. But you�d think they�d be looking for an excuse to enter The Bishop�s commune, to check on illegal firearms and such.�
�They�re kind of nervous about that, ever since the Camp Davidian fiasco. And any way, it is common knowledge that The Bishop will not tolerate firearms within the boundary of his land. He once suffered an unfortunate accident with a gun and positively forbids the carrying of firearms by his people.�
�Seems a gentle enough guy,� Ramm said with not a little sarcasm. But he�d guessed there was more to The Bishop through Cannon�s earlier comment about the use of improvised weapons.
�He supports the use of aggression in protection of his land. But he has an old time sensibility about it all. He encourages his people to train in martial arts and all manner of unarmed combat. Some of those he attracts to his movement are tough guys and brawlers. Others are skilled, ex military men, fighters and sportsmen.�
Ramm nodded. �The reason you wanted to check me out. You want me to pose as one of these tough guys to get close to Shelly and bring her out.�
�Exactly,� Cannon said. �And I�m prepared to pay you handsomely for your trouble.�
�Sounds like a job I might be interested in.�
�Might be?�
�How handsomely are we talking?�
�As handsomely as your girlfriend, Bitsy, and a bit more on top besides.�
Ramm took no time considering the offer. �I�m in. When do I start?�
�Is tomorrow too soon?�
Ramm glanced once at the bedroom door. �I�ll be ready as soon as I�m finished my dinner.�
Now�
Ramm brought the large roan to a halt and stared down the hill at the outer fence of The Bishop�s compound. He wore a liberated leather jacket now, but could still feel the chill of predawn. The horse shivered its flanks, snorted, and the steam rising off its back drifted up to join the mist overhead. Since Ramm�s recent fight at the barn the fog had lifted somewhat, burning off as the sun rose higher in the east. Below him he could now see the fence, and a good portion of the land beyond. Most of the trees had been felled on the property, but there was some sparse shrubbery here and there. The buildings that formed The Bishop�s compound were still far out of sight, lying beyond a fold in the land to the east. Earlier on fleeing the place, Ramm had headed south. His ride back had been more circular and had brought him to this place a couple of miles further up the perimeter fence. There was no sign of sentries but Ramm had to assume they were there. Still, apart from them calling in extra support, he didn�t have much to fear from them. One thing he could be certain of was that he wouldn�t be brought down by a sniper�s bullet. Cannon had been correct when stating The Bishop didn�t tolerate any firearms: knives, clubs, swords, even bows and arrows were in evidence but Ramm was yet to see as much as an airsoft gun in the compound.
Riding the roan bareback � he had only taken time to fit it with a rope halter before setting off � he urged it down the shallow decline to the fence. The fence stood eight feet tall and was topped with barbed wire. It would be a formidable barricade to some, but not to Ramm on horseback. As they came alongside the fence, he again halted the horse. Bracing his palms on its shoulders, Ramm hopped up and hunkered on the horse�s back. Then he rose up fluidly to stand on its back like a trick rider in a circus. He ignored the pain in his ankle and thigh from the savaging the Doberman Pincers had given him, while he turned a quarter circle to face the fence. In the next instant he bunched his thigh muscles, allowed his buttocks to dip slightly then sprang up and outward. The jump was little more than three feet and Ramm cleared the barbed wire with ease. Unfortunately a sixteen hands horse didn�t shorten the drop on the other side. He dropped the full eight feet plus and again had to employ a commando roll to save his legs from the impact.
The roan had spooked as Ramm let fly, and it thundered away up the hill, heading back the way they�d come and to the shelter of the barn. Ramm wondered distractedly what had become of the attack dogs. He didn�t think they�d be any threat to the horse. He turned away and began a steady jog across the barren land, ignoring the pain that flared from his right ankle with every step. He�d suffered worse pain. Hell, he�d suffered worse yesterday on his arrival at The Bishop�s camp.
Yesterday�
A solid left jab, and a thundering right cross put the tall Texan on his back.
Out cold the cowboy didn�t move, and Ramm turned away, massaging his scraped knuckles.
He was ringed by dozens of men and women, all of them whooping and hollering at his victory, some of them casting insults at the downed man.
�Your quick win means nothing.� The Bishop was sitting in a throne-like chair bolted on the flat bed of a stripped down pickup truck. The large man pointed down at the pole-axed Texan. �For all I can tell that useless piece of crap has a glass jaw. You�re going to have to show me a little more before you�re allowed to stay here.�
Ramm looked up at The Bishop lording over the combat arena and gave a slight shrug. �So send in your best man.�
�That would be me,� The Bishop stated with no trace of irony. �But it would not serve me to beat you down, would it? What would that prove when I could take on any other man here as easily?�
�So who is your second best? Send him.�
A stir went through the crowd. Men and women began glancing at each other, weighing and assessing. Some of them began slapping their chests, offering to fight. Others turned on their neighbours and began pushing and shoving, challenging the others claim to being the toughest. The Bishop stood up out of his chair, lifting massive arms in the air as if he was about to offer a sermon. But his name, as Ramm recalled, had nothing to do with religion. �Quiet down, goddamnit! The next man to open his trap will find he won�t be able to shut it again when I tear the jaw from his face!�
Standing in jeans, boots and wife-beater undershirt, Ramm shook off his shoulders as he waited.
The Bishop scanned the crowd. �Where�s Hector Buntz?�
A fresh stir went through the crowd, and heads turned as a figure began pushing his way to the forefront. Everyone had fallen silent at mention of the name, and Ramm realised that it was through awe. Even before Hector made it through the assembly he towered head and shoulders over the less than diminutive fighters in his way. Ramm was a big man, but even he had to tilt his gaze upward to meet Hector�s gaze. Buntz was a giant. He stood six feet nine inches, but he was no glandular freak but a man proportioned for his height. His shoulders were huge, his arms bulging with muscle, and he could have propped a barstool on his chest muscles without it toppling over. He wasn�t fat the way many big men were: his waist was tight, his hips and legs were lean. Buntz was no brute, but a hard trained warrior.
The Bishop regarded Ramm. �You still wish entrance to my group?�
�Who�s your third best man?� Ramm said. But he delivered it with a grin to show he was joking. �If Hector here is your test for affiliation, then I accept.�
�Don�t let it be said that you were forced into fighting. You can always get back on the bus with the other no-hopers.� The Bishop jerked his head to the battered old bus on which Ramm and another twelve hopefuls had entered the compound. Of that baker�s dozen only another two men had won their fights and now stood in the members� crowd. Apart from the sleeping Texan, the others had been carried back and dumped on the bus, some of them unconscious, some of them destined for the hospital.
�I only purchased a one way ticket,� Ramm said.
�It�s settled then.� The Bishop eyed Hector. �Don�t hurt him too bad, Buntz. He�ll be little use to us with a crushed spine.�
�What about his arms and legs?� Hector rumbled.
�They�ll heal,� The Bishop said, offering his seal of approval for extreme violence with a wink.
Ramm moved back a few feet as Buntz entered the fighting circle. The giant towered over him, and was almost as wide again. Ramm�s eyes pinched as he assessed his opponent. Even a monster like Buntz would have weaknesses. He just couldn�t tell what they were yet.
Buntz shook off his shoulders and began a lateral sidestep, proving nimble on his feet for one so huge. Ramm didn�t move. His sidestep was a feint. Buntz smiled and moved the other way. Ramm turned with him, keeping his left side to the giant.
Suddenly Buntz lunged in, his left arm jack hammering at Ramm�s head. Ramm slipped the punch, and dug his knuckles deep into the man�s exposed ribs. It was like punching a drum, and his punch had little effect.
Buntz laughed, and the crowd grew vocal again, encouraging their champion to smash Ramm into the earth.
They moved in trading blows, kicks, punches, and once a headbutt from Buntz that left Ramm reeling. He had to rally with a flurry of punches to keep the giant from pulverizing him. He finished with a kick to Buntz�s stomach, and a right cross to the jaw that sounded like a mallet striking a coconut.
Both combatants danced away from each other. Ramm shook his right hand, and saw Buntz take note.
Buntz came at him again. This time his jab was followed by an uppercut that deliberately fell short, just as he powered in an overhand left. The punch struck Ramm on his forehead, almost breaking his neck as the kinetic force drove down towards his shoulders. Sparks popped behind Ramm�s eyelids, but in reaction he flicked out his right boot and caught the giant�s leading knee. Buntz stumbled, and Ramm forced himself to use the pain to power his return strike. His right elbow slammed into the giant�s gut, the point driving in deep. Ramm immediately pivoted a half-turn and used the same elbow in a rising strike to Buntz�s jaw. Ordinarily the combination of moves would have stopped a normal man. But Ramm was forced to reassess his earlier opinion of Buntz. He was a hard trained warrior, but he was also a brute. Buntz barely registered the jaw breaking strike as he pounded his fists into Ramm�s body, both punches lifting him off his feet. Ramm went down.
Buntz didn�t allow any respite. He swung a kick into Ramm�s gut, and Ramm was forced a full yard across the dirt.
The crowd cheered wildly.
Ramm shook his head as he came up off the floor. He stood with his legs splayed, body slightly forward as he fought the crippling pain in his belly. He could barely breathe, let alone fight.
Or that�s the image he portrayed.
As Buntz came forward, Ramm sprang in the air, cocking his right arm behind his ear. As he hit the apex of his leap and began his descent, he whipped down with his bent elbow, and its point found the bridge of Buntz�s nose. The cartilage collapsed and blood flowed over the big man�s top lip.
Ramm landed on his feet to the side of the giant, forcing Buntz to turn towards him. There was a glaze over the man�s eyes, but Ramm trusted that Buntz�s recovery time was ever bit as freakish as his build. The giant blinked a couple of times.
�First blood,� Ramm said.
�I drink blood for breakfast,� replied Buntz. �And eat the hearts of men for lunch.�
�And no doubt you suck the marrow from their bones for dinner.�
�No usually I have fried chicken with biscuits and gravy.�
The giant laughed, and despite himself Ramm kind of liked the guy�s sense of humour. Still, it wouldn�t stop him hurting the giant to save his own skin. Buntz reached for him and Ramm leaned aside, snapping in a sidekick at Buntz�s knee.
Buntz braced his leg against the impact, but Ramm had been faking. He re-chambered his knee, changed its trajectory and slammed his boot into the man�s throat. As he dropped back to his feet Ramm powered in two rapid elbow strikes to Buntz�s ribs. That should have dropped him.
It didn�t.
Buntz enveloped Ramm with both arms and hauled him skyward. Ramm felt weightless as the giant heaved him overhead and held him suspended in the air. The experience lasted only as long as it took for Buntz to hurl him through space. The only thing that saved Ramm a crushing landing on the hard earth was that he landed in among the crowd of bystanders. He tumbled down and momentarily lay stunned. A couple of those in the crowd weren�t mindful of where they placed their feet and Ramm was stood on more than once while he blinked up into the angry faces of those he�d had the temerity to land on.
Aching all over, Ramm crawled onto his hands and knees. He craned up to see Buntz storming towards him, his feet nimbly skipping as he made to punt Ramm in the air like a football. Ramm reared back on his knees and Buntz�s foot missed him by inches. Ramm, who�d been saving his right fist, clenched his knuckles tight, his index finger protruding from the others and struck the collection of nerves on Buntz�s outer thigh. It would take more than that to give the giant a Charley Horse, but Ramm wasn�t finished. As Buntz fought for balance, to come at him from the front, Ramm swung an uppercut into the juncture of his thighs. Buntz groaned. Even giants weren�t immune to a punch in the balls. But he wasn�t finished either. He hammered down at Ramm, and it was as if two telephone poles had landed on Ramm�s shoulders. He was sure that the compression had concertinaed his ribs and that they were on the stress point of shattering. Time he halted the ongoing punishment before he was no use to man or beast, let alone Shelly Cannon.
Ramm dropped to one side, propped himself on his left palm and jacked his legs off the floor. He hooked the toe of his left boot around Buntz�s right ankle, his right boot heel jamming the man�s knee. As gravity pulled gainst him, he scissored his feet and Buntz�s lower leg buckled, the cartilage popping loose, the anterior cruciate ligament almost twanging like a plucked guitar. Buntz roared in agony and fell face down in the dirt. Ramm knew the big guy wouldn�t stay down. Neither did he wish to hurt the big guy too badly, but he axed his right heel in the air and brought it down between the giant�s shoulders. Buntz did an impression of a starfish.
�Stay down,� Ramm commanded. �Or the next kick�s to the nape of your neck.�
Buntz lay there stunned.
Ramm clawed himself up off the floor.
The Bishop was once again sitting in his throne on the back of the pickup.
�Have I proved myself worthy enough to join the gang?� Ramm asked.
The Bishop stared at him, eyes as emotionless as tarnished steel in their perusal. Then a faint smile played across his lips.
He rose up, and his arms went skyward. This time he did offer benediction. �Welcome, brother. My home is now your home. As long as you obey the rules you are allowed freedom to roam the communal areas and to share in our mutual bounty.�
Ramm wouldn�t be sharing in any of the proclaimed bounty. He liked women, but he�d never forced himself on any woman and wasn�t about to do so now. Plus, he wasn�t too good at obeying the rules.
By morning he�d found Shelly Cannon where she�d been all but locked in with the other sex slaves. But before he could release her, The Bishop�s men had discovered him sneaking through the harem � a crime punishable by death in The Bishop�s world. The manhunt had begun.
Well, the chase was over and now Ramm was back.
Now�
The Bishop�s compound was a reclaimed military base, defunct since the fall of the Berlin Wall. Many of the buildings, the mess halls and the barracks still existed, though faded now and in need of some restoration. They were arranged around a parade ground, and on the extreme right were the hangars and sheds that once housed helicopters, jeeps and other military transporters and weapons. The fighting arena was at the centre of the parade ground, as it was at the centre of the way of life here. Right now it was deserted. The only people Ramm could see were a couple of sentries over by the hangars, but they were totally unaware of his presence. He�d no idea where The Bishop was, but he doubted he�d joined the search for Ramm when he�d fled the compound during the night.
Ramm had to get across the camp, and into one of the hangars currently guarded by the two sentries. The particular one he sought concealed an entrance to a tunnel in the earth, at the end of which he�d discovered the harem where the women were imprisoned. Shelly Cannon might have joined The Bishop�s band through her own choice, but she hadn�t banked on being put to work as a pleasure slave. He�d already confirmed that she was ready to go home, but had been forced to leave her behind when he was discovered by a patrol. The guy had got off a radio message to his pals before Ramm had killed the one who witnessed him speaking with Shelly, but no names had been mentioned. Ramm was confident that no one was aware of whom he�d come looking for. But he worried that The Bishop had moved all of the women out of precaution, should Ramm escape the manhunt and bring others back with him. The guards could have been set outside the hangar as a ruse, to make things look like they still had something to hide inside. Or The Bishop trusted that his dogs would bring down Ramm and bringing back other rescuers would no longer be an issue. There was lots of �what ifs� to consider, but they would only waste time. Ramm�s tiny window of opportunity was shortening. Once others discovered the dead men at the farm, they might conclude that Ramm had doubled back and hotfoot it back here.
He didn�t head directly across the parade ground. He used the buildings at its edge as cover, moving from structure to structure and staying in the shadows cast by the dawning sun. It took him a little over three minutes to make it to the far side, but at least he�d done so undetected. He hunkered down against a pile of rubble, evidence of a once collapsed shelter. From his waistband he took out the cleaver he�d liberated from the knifeman back at the farm. It was a cumbersome weapon, but he wasn�t complaining. He weighed it for balance in his palm, as he judged the distance to the first of the two sentries. Then he was up and sprinting at them.
Within twenty feet of the nearest guard he let loose the cleaver in an over arm throw. It somersaulted three times and sank deep into the man�s breastbone as he turned to the sound of running feet. The cleaver did what it promised and the man fell backwards, letting out a howl of agony. Ramm vaulted over him, powering in a jumping front kick to the second sentry. His kick forced the man back, and he made only a spirited but wholly ineffectual swipe with his baton at Ramm�s head. Ramm caught the man�s outstretched arm, ducked beneath it and locked it in an unnatural position alongside his body. An extra inch of twist would snap the man�s wrist and elbow.
�Where are the women?� Ramm demanded as he gave the tortured arm a subtle twist. �Are they still inside.�
The captured guard danced on his toes, trying to alleviate the pressure. �Aah, eeh, aaah!�
�Where are they?� Ramm asked again.
�They�re still down in the tunnel,� the man yelped.
�Who else is down there?�
�The Bi�Bishop!�
�Good,� Ramm said, and completed the Koppojutsu twist. The man�s arm splintered. He shrieked in pain. Ramm released the broken limb, but only so that he could slam a palm up under the man�s jaw to shut him up. The man fell, unconscious on the ground. Ramm looked at the man with the cleaver in his breastbone. The cleaver hadn�t sunk in far enough to kill, but the man was out of the fight. He was in ferocious pain, but Ramm had no pity for him. He yanked out the blade, and then used its flat edge to whack the man�s skull, putting him to sleep.
Holding the cleaver in his left hand, Ramm entered the hangar. The structure was large enough to hold upward of four helicopters, with space for a truck or two. It was empty now and it rang hollowly to his footsteps. Catwalks ran the length of the building on both sides, and Ramm visually checked them for observers. No one. At the far end was an observation deck with what amounted to a control room. It was in darkness, but he was happy that there was nobody watching him from the high aerie. Beneath the observation platform was a cuboid structure, fronted by double steel doors. It was the entrance to a tunnel that led to a bomb shelter buried beneath the very concrete over which he strode.
Going down in the tunnel was tantamount to walking into a trap.
But Ramm went in nonetheless.
The Bishop greeted him. He was sitting on his relocated throne. At his feet was Shelly Cannon. She�d been stripped down to her undergarments. Her sleek hair hung over her shoulders, a thick lock of hair across her features. When she looked up at Ramm, he saw it was with little recognition. She was doped.
�Ah, the second best fighter in camp,� The Bishop said with faux joviality. �I knew you would return.�
Beyond their leader a group of men came forward, numbering around twenty. They were holding cudgels and knives. Ramm could see no sign of Hector Buntz, for which he was thankful. He didn�t fear Buntz, he had proven he was more than the giant�s equal, but then Buntz plus the group of armed men would have been beyond even Ramm�s considerable skill.
The Bishop stood from his chair. Shelly pawed at his shins, as if she relied on his presence to steady her. Ramm noted that The Bishop didn�t come forward.
�Only second best?� Ramm asked. �Tell you what, Bishop. Prove you�re the better man. If not, let me take Shelly and leave. There�ll be no more trouble from me.�
�I�d love to accept your challenge, but alas.� The Bishop didn�t finish his thought. He didn�t have to. He hitched up a leg of his trousers and Ramm caught the glint of metal. The reason that ballistic weaponry was banned from his compound was because The Bishop had good cause to hate them. He teetered where he stood, unable to balance well on his recently adapted prosthetic leg. Little more than five years ago Sgt Roy Bishop had been on patrol in Helmand Province when a traitorous Afghan soldier had turned his weapon on him, cutting his legs out from beneath him before The Bishop could return fire. The medics had saved his life, but were unable to save his shattered right leg. Amputation had been his only recourse. Ordinarily Ramm respected veterans, particularly those that had suffered for their country. But he�d lost all respect for The Bishop when he�d learned how the doomsday prepper was building a post-apocalyptic future on a promise of extreme violence and the subjugation of women as breeding or pleasure stock. The man was trash.
�So let the girl go,� Ramm said. �The way you�ve forced her to lay at your feet, it�s obvious you know who I�m here for.�
�I�d a feeling that Adrian Cannon would send some champion to rescue her. When I heard you�d been spotted skulking around in the harem I guessed what you were up to. I also guessed that once you�d lost the hunting party sent after you, then you�d be back.�
�Very astute of you, Bishop. If you�re such a wise man, then you should realise it will be easier for everyone if you just let Shelly go.�
The Bishop sat again. He did so in order to hook a finger under Shelly�s chin and lift her head. �I can�t do that. Shelly has no desire to leave. Do you my sweet?�
Shelly�s eyes rolled. She made a mewling noise.
�See?� asked The Bishop.
�I see a girl whose will has been taken away from her, the way your leg was stolen from you. I�m warning you, Bishop. Let me take Shelly � and the other women prisoners � and I�ll let you live. Refuse, and the fact you�re half crippled won�t stop me ripping you a new asshole.�
The Bishop opened his mouth wide and laughed at the ceiling.
�You think I�m bluffing?�
�You are only one man. Yes, you�re a skilled fighter, but you are no match for all of my men.�
�I haven�t got started yet,� Ramm said. �That little charade I put on yesterday? I didn�t even get past first gear.�
�I never met a blowhard yet who was half the man he professed to be!�
�That�s like the pot calling the kettle,� Ramm countered.
�No one I�ve heard of is the equal of almost two dozen armed men.�
�Then you�ve never heard of the Battering Ramm.� Ramm quickly stripped out of the leather jacket he�d taken from one of the dead men at the farm. He stood not in the dirty singlet and jeans of yesterday, but in his nanocomposite anti-ballistic/stab suit. �While you were setting up this trap, didn�t you wonder what was taking me so long to get back here? On my first arrival in camp I couldn�t enter wearing my armour so I arranged my flight out of here last night. After finishing off your hunting party I was able to ride to a prearranged meeting place where Shelly�s daddy was waiting for me. He�d had the presence of mind to bring my equipment to me.� Ramm dropped the cleaver. �Oh, plus these.�
From behind his back Ramm drew a twin set of automatic pistols given to him by a grateful Israeli Mossad agent who owed him his life, and more importantly the lives of his children. Ramm aimed the Jericho 941 Uzi Eagles beyond The Bishop. While the crowd of armed men muttered and cursed, The Bishop�s face reddened.
�I forbid the use of firearms here!� he roared.
�I forbid the use of women as sex slaves,� said Ramm. �I think my cause trumps yours.�
The Bishop screamed at his men. �Get him! Tear him to pieces. He can�t shoot you all!�
He was right. Not even Ramm could shoot twenty men in the space it took them to charge forward. But he managed to get half of them, and that suited him fine. His guns sang a duet of death and destruction in the tunnel. Bodies jerked and spun and fell while others pushed past the dying. Some of the more hopeful fighters hurled their weapons at Ramm. Cudgels rebounded from his NAS suit and the tips of blades were turned away. Ramm didn�t wait for the surge of bodies to overwhelm him. He dropped his empty guns, dipped a hand to each ankle holster and came up with a punch-dagger in each fist, then swept in to meet the remaining fighters. To engage one at a time would be his death: while fighting one, the others could drag him down and pound him to death. Ramm kept moving, dipping in and out, swerving away, jumping and dropping, counterattacking constantly, and each time his blades found a throat or gut or extended wrist. Blood danced around him as though he was a dervish wind skimming a crimson pond.
He took a few strikes to his body, but his suit fended off the blows. A knife tip took a slither of skin from above his right eyebrow, which brought a grimace from Ramm, but also a renewed intensity to his attack. He cut and punched, and men fell all around him.
Finally only two men remained standing.
Ramm faced a lithe fighter whose arms were decorated with prison tattoos. The man held his blade close to his body, angled down from his fist. From his stance he knew a thing or two about knife fighting. Ramm quirked his bleeding eyebrow at the man. �It�s one thing shivving a guy in the showers, quite another facing a trained killer. You sure you still want to do this?�
The man licked his lips, weighing his chances. His gaze went to the twin push-daggers protruding from Ramm�s fists. They dripped gore. In comparison his knife was shiny new. �Fuck this, man! I only joined this outfit on the promise of some easy pussy!� he said, dropping his blade and scurrying off down the tunnel. Ramm grunted in disapproval.
He turned back to The Bishop just in time for the big man to slam a meaty forearm across his jaw, taking him backwards in the classic clothesline manoeuvre made famous in the wrestling ring.
Ramm landed on his back, but he didn�t flounder there. He allowed the momentum of his fall to roll him over one shoulder and he came back up onto one knee. The Bishop had followed after him and had lifted his right leg to stamp down on Ramm�s chest. While Ramm had been engaged in the fight with the others, the big man had kicked off his boot � along with the prosthetic foot � to bare the metal joint of his ankle. In effect he speared down at Ramm�s chest with a steel spike and all his not inconsiderable weight behind it. �Let�s see if your fancy suit will turn aside this blade!� he crowed as he thrust his leg into Ramm.
�That�s something you�ll never know.� Ramm twisted and the spearing leg missed him by inches. His move knocked aside the leg and The Bishop splayed over him, his stance ungainly with one limb shorter than the other. Ramm grunted as he thrust forward with both daggers and buried them deep in The Bishop�s groin. �I warned you I�d rip you a new asshole.�
The Bishop howled out in horror as Ramm withdrew the blades with a twist of his wrists.
�You should�ve stayed in that chair of yours,� Ramm told him. �I�d have allowed you to live out the rest of your miserable life. But you brought the fight to me.� Ramm crossed his arms, and then whipped them outwards. The tips of the daggers ploughed twin furrows across the big man�s throat.
After�
All that was left to do was to carry Shelly Cannon from the tunnel. She was still half-naked, still half-doped, but her father was pleased to see her safe and sound when he met them at the compound�s front gate. Ramm handed the young woman over to her father, then returned to the tunnel. The tattooed knifeman wasn�t anywhere to be found, but Ramm didn�t care about him, or about the pile of corpses topped off by The Bishop. He went down to the bomb shelter and unlocked the door behind which the other sex slaves were held. There�d be many more parents who�d be pleased to see their children returned home to them. Adrian Cannon had promised him half a million dollars to rescue Shelly: Ramm would have taken the job for nothing, but the rich man could afford his bill. From the other parents he�d accept only their gratitude.
Ramm headed home. He was hungry. He thought about ordering one of Joey�s special twelve-inch pizzas to be delivered on his arrival. Then he had second thoughts. He called in at Bitsy Horton�s house: after the other night she owed him dinner at her place.
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SINS OF OMISSION By Ian Graham


Chapter One

10:52pm Local Time � Thursday June 7th, 1990
Glenshesk Road
Armoy, Northern Ireland

The ancient church loomed on the crag overhead as Declan McIver revved the Honda motorcycle and leaned into the turn that would bring him up the hill and around into the twelfth century churchyard. Bringing the bike to a stop next to the rock wall surrounding the property, he could see a man waiting at the base of the church's round tower, the moonlight cutting between the many gravestones to illuminate him as he lingered, alone.
Declan reached into a saddlebag and withdrew a Beretta pistol, tucking it into his black rain jacket as he stood from the bike and removed his helmet, his shortish trimmed blonde hair undisturbed by the headgear. While he had once trusted the man he was meeting with his life, a lot had changed in the past six months. At the edge of the wall, he stepped up the overgrown hill and into the graveyard surrounding the church, his eyes moving about as he zigzagged between the tombs to the base of the tower.
"Has it really gone that bad?" the man said with a frown on his pallid face. "Never thought we'd need guns to come and talk to each other."
"You always need a gun in this country. Why did you call?"
"Oh for fuck's sake, Dec, we've been friends for eight years. What do you mean why did I call?"
Shane O'Reilly was right. They had been friends for eight years and in that time they'd formed the kind of bond that only soldiers fighting a war side by side could know. Declan considered the moppy, red headed youth for a moment and then relaxed. "Aye, get over here you. How ya been?"
The two embraced, their hands slapping over each other's backs.
"Grand, just grand." Shane said as they separated.
"How're things at home?"
Shane shrugged. "Not been there much really. Kinda busy and all."
"Aye. So why did you call?"
"Because there's a lot to talk about," another voice said loudly from the covered doorway of the church. Declan turned fast and drew the Beretta.
"Easy!" a dark haired man with a lined face said raising his hands as he stepped out of the darkened entrance. "I'm just here to talk."
Declan kept the pistol aimed but flashed a hateful glance at Shane.
"I'm sorry, Dec," Shane said shaking his head. "He just wants to talk, and it's important."
Declan turned his eyes back toward Eamon McGuire who still stood with his hands raised to shoulder level. "I told you I didn't want to talk to ya, that I didn't want anything to do with ya, didn't I? Leave me alone." He flipped the safety on the Beretta and lowered it. He didn't trust McGuire as far as he could throw him, but the man wasn't a threat. At least not to him, not now. He walked briskly back towards the motorcycle.
"It's Meaghan, Dec!" Shane called. "It's Meaghan McCraven!"
Declan stopped at the name of his former girlfriend.
"That's why he's here. That's why I brought him!"
Slowly, Declan turned back and looked at the two men. Shane had a pleading look. "I wouldn't have broke your confidence if I didn't think what he had to say was important."
"It's a gesture of good will, between you and me," McGuire said as he lowered his hands. "Your bird's in trouble, or at least she's going to be."
"She's not mine. Not anymore."
McGuire nodded. "But you still care for her. I know you do. You never stopped. She's going to get herself killed and possibly a lot of others, too."
Declan took a deep breath and walked back to the base of the tower.
"First off," McGuire said, "I don't bear you any ill-will. I never have. You're like a son to me. You're all like sons to me. I know times have been hard, but we're a family and I'm here because I want us all to get through this, alive and well."
Declan nodded. He couldn't argue with McGuire's claim. The McGuire family had been good to him and somewhere deep inside he knew he wasn't being fair by turning his back on them, but he felt like he had to if he was ever going to get away from the violent life he had been leading for the last seven years. "So what about Meaghan?"
"After you left for Afghanistan one of the lads said she'd started in with a group of Provos out of Belfast. Ciaran Donovan's in charge of that lot now. They've been planning some dicey operations. They've sent the unit she's with to Anguilla."
"Anguilla?"
"Aye. It's a British territory in the Caribbean. They're planning to put a bomb along the route of a parade honoring the Queen's birthday. It's just like the botched attack in Gibraltar. The Brits are all over it. The unit's gonna be slaughtered."
"The SAS?"
McGuire shook his head. "No. This'll be even worse. The Brits learned from the bad press after they shot down the ASU in Gibraltar. This time they've sent a group of Defence Regiment boys linked to the Ulster Freedom Fighters."
"They're going to blame a rival paramilitary?"
McGuire nodded. "Aye, and there's talk they've been given orders to go ahead with the bombing so the IRA can be blamed."
"So why do you care about stopping this? Sounds like it's right up your alley to me."
"C'mon Declan, I deserve better than that and you know it. Attacking the Royals or anything to do with them has never brought us anything but trouble. Donovan's gone mad. I doubt he could even pick an Anguillan out of a line up yet he's gonna blow 'em up just because it's the Queen's birthday. There's nothing but bad press to be had here and Meaghan's going to end up with a bullet between the eyes for it."
"But not if we stop it, mate," Shane put in.
"I can get you to the island and I know where they're held up," McGuire said. "There's not a lot of time but there's enough if you get moving. Are ya in?"
Declan grimaced. "Aye. I'm in."

Chapter Two

1:56pm Local Time � Saturday June 9th, 1990
Anguilla Wallblake Airport
The Valley, Anguilla 

A regional jetliner roared down the small runway behind him as Declan considered the man leaning against the car in front of him. The lanky, black man in the baggy shorts and grungy tanktop seemed perturbed. "Are ya comin' man?"
Declan didn't like the feeling he was getting from the man but the three thousand miles between him and anyone that could change it left him with little choice. He let the backpack he was carrying slide off of his shoulder and rest at the man's feet. "Aye. Let's go."
The antiquated Ford LTD spun its tires in the dirt lot and bumped over several potholes as it left the airport and drove north, passing rundown one story buildings and sparsely populated businesses with cabanas in front. Several minutes later as they entered and quickly exited a more robust downtown area, the man made a right into a decrepit trailer park full of squalid, single-wide residences.
"My contact said you had everything I'd need," Declan said as they pulled to a stop in front of a trailer in the far corner of the park. He'd spent the previous day digging up everything the Belfast Central Library had on the minute island of Anguilla and he was guessing the man sitting next to him was a member of one of the gangs active throughout the island.
"Yeah. We have what you need, man, but money first. Always money first."
"Guns first. Then money."
"Always money first, man."
"Then I'll buy them somewhere else," Declan said as he opened the door and stepped out.
"You have a problem then, man," the Anguillan said getting out and meeting him near the trunk. "The other leprechauns pay faster."
Declan saw a reflection in the man's sunglasses and heard a throaty growl. He stepped aside as another black man lunged with a switchblade. The knife barely missed and the assailant quickly righted himself for a second attack as the driver of the car drew a knife as well. Faced with two attackers now, Declan let his backpack slide to the ground as he prepared to defend himself. Having been trained by the legendary Special Forces of the Soviet Union, he knew that neither man stood a chance.
The driver lunged first and Declan blocked him at the wrist, striking a pressure point on the man's neck as he fired his foot into the second attacker's stomach, throwing the man forcefully against the car. The first man writhed painfully as the second man struggled to get off the ground, gasping.
"You're a dead man!" the first attacker said lunging again. Declan was through playing with these two. He grabbed the attacker at the wrist and pushed a pressure point under the man's armpit forcing him to turn suddenly away from the pain and stab his partner in the throat as the second man advanced. Striking the driver in the carotid artery. Declan watched as the man collapsed onto his partner who was now choking blood.
"Dilen? Dilen!"
Declan turned to see another man rushing from the trailer, his eyes locked on the bloody scene. The man reached into his oversized pants pocket and pulled a small pistol. Declan bent, grabbed his backpack and hurried around the car, diving onto the ground as the man began firing. Taking cover behind the wheel as shots pinged off the metal over his head, he loosened his bag and reached inside, removing a razor sharp entrenching shovel that he'd concealed among some scuba diving items so it would pass the airport security in Dublin without a second look.
With the tool at the ready, he listened. The man had stopped firing and by the sound of gravel shifting under foot, Declan could tell he was moving around for an unobstructed shot. He waited until he was sure the man was around the back of the car and then rolled out suddenly, throwing the shovel. The blade lodged into the man's upper chest and he stumbled backward from pain and shock, the front of his white T-shirt beginning to turn inky red as he fell to the ground.
Bending down, Declan dislodged the shovel and picked up the pistol. Two tone sirens sounded in the distance and he knew it was time to take what he needed and get gone, fast.

Chapter Three

6:32pm Local Time
Home of Michael O'Keefe
West End Bay, Anguilla

As the sun set, Declan put down his backpack and looked west towards the front door of the villa where the IRA unit that included Meaghan McCraven was said to be held up. On top of the weapons they were to provide, the gang he'd made contact with was supposed to have taken him to the unit's location, but clearly that hadn't worked out as planned. It had taken him several hours to locate the property on his own, far longer than he had wanted, but here he was, hoping he wasn't already too late. Apparently the UFF had made contact with the same gang and if the gang had tipped them off to his presence, he could be walking into a trap.
He surveyed the property from the cover of a patch of Loblolly trees, looking over every nook and cranny of the flat-roofed, stucco-sided vacation home and its two pools and sundecks. The wooden shutters were closed tight and only a late model Land Rover parked at the end of the home's long driveway indicated that there were occupants inside. Eamon McGuire had told him that the home belonged to a wealthy American businessman named Michael O'Keefe who was sympathetic to the IRA's cause, but Declan wondered if the man knew his house was being used as a staging area for a bombing that would kill dozens of innocent bystanders. Somehow, he doubted it.
If there was a trap set for him, he couldn't see any evidence of it from the outside. The only way to know was to walk up to the front door and find out. He removed a Beretta pistol from his bag and flicked the safety off, stowing the weapon in his waistband as he picked up his bag and strolled out of the brush. On the home's porcelain tiled porch, he stood just far enough away from the door to avoid someone shooting through it. Reaching up, he pounded several times with his fist.
"Who's there?" a female voice asked.
"Meaghan, it's Declan. Donavan sent me."
After several moments the door opened a few inches and Meaghan McCraven's slender face peered out, her brown eyes darting around before finally landing on Declan. "Donovan sent you?"
"Aye."
She looked over the parts of the property that were visible from the door again and closed it, released the chain-lock and reopened it wide enough for Declan to step in. Before he did he regarded her for a moment, a feeling of despair rising inside of him. It was his fault that she was here. It was his hatred and anger that had first brought her into contact with the IRA and had placed the ideas of the armed struggle in her head. Standing there, three thousand miles from home, with bare feet and wearing a black sundress with her chestnut brown hair spilling down around her shoulders she looked angelic and innocent. He hoped she was still innocent, that her association with the IRA hadn't led her to commit the kind of acts that would blacken her soul forever, the kind of acts he'd seen and done. "Let's get inside," he said as he glanced over his shoulder. "It's not safe out here."
"You say Donovan sent you?" Meaghan said as he stepped inside. "He didn't tell us anyone else was com-"
"Like hell he sent you!" a voice said from behind the door as it was pushed closed with force. Declan dropped his bag and turned as a man stepped forward with a pistol aimed. Blocking the man's advance, he grabbed his thumb and twisted his hand and the gun away, pointing it back at it's owner as he brought the man to the floor. He placed his knee onto the man's chest and held him down with the gun under his chin.
"Fu-Fuck you!" the man spat as he tried to struggle.
"Jesus Declan let him go!" Meaghan screamed as Declan heard the sound of a rifle being charged. Two more men stood from behind a couch, one with an AK-47 aimed.
"Let him up! Now!" the rifle man ordered.
Declan kept the man where he was. He recognized the others as Paul Boyle and Dean Byrne, two Provisionals with a list of small attacks throughout Belfast and the surrounding areas. He looked down at the man he was holding and slowly released him. Callum O'Connell stood gingerly from the floor and re-aimed his pistol. "You just couldn't stand that she was here with someone else, could you?"
Meaghan looked aghast as she stood there between O'Connell and Declan.
"That's got nothing to do with it," Declan said. "I'm here because McGuire picked up intel that the Brits were onto you, that they'd sent a team of UDR thugs to wipe out the entire unit, just like they did in Gibraltar."
"Oh fuck McGuire!" O'Connell shouted. "That old man would have us runnin' around making kissy faces with the touts and tryin' to-"
The sound of a vehicle skidding to a stop came from outside and Declan turned to the door, pulling it open as he withdrew the Beretta from his belt. "No time for talking, they're here! Get down!" He aimed the pistol at the black SUV and squeezed the trigger twice. The bullets impacted the windshield as the vehicle's occupants exited and ran for cover. Declan sighted one as he ran towards the cluster of Loblolly trees and dropped him with a double shot to the head before he turned to another and fired three times into the man's chest as he ran sideways, aiming.
The clatter of machine gun fire sounded from the trees and bullets impacted the side of the house, tearing away chunks of plaster. Declan slammed the door and pulled Meaghan onto the tiled floor. "Get down! Get down!"
Boyle and Byrne retook their cover behind the furniture and O'Connell hit the floor below a window. "What the fuck's goin' on?" he shouted as bullets lacerated the shutters and the door, raining chunks of wood onto them.
"McGuire said there were seven and I just dropped two!" Declan shouted as he kept Meaghan huddled in the corner with him. The gunfire outside stopped and O'Connell stood, pulling open the shutters and aiming his pistol.
"No! Don't!" Declan yelled.
A three round burst from an automatic sounded and O'Connell's face disintegrated, blood and brain tissue flying into the air as his body fell lifelessly to the floor, what was left of his head landing with a hollow thud.
"No!" Meaghan screamed and reached towards her fallen lover.
Declan held onto her tight to keep her away from the doors and windows. "He's dead! There's nothing you can do!
"Are you sure there's seven?" Boyle shouted as he peeked around the side of the couch with his Kalashnikov.
"No!" Declan said. "Could be twenty out there! We need to get out the back while their fire's concentrated on the front! They haven't had enough time to spread out but that'll change quick!"
"Right!"
Boyle and Byrne crawled towards a sliding glass door. As they neared it Byrne raised himself into a crouch and reached for the door handle. Gunshots exploded from the opened window and the interior of the house was shredded with bullets, Byrne catching several in the chest before falling onto his back where he lay still.
"Fuck!" Boyle shouted as he scooted furiously away from the door and back behind the couch.
Declan could see the muzzle flash of the weapon. The gunman was standing at the window and firing in. He pushed Meaghan away and rolled out, pulling the Beretta's trigger rapidly. The gunfire stopped as Declan's shots impacted the windowsill. Declan jumped to his feet and ran for the window, passing it in a rolling motion as he fired at the fleeing gunman who screamed in pain as he was hit. Declan lowered himself to the floor again as his attack was met by more automatic gunfire from outside. If McGuire's intel was good, there were four left. He low crawled back across the room to where Meaghan sat huddled in the corner, grabbing his bag and dragging it with him.
"Are there any other vehicles here besides the Rover?"
"There's a moped in the garage!" Boyle yelled.
"No good. We need something a lot faster. Anything else?"
"There's a speedboat by the pier!"
The gunfire from outside slowed to the occasional burst. Declan knew that was meant to keep them at bay while the men outside spread out. Soon, they'd have the house surrounded. But how long could they hold it before the police showed up? Would the police come? Did the police in Anguilla even have guns? He wasn't sure.
"Where's the pier?"
"Straight out the back door and down to the bay, about a hundred yards," Boyle answered.
"Any cover?"
"Some low lying brush and it's downhill through a gully most of the way."
"Can you operate the boat, love?" Declan asked.
"Aye," Meaghan said nodding.
"Looks like it's a gonna be a run for it then. I hope you brought some shoes. Boyle get her to the boat and I'll cover you as you go."
"I can shoot, too!" Meaghan scolded.
Declan released the magazine in the Beretta and reloaded. "I know, but I want your attention on that boat. It's your only ticket outta here." He handed her the Beretta. "Once you're in and the motor's started, cover Boyle as he boards and then the two of you get out of here!"
"What about you?"
"I'm gonna draw their fire. I'll be better off on my own."
Boyle stayed low as he left his cover. "I hope all that shite they're sayin' in Belfast about you McGuire boys is true, for your sake," he said as Meaghan pulled on a pair of tennis shoes.
Declan removed two Taurus PT92s and an H  &K MP5 from his backpack. "Belfast doesn't know the half of it," he said as he pushed a magazine into the H  &K, charged the weapon and flicked the selector switch to semi-automatic. "I'm going out first. Keep your eyes on that front window until you're outside the building. Ditch the weapons once you're a safe distance from the shore and meet me on the beach at Conto Bay. It's a short walk north to the airport from there."
Boyle nodded as he replaced the magazine in the Kalashnikov. "I gotta give it to McGuire. He knows how to get things done."
Declan stood, placed the pistols in holsters on his belt and moved towards the sliding glass door that led to one of the property's pools. "I'm going to draw them south away from the pier. With any luck, they'll think I'm all that's left and follow."
He gripped the door handle and pulled it open. Stepping onto a narrow porch with a staircase leading to a pool below, he ran to the right where he was covered by the edge of the house. Gunshots clattered and chunks of wood were torn away as bullets struck the bannister, the glass window in the door shattering. From his cover, Declan could see the gunman in a patch of trees on the north side of the pool. Surveying the surrounding area for other attackers and seeing none, he flicked the MP5 to full auto and rolled out. Bullets flew from the snub-nosed barrel as he pulled the trigger. Wisps of dust followed the shots to the clump of trees where they tore branches loose until they found the gunman, who screamed painfully as his body was riddled and fell away into the tall grass. Declan stopped firing, slung the H  &K onto his back by its shoulder strap, placed both hands on the bannister for leverage and jumped off the porch onto the deck below. Running to the left, he jumped off the pool's decking and onto the dusty ground at its base, concealing himself from the view of anyone else on the north side of the house. From the south, a gunman rounded the corner of the house and aimed an AR-15. Chunk. The weapon jammed. Declan kicked the gun aside with one foot as he spun and delivered a back kick to the man's stomach, knocking him down. Drawing his pistols, he shot the man twice before placing his back against the house and looking for the other men he knew were about.
Shots sounded a short distance away and he looked realizing there was a shooter in the brush firing at the house. Boyle and Meaghan had to be on their way out. He charged towards the scrub brush. The gunman was lying prone in the grass and scurried for better cover as Declan jumped over a rocky dune that was concealing his approach. Shooting the man in the back as he fled, Declan slid onto his side to use the dune for cover. He peered over the edge and saw Boyle descend a set of steps on the deck and disappear. Where was Meaghan? Hopefully she was ahead of him. He hadn't come to save the likes of Paul Boyle. Everything had grown quiet. Had there only been six assaulters?
Movement jarred his attention and automatic gunfire sounded again. Declan rolled onto his side to see another gunman standing on the edge of the cliff firing an AR-15 into the bay. He raised his pistol and pulled the trigger. The gunman's chest exploded in a flash of red and the man's body fell backwards off of the cliff and out of sight. After reloading, Declan jumped to his feet, aiming the weapons around in search of anyone else as he rushed towards the edge of the cliff. The gunman had fired at least twenty rounds into the bay. Had Meaghan and Boyle made it to the boat only to be mowed down from above? Fighting the urge to close his eyes so he wouldn't see Meaghan McCraven's wrecked body on the white sand, Declan looked over into the Caribbean Sea.
A red and white speedboat shot towards the setting sun leaving a white wave behind it. Declan took a deep breath as he saw the driver's long brown hair flowing in the wind. Meaghan had made it and behind her, another figure sat. Declan turned back and looked at the bullet-riddled house. From the looks of it, the battle was over. For today.
An hour later, Declan watched as the speedboat slowly approached the darkened, half-moon beach of Conto Bay. Meaghan killed the motor and let the slender craft grind to a halt in the sand as she moved out from around the steering wheel towards the front of the boat.
"Where's Boyle?" Declan asked.
Meaghan grimaced. "He was hit, didn't make it."
Declan saw bullet holes near the back of the boat and dark stains on the carpet. "Sorry."
"I threw his body and the guns overboard," she said. Declan opened his arms and held her for a moment. He didn't know much about Paul Boyle or any of the other men that had died today but he didn't have to. Despite being his fellow Irishmen, they weren't good men. They were killers who were willing to take their fight to people who more than likely had never set foot in Ireland and probably never would. They were the kind of men that he used to be. Or were they? He'd killed today, too. What kind of person did that make him?
"Let's go," Meaghan said as she reached down and pulled off the white shoes she was wearing. Declan noted the red stains as she turned and tossed them back into the boat.
"You're going to regret that," he said as they walked north. "The road to the airport's gravel."

Chapter Four

11:29am Local Time � Sunday June 10th, 1990
Aldergrove Airport
Belfast, Northern Ireland

Declan knew that landing in Northern Ireland as opposed to the Irish Republic came with a great risk but McGuire had assured him the passports he had provided, which identified Declan and Meaghan as French and American respectively with no connection to each other, were foolproof and that each of them would make it through the required security without incident.
Having gone through the humiliating process successfully, Declan bent down and scooped up his backpack from the conveyor of an x-ray machine as he searched the incoming crowd for Meaghan. Spotting her as she neared the entrance, he moved away and waited outside of the security area.
He watched as she went through the same process as he had and approached, placing the American passport in the travel bag she had brought from Anguilla.
"I guess that's it then," he said. "No more overseas excursions planned, right?"
She gave him a cold stare. "Looks like the Ulster boys won this round."
Declan shook his head. "The people who won yesterday are the Anguillans since they won't be dying in mass numbers from either an IRA or a UFF bomb tomorrow."
"So it's true what they're saying about you, that you've become some kind of conchie or something?"
"That's not you talking. That's me. Three years ago-"
"Meaghan McCraven?" a loud voice called.
Declan looked over Meaghan's shoulder. Two men in civilian clothes approached followed by four uniformed officers of the Royal Ulster Constabulary.
"Meaghan McCraven, you're under arrest for-"
"I don't know who you're talk-"
"Save it. You're Meaghan McCraven," an officer said holding up a picture, "Take her away."
Declan stepped forward as the constables grabbed Meaghan by the shoulders and began to pull her away. One of the plainclothes officers stopped him with a hand to the chest. "Get lost stud, if you know what's good for you. This one's not worth the lay."
Declan felt a set of hands grab him from behind. "It'll be grand, old son."
"Take your friend's advice," the officer said as he turned and walked away, following the constables as they led Meaghan around a corner and out of sight.
Declan relaxed in the grip of the man standing behind him as he noticed a lock of blonde hair that had spilled over his shoulder. He knew the man was one of the few around that could match him move for move. "Let me go, Torrie." He turned and looked into the face of Torrance Sands as the man released him.
"There's nothing we can do, Declan," Eamon McGuire said as he stepped up next to Sands. "The RUC had every member of the unit identified and pictures at every entrance. She didn't have a chance of getting through."
Declan regarded both men coldly for a moment before walking away.
"Do you think he has any idea it was you who told the screws where to find her?" Sands asked.
McGuire shook his head as he watched Declan leave the airport. "How could he? We've done more in the last four days to bring Declan McIver back into the armed struggle than the Brits have in the last six months."
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SEE SAW by James Oliver Hilton

A McMurder short story

Manchester. England. Mid-September. 10.35 pm. 
The last dregs of the pint of Boddington's beer went down easy. It seemed like years since he'd enjoyed a proper pint, although he'd only been away from the UK for less than twelve months. The beer in the states was okay but it was the same everywhere you went. Bud or Bud Light. Miller or Miller Light. Coors if you were lucky, Coors Light if you weren't. America was great for many things but a proper pint wasn't one of them. They just didn't seem to get the whole beer � lager thing. Also they seemed to think having two pints equated to being drunk.
Danny McMurdo gazed into the now empty glass like a trainee fortuneteller then reconsidered. Another brew would go down a treat but he needed to keep his mind on the game.
He was dressed in his 'old man' clothes again. Faded green army jacket, a rip in the left sleeve. Baggy corduroy trousers and scuffed boots. The moth eaten flat cap finished his tattered ensemble perfectly. He hadn't shaved for three days and knew the coarse stubble shot through with silver added to his mock persona. He'd recently added a pair of glasses to his disguise. A pair of ready readers from Marks  & Spencer. Only a couple of quid and the lens strength he had chosen was so weak they did not affect his sight in any noticeable way.
He made a show of paying for his pint, allowing several twenties to fall from his wallet onto the bar. He looked down his nose at the money and took his time putting it back into his wallet. It was a ruse he'd used many times before. Just like a fisherman baiting a hook. Toss it out there and see which species of pond life would take the bait.
The barman nodded and gave him back the change.
Danny stepped out into the street. The northern night air carried a slight chill. He pulled up his collar and hunched his shoulders. He then set off in a slightly waddling walk. Further along the road, he used a shop window to see if he'd been followed. A tight smile crept across his face. There were two of them. Both walked with the same rhythm, half swagger- half fear. The taller of the two wore jeans and a brown leather aviator jacket, the smaller man was dressed in a dark purple tracksuit. The shiny logo on the tracksuit glinted as it reflected the streetlights.
McMurdo turned off the main road into a quieter side street. He knew there was a few car parks nearby, in one of which his own vehicle was parked. He added a little speed to his walk to be sure that they were still following him. Sure enough, he heard the pair's footsteps quicken in response.
Another two corners and he'd be ready for them in the doorway of a multi story car park.
What Danny didn't see was the taller of the two men talking into his i-phone.
Some half mile away, six men sat in a Hyundai Chaser I-10 people carrier. The man in the front passenger seat smiled at the phone as a photo of an old man in a green jacket pinged onto his screen. The voice on the phone was telling him exactly what he wanted to hear.
�We'll be there in two minutes,� said the passenger.
�Go?� asked the driver. He looked at the top dog in the car expectantly.
�Fast and furious my friend,� answered William 'Snap' Jones. Snap had been so named due to his distinctive shock of red hair when he was growing up in nearby Altrincham. His friends had dubbed him 'Ginger Snap'. They later shortened it to just Snap. He'd hated the moniker when he was younger, at one time shaving off all of his hair in an effort to shake off the tag. In response, his friends had called him 'Baldy Snap'. He'd given up after that and let his hair grow out. In the intervening years he'd almost doubled in size and muscle mass. He loved the gym. Now when asked why he was called Snap he offered, �Because that's what I'll do to your neck if you piss me off!� Most enquiring minds tended to believe him.
Danny monitored the two men behind by their approaching footsteps, which echoed against the graffiti decorated walls of the car park. As he turned onto the entrance ramp he staggered to one side and bumped against the wall allowing the men to get closer. Turning, he registered the two approaching men with a look of surprise tinged with just the right amount of apprehension.
�Er�hello lads.�
�You can drop the old man act. We know who you are.� The taller of the two glared at McMurdo as he spat out his words like bullets. He rubbed the fur collar of his leather jacket as he spoke.
But Danny kept up the facade for a moment longer. His voice slow and unsure. �What? Who do you think I am?�
�Well, you're not the old cobweb-cock you want us to think you are, that's for certain. You pulled the same shit on a couple of my boys up in Carlisle last year. Then you had the balls to pull the same shit again three months later but with some big fucker of a Yankee to back you up.� Johnny Phelps knew how dangerous the 'old man' in front of him was and was definitely not going to fall for any of his sneaky tricks. Like his dad always told him. 'Son, only a sucker gets sucker punched.'
Johnny smiled as the harsh headlights from the Hyundai people carrier framed the old dude like a star in a Hollywood spotlight. A bobble-head in the style of a small space alien wobbled it's oversized cranium at him from its perch on the dashboard.
Snap climbed out of the SUV clapping his hands slow and loud as he stepped into the light. �Nice one Johnny boy. I've been waiting to catch up with this fucker for a long time. He's got some big time payback coming his way.�
�And from me too. He pulled some Ninja shit on my cousin up north a while back. Pretended he was all old an' shit. Then next thing he was givin' it Bruce Lee an' shit. Fucking Mosher!�
�Don't worry Johnny boy, he's not fooling anybody tonight. We know who he is. And we know what he's getting.� Snap looked around at the seven men that now blocked the entrance. �Right?�
All of the men responded as one. �Right!�
A spider of dread crawled it's way down McMurdo's spine. His hand moved out of reflex to the waistband of his trousers. No pistol was tucked there. He seldom carried on roll 'em jobs. He did these for his own self-gratification; he'd never needed a shooter before. It kept him sharp with his hand to hand and there was always some ass wipe who needed a bit of lifestyle restructuring therapy.
Five of the seven produced ASP batons. Police specials. A series of metallic clicks sounded as the telescopic weapons were extended to their full length.
'Sounds like God cracking his knuckles,' thought Danny.
Snap pulled a Bowie knife from behind his waist. The blade looked to be around a foot long. The brass hand guard was shaped like an oversized 'S'. Big knife. Crocodile Dundee himself would have approved. The last man, smaller than the rest, held handcuffs and a roll of duct tape.
Danny rolled his neck and flexed his hands. He knew that the pain train was just about to pull into the station. But the sight of the tape and cuffs was both good and bad. Good: they meant to capture him not kill him here. Bad: they probably meant to capture him and kill him somewhere else.
Snap waved the knife in the air like an orchestral conductor. �You don't remember me do you?�
Danny searched his memory but came up with nothing. �I can't say I do, but once you've seen one ugly bastard you've seen them all.�
�Funny.� Snap pointed the blade directly at him. �Three years ago. Outside Oxford Road Station. You did a number on me and two of my mates. Knocked three of my teeth out with a snooker ball inside a sock.�
Danny nodded as he recalled the incident. �Now I remember. Trying to bag snatch women as they came off the trains. You were the skinny fucker with the Sideshow-Bob hair. I mean, a ginger afro�what was that all about?�
�Never mind my fucking hair.�
�Looks like you've been chompin' on the 'roids since then.�
�Tell you what Mister fucking Mc-Murder. When my boys are finished beating the shit out of you I'm going to cut off your balls and keep them as a trophy.�
Danny bristled at being called McMurder. When his friends used his old army tag he smiled, it was a badge of honour. But when an ungulate like Snap used it, it just grated on his nerves. He growled, �If you're planning on cutting my balls off, you're gonna need a bigger knife.�
Snap roared out a command and the five men charged as one.
Danny sidestepped the first man and sent him slamming face first into the wall behind. As the other men rained down blows with the batons, Danny used one arm to cover his head and the other to drive repeated elbows into the first man's kidneys.
Danny had fought many opponents with a much higher skill level than this rabble but the sheer number and enclosed area proved a difficult barrier to overcome.
His left arm felt like it was broken. Slivers of raw pain lanced through his bone as each new strike from a baton compounded the hurt already administered. Stooping under the onslaught, he rammed his stiffened palm hard under a chin, driving the man's head back at an unnatural angle. The man toppled to the ground and clutched at his face. If Danny could have hit him with a clean shot he would have sent him into the afterlife.
Another baton slashed across his forehead and split the skin just below his hairline. The blood that spattered over Danny's face added fuel to the fire that was his mounting rage. The last thing he needed was another scar. Ignoring the pain, he pulled the nearest man in close, wrapping his arm tight around the back of his neck. The man's face was squashed against Danny's chest. Then McMurdo snapped his upper body forward. The resulting crack told of vertebrae being broken, separated beyond repair. As the man fell dying to the ground, he emitted one gurgling cry for help.
The baton wielding gang paused in their attack and stared down at the body of their dead friend. A look of shock, panic and fear rippled through them like a hypnotic suggestion. This was a game changer. Snap had said this was going to be an easy mark. Kick the old duffer into the ground then have some real fun with him later. One of the men who had followed Danny from the bar looked over his shoulder at Snap, and while pointing to his dead friend said merely; �Fuck!�
When the gang looked back at McMurdo he too was brandishing two telescopic batons. Three fallen men, two weapons taken. McMurdo knew his ancestors carried Norse blood in their veins and he felt that ancient Viking fury flow strong.
The blood that now covered his face added to the savage impact of his snarling voice. �I hope you fucker's all have life insurance or your mothers are going to be really pissed off when they have to bury you out of their own pockets.�
The gang shifted, hopping back and forward, uncertain what to do next.
Spitting a mouthful of blood aside McMurdo challenged, �Come on then. You've had the starter, let's get on with the main course.�
Snap responded to his taunts. �Forget trying to take him down. Just smash his fucking face in!�
But the gang didn't have to attack. McMurdo attacked them. With a deep guttural howl that would have befitted a Viking berserker he tore into them. Slashing left and right as he came. Whereas the gang had rained down repeated blows predominantly from above, Danny struck from all angles. Years earlier he had learned the basics of Escrima, the vicious style of stick fighting that originated in the Philippines. He now used one of the most basic but effective sequences from that system. The 'heaven six' combination broke the fingers and wrists of two of the closest men. As soon as they dropped their weapons, Danny closed on them and broke one man's jaw with a horizontal slash and sent the other tumbling to the ground clutching his ruined eye socket.
After blocking another man's attempted strike, Danny planted a boot deep into his testicles. The man howled and buckled at the knees. He then received the butt of a baton on the bridge of his nose. Another man down.
Danny took another smack in the head, which sent spots of purple light dancing across his eyes. With his left arm extended in a guard, he wiped the blood from his eyes. After running his tongue across his teeth, Danny spat out another mouthful of blood-tinged saliva.
He looked at the remaining gang. The first man was back up but holding his spine and wearing a mask of hurt. The fucker with the handcuffs and tape was looking very skittish next to Snap. The big ginger gimp was still there with his Bowie knife.
Danny pointed to the guy with the bruised kidneys. �You! Fuck off home while you still can.�
The man looked at McMurdo and Snap in an alternating pattern, trying to decide who would do him the most damage if he crossed them. He moved to stand alongside his man Snap.
Without warning Danny launched one of the ASP batons through the air in an overhand throw. Handcuff boy, whose attention had been successfully misdirected to his friend caught the steel truncheon full in the face. He was bowled over and gave only a strangled Awk! as he fell.
�Well now, this is more like it. Just one on one. You and me, Snap. Your chance to even the score. No more interruptions.�
Snap glowered at his blood soaked enemy. �There's still two of us. And I've got this.�
Danny shook his head sadly. �I beg to differ. I can smell the crap in his pants from here. He's a waste of time. He's finished.�
Snap looked at the now terrified looking man beside him and grudgingly agreed with McMurdo's summary. �Fuck off Zebo. I'll sort you out later.�
The man called Zebo hobbled back up the car park ramp still holding his back and kept on going into the night.
Snap growled and stepped closer to his target. Sure, this guy was no push over but a foot long Bowie was a way better weapon than some poxy nightstick.
Danny looked over Snap's shoulder and smiled. �It's about time you got here.�
Snap half turned, blade leading the way.
Then some thing happened that he wasn't ready for. Danny launched the second baton through the air. The length of steel caught Snap full in the face. As he reeled back in shock the wiry fucker was on him.
Danny levered the knife down and away from his body, twisting Snap's wrist to breaking point. He then used his forward momentum to deliver a snappy headbutt full into the ginger one's face. As Snap faltered, he took a knee between the legs. As the big man tottered backwards he watched Danny now hold up the Bowie like a trophy.
McMurdo turned slightly and addressed the fallen men around him. �Any of you fuckers move and I'll turn you into pie filling.�
No one put it to the test. A dark stain spread across the front of handcuff boy�s trousers.
�Is this over?� asked McMurdo.
Snap struggled back to his feet, his face contorted into a mask of unadulterated hatred. Blood poured from his broken nose. �You're fucking dead. My uncle is connected. Every headhunter in the country is going to be after you now.�
�It doesn't have to be that way,� growled the bloodstained Scotsman. �We can call it quits.�
But Snap continued. �I'll find out where you live. I'll come and rape your wife one night when you're least expecting��
Danny slipped the blade into Snap's heart in one smooth thrust. No muss, no fuss. His hand just snapped out like a serpents tongue. Danny McMurdo had no wife to protect but he knew that bull terriers like Snap would keep coming back until one of them was dead. No sense in delaying the inevitable.
Danny looked around at the bodies that littered the ramp. Shit, better leave town for a while, let things quieten down again. He felt no sorrow or remorse for the fallen men. The fate they had intended for him had been nothing short of murder. He pulled the flat cap low on his head to help staunch the seeping wound. He pressed his injured arm between two of the buttons of his jacket to act as a sling.
He gave one last look at the bodies. Just like a kiddie's seesaw, one minute you're up, the next you're down. He knew that one day his would be the body on the ground.
But not today.
Not today.
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UNINVITED GUESTS By Rod Glenn

�I�ll tell you what he�s gonna do, Tommy. He�s gonna shit his fucking pants.�
The younger man tapped his foot and bit his bottom lip. �Are you sure, boss?�
�Course I�m fucking sure, you little prick,� the big man snapped. �He�s just some fucking shop owner, for fuck�s sake, G-G-G-Granville.� He laughed and clapped the young man on the back. �When we cap that meddling slag of his he�ll shit it and then I�ll cap him too. Piece of piss. End of.�
The van turned a tight corner, catching Tommy off guard. He fell into the lap of the giant black man sitting opposite him.
�Get off, you little bender,� Leonard said, shoving him back into his seat. �You ain�t my type, boy.�
The athletic woman sat next to him chuckled. Wiping a strand of raven hair out of her face, she said, �Why the fuck we babysitting this puke anyway, Ronnie?�
�He�s gotta bust his cherry sometime, Lexi,� Ronnie said. �And don�t fucking question me again, alright?�
Lexi wrinkled her nose and switched her attention to her submachine gun.
�We�re here,� the driver called out as the van slowed to a halt.
�Get your game faces on,� Ronnie said as he drew a pistol from inside his leather jacket.
They jumped out of the back of the van and followed Ronnie to a terraced house. The street was dark and deserted, long past the witching hour.
Lexi disappeared briefly while the others congregated at the front door. She returned quickly and gave a curt nod to Ronnie.
Whispering, Ronnie said, �Right, Tommy, you stay just inside the front door and keep tabs on the street. You two, with me.�
Tommy opened his mouth to protest, but Ronnie cut him off with a clip around the head.
Lexi worked on the lock while Leonard set his shotgun aside and pulled out a pair of bolt cutters. As she opened the door, Leonard snipped the door chain and Ronnie rushed inside. Lexi and Leonard followed as Tommy pulled the door to behind them.
The house was in darkness. Ronnie wasted no time; he rushed up the stairs and kicked open the door to what he already knew was the master bedroom.
The man and woman were already awake, the man, naked and stepping out of the bed.
�What the�� the woman was saying, confused.
Ronnie switched the light on and aimed his pistol at them. �Shut the fuck up and listen.�
Seeing the pistol, she closed her mouth. The man stood and folded his arms across his chest.
�Nice one,� Ronnie said, alternating his aim between the two. �Mr Francis sent us to make sure you don�t testify next week in the unfortunate situation he currently finds himself in.�
The man turned to the woman and said, �Have you not been playing nice with the other kids, Cara?�
She flashed him an angry glance. �This is no time for your jokes, darling.�
�I�d listen to your slag girlfriend there, mate,� Ronnie sneered. Without taking his eyes off them, he said, �You two know what to do. Get to work.�
Leonard and Lexi nodded and left the room.
�I�m sorry to say that you two are going to have a little accident,� Ronnie said. �You really shouldn�t cook late at night after a few bevies.�
The man smiled. �Ah yes,� he said. �That is very silly of us.�
�This is serious,� Cara snapped at him. Turning to Ronnie, she said, �You can try to mock this up like an accident all you like, but forensics will easily establish foul play and guess who will be the prime suspect?�
�Don�t you worry your pretty blonde head about it, love. We�ve got it all covered.�
The man took a step forward. �So� if you need this to look like an accident, you�re not going to be shooting anyone, are you?�
Ronnie trained the pistol on him. The man was clearly fit and muscular, but he was also bollock naked and unarmed. �Fucking try it, mate. Mr Francis wanted an accident, but if you fuck with me I�ll put a fucking bullet right through your dick. And then while you bleed to death I�ll rape your girlfriend here before I slit her throat.�
The man took another step forward, ignoring a hissed warning from Cara. �You�d have to be a crack shot with that Glock to put one through my tiny cock.�
Ronnie frowned and managed a half laugh. �You�d be surprised how good a shot I am with this Glock. You take one more step and you�ll find out, mate.�
The man held up his hands in a mock apology.
�Put some clothes on,� Cara said.
�I�m not bothered that this gay goon is eying my cock,� The man said and offered a cheeky smile to Ronnie.
�You�re a piece of work, son. I was told you were just some pussy video shop owner.� With a snort, Ronnie added, �Nobody owns videos anymore, you wanker.�
The man feigned surprise and stepped closer at the same time. �You don�t say! Whatever will I do?�
�Stop it,� Cara implored him.
�I�ve had enough of you,� Ronnie said.
In a blur of motion, the man dropped to the carpet and rolled forward. He emerged out of the roll as Ronnie was adjusting his aim. He jabbed him in the groin and then sprung to his feet, catching Ronnie�s jaw with the top of his head.
As Ronnie staggered backwards, blood spraying from his mouth, the man moved in again. With a quick twist, he snapped his wrist, took the pistol and fired it into Ronnie�s temple. The opposite side of his head exploded and blood and brains splattered across the wall.
As shouts from downstairs erupted, Cara jumped out of the bed, gawping at her naked boyfriend. �Jesus Christ! What the hell was that?�
�Let�s maybe chat about this later, okay, honey?� He stepped out of the room as the big black guy bounded up the stairs, shotgun in hand.
The man opened fire. Leonard�s head snapped back with the impact of the first round. Two more rounds struck his chest. He toppled backwards and hit the stairs like a felled redwood.
Lexi shrieked from downstairs and a spray of gunfire peppered the wall and ceiling at the top of the stairs.
�You motherfucker!� she screamed as she slapped home a fresh magazine.
The man lingered just out of sight, mulling over his options. Cara stepped over Ronnie�s body and appeared in the doorway. �Landline�s dead,� she whispered. She held up her mobile and started to punch in 999.
The man clicked his tongue as he admired her naked form. �As much as I love seeing you naked, darling, I think you should put some clothes on.�
�Pot calling the kettle, darling!�
He shrugged. �Touch�.� He then stepped over to the top of the stairs and waved. Gunfire was the immediate response.
He tucked his hand back and then stepped out. Lexi was reloading as he fired. She lunged for cover, but his first round clipped her thigh. She screamed and fell sprawling out of view.
�Stop!� Cara was shouting. �Just wait for the police, for God�s sake!�
�Nah!� The man yelled back. �I�m having too much fun!�
Lexi crawled over to the front door, where Tommy was standing. He was pressed against it, trembling and mouth wide open in a silent scream.
Lexi had dropped the loaded magazine in the exchange and was frantically searching her pockets for her last one. Glancing up at Tommy, she spat, �Don�t just fucking stand there! Shoot the cunt!�
Han reached the bottom of the stairs as Tommy fumbled for his revolver. His hand was shaking so violently he dropped it. He stared at it and then at the naked man as he advanced towards them. �Please��
�Spare me, kid,� the man said and shot Lexi in the face. Her head smacked against the laminate floor with a wet thud.
�Oh, God� oh, God��
The man shook his head slowly. �He�s not going to save you. You arseholes catastrophically misjudged your opponent here, I�m afraid.�
His voice a near shriek, Tommy uttered, �Who the fuck are you?�
Han glanced over his shoulder, checking that Cara was out of earshot. She was talking frantically on her mobile.
Leaning in closer, he whispered, �I�m Han Whitman.�
The last remaining colour drained from Tommy�s cheeks. As warm piss jetted down his trouser leg, he muttered, �Oh, God no��
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THE MISSIONARY by Paul D Brazill

A Roman Dalton Story

The moon tears me apart. Rips at my flesh. And then I am transformed into a man-wolf that is consumed by a red hot rage. My eyes drowning in crimson. The smell and the taste of blood. The howling.
I stumbled out of a drunken dream and awoke in a burnt out house, my joints throbbing. Throat like sandpaper. Almost choking on the stink of the place.
A bitter, cold February ached for the warmth of spring. Seagulls screeched, sirens screamed and motorbike roared in the distance. A gunshot echoed through my brain. It was dawn and The City was yawning � painfully, desperately.
I struggled to my feet, grasped the window ledge and looked out at the day through bleary, bloodshot eyes. Lighting flashed, thunder boomed and the heavens were gutted.
I stuffed a hand in my raincoat pocket and pulled out a can of Special Brew. Sipped on the sweet beer, slowly and methodically. Coasting a little. Watching the sheets of rain try to cleanse The City. Some chance.
Across the street, a bolt of lightning hit the church steeple and a flock of black birds scattered from the roof before perching on a cluster of graffiti stained gravestones.
A shiver sliced through me and I knew the man I�d been searching for was here.
I finished the beer, crushed the can and threw it into the corner of the room. Unzipped, took out my limp dick, closed my eyes and pissed against the wall.
�I know you�re there,� I said when I�d finished, pushing my knob back inside my trousers.
�Have you been waiting long for this moment, Detective Dalton?� hissed the voice from the shadows.
�Long enough,� I said, turning.
�Yes, all good things come to those who wait. Or so I have heard,� said the man in the black suit and wide brimmed hat.
His face was as white as fear, with the consistency of putty. His eyes as black as the darkness between the stars. The Missionary looked just as I�d envisioned him. A stone cold killer. Unkillable, they said.
I�d been undercover for just over a fortnight now. Sleeping rough. Integrating with the homeless. The bums. Waiting for The Missionary to strike again.
He was a creature of legend. Of nightmares. The hit man with a one hundred per cent record who got his kicks wiping out those he considered impure. The poor and the disabled. Whores and hobos. The drunks.
And now he was in front of me. Grinning. He took out a Luger from a shoulder holster and caressed it. He kissed the silhouette of an angel that was carved into the ivory handle.
I shivered as he took a step toward me and pressed the gun against my forehead.
�A last request?� he said.
�Maybe we can go for a beer and talk this over? Man to Missionary? �
�No,� he said, scratching the scar that sliced down his nose with a skull and crossbones ring that was on the bony index finger of his left hand. �I think not.�
I took another cigarette from the packet.
�Another nail in the coffin, then,� I said.
The Missionary grinned.
I sat on an upturned wooden crate. Lit a cigarette. It tasted foul.
The Missionary took out a bible, held it high and started to sing.
�Jesus Blood Never Failed Me Yet.
Never failed me.
Yet.�
It was beautiful and, at the same time, horrible.
My hands were shaking with the hangover and the fear. Sweat was oozing through my pores. If ever there was a time when I would have been glad to transform into a werewolf, welcomed that curse, it would have been now. But the cold light of day was no use at all.
And still The Missionary sang.
And so I joined in. As loud as I could, though my voice crumbled like a moth�s wings. Loud enough, though. Loud enough to cover the sound of movement in the pile of trash behind The Missionary.
Loud enough to smother the sound of Duffy crawling through the rubbish and edging slowly toward The Missionary, red cord stretched tight between his fists.
I sang loudly and with all of my still beating heart.

* * *

The Missionary�s corpse was quickly zipped into a black body bag and put into the back of the Black Mariah. The cops and SOC team yawned and scratched themselves as they wandered around the derelict building, ignoring Duffy and I. Indifferent. Bored. Jaded. All of the above.
Detective Ivan Walker sipped on a cup of take away coffee, clearly pissed off.
�Self-defence, eh?� he said.
He dropped the cup and rubbed his red eyes.
�Well, yeah,� said Duffy, through a mouth stuffed with peanuts. �When The Missionary is ready to whack you, you don�t try to reason with him, do you?�
Walker growled.
Duffy ran a hand through his inky black quiff. Leaned close to Walker.
�Well, what else could we do, Ivan?� he whispered. �There was no full moon there to help us out, you know? Roman can�t just turn into a werewolf when he fancies it, eh?�
Walker rubbed the pentangle shaped star on the side of his neck.
�And,� continued Duffy. �The Missionary is responsible for how many hits? One Hundred? More?�
�Probably more,� I said.
�So, there you are. Good riddance to bad rubbish. It�s not like he was some innocent victim,� said Duffy. He blew up the peanut bag and clapped it between his hands.
The bang made the SOC photographer jump and drop his camera. Duffy grinned. Walker glared.
�Yes But just think how much information he could have given us if you�d kept him alive,� said Walker.
�Keep him alive? Almost nobody has ever clapped eyes on him. He�s a phantom. You should be thankful that we managed to trap him. We were lucky to get out alive,� said Duffy.
Yes, I thought, as I caught a familiar look in Walker�s eyes. Too lucky, maybe.

* * *

The morgue was stacked with corpses. It had been a busy weekend.
The Missionary had been responsible for a few of them but a lot of the cadavers were due to a battle between Count Otto Rhino�s Frog Boys and Ton Ton Philippe�s zombies. The other stiffs were just innocent bystanders. Though it was becoming increasingly difficult find anyone innocent in The City.
�So, you�re not going to tell me who hired you to catch The Missionary, then?� said Walker, as he smoked a death black French cigarette.
�Confidentiality, Ivan. You know the drill.�
�But they told you that Ton Ton Philippe had paid The Missionary to take you out?�
I sighed.
�That�s what the little bird told me.�
�Mmmmm.� Growled Walker. �And would that little bird be a green-eyed songbird who has a most peculiar relationship with Count Otto Rhino?�
�Maybe yes, maybe know. Maybe, baby, I don�t know,� I said.
Although, Walker was right. The songbird in question, Daria, had indeed given me the aforementioned information. Although, why, I wasn�t sure. She wasn�t exactly the most reliable of sources. A real mystery, that one, for sure.
Some people believed she was Rhino�s lover. Other�s said he was her father. I just figured she though she owed me after I saved her sister/lover from Ton Ton Philippe. Maybe.
�Are you ladies finished with your gossiping?� said Dr Gaynor Green.
The statuesque coroner�s gaze was as chilly as the room we stood in. Her white uniform splattered with blood. A glinting scalpel in her hands. But she was still breathtakingly beautiful.
Once upon a time Gaynor Green had been a beauty queen and a hostess at Rhino�s Private Gentlemen�s Club. But she had seen something there that had changed the way she lived her life. Something that she never talked about.
She became a Hare Krishna for a while. Then a scientologist. And then a Buddhist.
Finally, she went to medical school and took a job in the morgue because she knew she�d never run out of clients in The City. She even moved into the place and rarely left, she said, because she liked the silence, although a Motorhead song was blasting out of the speakers at the moment. She switched it off.
�Well,� said Walker.
�Well what?�
�Well, is there anything you can tell us about The Missionary�s body?
�Well, I�m no art expert but it�s a very well sculpted piece of work.�
�Eh?� we both said, and walked towards her.
Dr Green tapped the corpse. The sound echoed around the room.
�A very realistic sculpture. But a sculpture none the less.�
And she was right. On the morgue slab was a perfect replica of The Missionary. But where the hell was the real thing?

* * *

Not for the first time this week, I was the only customer in Duffy�s Bar. And that suited me down to the ground. The Missionary had haunted my dreams and I was in no mood for idle chitchat.
Duffy was reading the latest National Geographic. The stained cover featuring a massive orange spider. He sipped from a bottle of Kozel Pale.
I pumped a ton of coins into the Wurlitzer Jukebox. Lightning Hopkins finished and Dino crooned about drinking wine. I contemplated my glass of whisky. The ice cubes shimmered in the wan light.
Outside the wet pavement reflected the bar�s flickering neon sign. As Dino segued into Dusty, Ivan Walker rushed past the window wearing a long black raincoat that flapped in the breeze. He burst through the door. He was not a happy man. Even by his morose standards.
Duffy set about making an espresso for Walker who took off his raincoat and sat next to me.
�Found a penny and lost a pound?� I said.
Walker�s eyes turned to slits.
�She�s dead,� he whispered. �Dead.�
�Who? What and where?�
Duffy placed an espresso in front of Walker who knocked it back in one.
�Gimme what he�s having,� said Walker.
�Are you sure?� said Duffy, shocked. �You haven�t hit the hard stuff since��
�I�m sure,� said Walker, his voice like a thunderstorm.
Duffy poured Walker two fingers of Dark Valentine. I nodded. He topped me up.
�Well?� I said.
�Gaynor Green. She�s been murdered.�
�Doctor Green? What? But why? How?� I gulped my drink. �She never left that morgue. It�s like Fort Knox. Impossible to break into.�
Then cogs started to click.
�No sign of a break in. But whoever killed her got out easy enough, though,� said Walker. �And they took that statue of The Missionary with them.�
Duffy caught my eye. Scratched his acne-scarred face.
�We�ve been duped, Roman,� he said. �Taken for a ride.�
And he was right, I realised. Dead on.
Daria had hired me to whack The Missionary who, through some sort of supernatural trickery, had transformed himself into a statue � maybe like the Golem, from Jewish folklore. And then, when he�d got into the morgue, he�d transformed himself back and killed Gaynor Green, making sure she never told whatever she�d seen at Otto Rhino�s Private Gentlemen�s Club.
Duffy took down a bottle of Dark Valentine black label, the good stuff, and filled up three glasses as Mel Torme sang �Gloomy Sunday.�
And then the night dissolved.
I am transformed. I stalk the street. Howl. Roar. And I am ready to tear The Missionary limb from limb. And anyone who gets in my way.
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HARD WOOD By Tyson Adams

Despite what most people believe, security guarding is not really that dangerous a profession. Most of the time you patrol around, watch a few video monitors, try not to fall asleep in that quiet hour in the dead of night, just in case someone actually has any idea what is in the maze of shipping containers I guard by night. Needless to say, I was not expecting tonight to be when I would find myself on my knees, nursing a broken hand, about to have my throat slit. I suppose the evening could be worse; I could still have that Madonna song stuck in my head.
A minute ago I was at the darker end of the compound, the furthest spot away from the constant activity of the docks, walking along one of the many rows of multicoloured brick towers. The noise had been faint, a clink of metal on metal, a noise I recognised from somewhere in my past. I had approached the next intersection with my flashlight held out in my left hand, my trusty Beretta 92 extended in my right. My memory was scratching at me, telling me that the sound meant danger and not some kids hiding their drinking place. The movement had been quick, merciless. I caught a glimpse of a man in dark blue as my gun fired from being slapped out of my hand. The next moment I found myself on the ground scrambling after my gun, only to have a boot crash down on my hand, once, twice, three times and it felt like there was nothing left of my right hand but fire and shards of bones.
Five years ago, I'd lasted two weeks into a tour of outer Desert-stan before being blown up and losing my lower left leg. Despite my short stay, my brain recognised the sound of a rifle barrel on metal. Not that the early warning had stopped me having my butt kicked. My hand hurt, the pain was blocking out most things, but somewhere inside a dark figure was striding forward. That dark figure was anger: anger at the world, anger at the enemy, anger at the loss of a limb and the painful rehabilitation, anger at whomever was robbing this place.
A rough arm embraced me around the chest and wrenched me to my feet. I could feel the firearm slung across my attacker's chest and saw the glint of the knife he was about to use on my throat. For a moment I was thinking more about whether the glint was moonlight or a chance sighting of the compound lights. But then I remembered that the light source was far less important than the fact the knife looked really sharp.
The dark figure stepped forward. Enough.
My left elbow flew back, hitting flesh, then my right, stunning the attacker. I bent, pulling him forward with me, and then reached between my legs. My right hand was useless, but I was able to grasp the attacker's right ankle with my left hand and hook it with my right forearm. I rolled down and dragged the leg up, locking my hips against his, and then pulled. Perfect rolling knee bar: thank you basic unarmed training. The attacker screamed as his knee snapped, but I wasn't done yet. I scrambled away from him toward my fallen flashlight. The heavy aluminium light was the perfect baton. My attacker tried to block the swinging left-handed blows but the dark figure was still incensed, leaving a bloody red mess of the man's skull in his wake.
Out of breath, I tried to collect myself, to settle some of the adrenaline and push the dark figure back into the recesses of my mind. I realised the evening had only just started. My attacker was on watch, he was kitted for a night operation, with a radio throat mike, dark blue clothing that blended into the low light of night, a suppressed Heckler and Koch UMP � not a common firearm � and body armour. I was surprised he didn't have night vision goggles and a helmet, but his kit suggested a professional team, here for something they shouldn't be here for. It wouldn't be long and someone would come looking; I might as well take the fight to them.
It was a ridiculous idea. Unknown assailants of an unknown number, whom I was going to confront for some unknown reason. I guess it was partly adrenaline, partly that sense of service drilled in by basic training, but probably it was just that desire to prove myself as a warrior. Most people would just take up a contact sport, I was going to hunt down armed thieves in a shipping yard at night; shrinks would have a field day with that logic.
I needed to arm myself and go on the hunt. I looked around and saw my Beretta. It had stove-piped as the gun had fired and been knocked from my hand, the nine millimetre casing sticking up and jamming the gun. I picked up the gun and tried to clear it, but couldn't, the fire in my hand reminding me how useless I now was at piano. Next was the UMP: holding a sub-machine gun one-handed was also out of the question. It works in the movies, but I'm pretty sure that the movies have their own set of physics, one where the hero can take on a small army of people shooting at him and only be in danger of losing his shirt.
That left the knife, a mean looking Randall Model 16 fighting knife.
I grabbed for my radio, finding it missing, then realising it had been taken from me and smashed while I had been lying on the ground complaining about my hand. The one my former attacker was wearing had a coded key pad, which made it useless to me, unless I wanted to have a one-way argument without looking crazy. As keen as I was to go after the rest of the people my attacker was with, I knew I needed backup. The other security guards I worked with were scattered all over the compound, they'd have a hard enough time regrouping, let alone reaching me quickly. My mind was made up.
The knife went into my belt and the now bloodied flashlight clicked on in my left hand as I headed for the closest call box. There are call boxes scattered over the compound, for emergencies much more mundane than this. The box contains a radio handset and medical kit, exactly what I needed right now. I was trying to run, but my prosthetic had slightly twisted during the fight and was causing me to limp. Five years ago I would have covered the ground at a brisk, athletic pace, now I was moving with an inelegant rolling gait at just faster than jogging pace. I'd adjust the leg, when I reached the call box, so that I could move better. Still no replacement for my running leg that was sitting at home with my neglected gym gear.
"Larry!" I whisper-shouted into the handset. "It's Steve out on the north-west perimeter."
While I waited for Larry to pick up his end of the line, I worked on catching my breath and opening the medical kit with one hand and my teeth.
"Steve? Why aren't you calling on your radio?"
"No time for that. You have to call in the cops. We've got some heavily armed S-O-B-s out here stealing stuff."
"Shit. You okay?"
"I'll be fine. Just call it in, yeah?"
With so much metal around, phone reception is terrible: radio and landline is pretty much the only way to communicate around here. I heard Larry pick up his phone and make a call before coming back on, "Middle of the night, armed response will take a while to get mobile, but they said they'd send the chopper."
That was good, but even the police helicopter would take time to get here and, even with their thermal imaging cameras, it would take them time to find these guys. I was still the closest and best option, plus that dark figure in my mind was stretching and warming up: someone was ready for round two. I adjusted my artificial leg, readying it for action again.
"So, what are they stealing?"
"Beats me." I replied, but I intended to find out.
It didn't take me long to find my attacker's friends. I knew I was looking for a truck, something big enough to hold the contents of one or more shipping containers, and something that could be used to unload the container onto the truck. That meant reversing sirens.
I crawled quietly forward to observe the thieves, keeping to the shadows. The pain in my right hand flared anew, making me wince with each shuffle across the asphalt. My right hand had become my weapon, as I had used the surgical tape from the medical kit to tape my broken hand around the confiscated knife's handle. Now the knife was both a splint and a menacing seven-inch blade.
The thieves were spread around the truck, four of them, keeping an eye out for people they could shoot. Another similarly dressed man was operating a forklift, unloading pallets that were stacked high with something, I couldn't tell what. My main concern was not what they were stealing, just that they were willing to kill for it, which meant I was willing to lethally persuade them to stop. Definitely trying to prove my warrior status.
Five guys, armed and dangerous. I didn't love those odds, but I always liked a challenge.
The first thief was easy: I slithered up to him on my belly, almost silently. He was expecting people to be walking around, not crawling, so I managed to get within arm's reach of his legs. Quickly, I slashed the blade across the inside of his upper thigh. The legendary Randall was razor sharp and the thief merely swatted at his leg, thinking at first that he'd been bitten by a bug. Then the sting grew as the blood pumped out of his femoral artery, but he was already weak, too weak to cry out, too weak to stand, falling as though fainting. He tried feebly to grab at me as I crawled past him, but his strength faded as his life ebbed away.
The second thief was about forty metres away, walking back and forth, covering the gaps between two lines of containers. He would walk away from the operating forklift, assess the furthest open space, before returning to the closer gap, his eyes focused on the distance. As he walked away from me I made my move, standing up and sprinting as fast and as quietly as I could, my goal the shadow on the furthest side of the first gap. The noise of the forklift covered my footfalls, the half-light made me hard to spot, even if my quarry had been facing me. I flattened myself against the container, hiding in the shadows at the corner, and waited. I counted the seconds, calming my breathing: thirty, forty, fifty. Then the soft crunch of boots sounded just next to me, my heart leapt into my mouth, doing its best to abandon ship. Then the man appeared, walking past me.
I fell in behind him. His face registered shock as he turned, shock that turned to terror as my knife/hand plunged into his side, penetrating deep into his heart. I dragged him away with my left hand, scuttling backward, making sure he was out of sight.
Three down, three to go.
The other two thieves on guard were on the opposite side of the loading space. I would have to cross open ground and risk being spotted by the armed forklift driver. If there was one thing losing my leg had taught me, it was that crossing a road in a war zone was dangerous. Well, that and that having an artificial leg meant you had to pack many legs for different occasions. Instead of crossing the open ground, I backtracked and circled round, going the long way. The forklift came to a stop as I came back to the action. My trip had taken too long.
What to do?
It was hard to tell how much time had elapsed since the police had been called: what seemed like hours was probably only ten or fifteen minutes. That meant the police should be close, I should hear a helicopter at least. But I couldn't risk these thieves escaping. No one equips themselves with seven hundred dollar knives and exotic sub-machine guns for a simple heist. This was big and I had a duty to stop it, plus, in for a penny, in for a pound. I'd just killed three guys, what was another three to my murder trial?
A shout from the driver. It was an alarm: he'd spotted that his lookouts were down.
The remaining two guards sprang into action, looking very serious and deadly with their firearms strafing the surrounds. The closest man was seconds away from spotting me, so I did what any rational person would do: ran straight at him, bellowing a roar as I neared him.
Shock struck him. Realising that someone was attacking from his blind side, he tried to whirl quickly to face me. I crashed straight into him, knocking him down like I was a rugby player and he was a badminton player wondering what the rugby guy was doing on the court. My knife/hand slashed at his throat, nearly cleaving his head from his shoulders. Then the sound of suppressed gunfire chattered in the night air. I rolled away from number four as quickly as possible, running for the only cover there was: the truck.
I dived to safety behind the front of the big rig as the engine roared to life. Startled, I scampered sideways, as the truck jerked forward and started to accelerate. The forklift driver had decided to make a run for it. I ran alongside the truck, both to try and jump on board and to avoid being shot at by his abandoned accomplice. The foot ladder on the side of the truck's fuel tanks was level with me, but the truck was rapidly gaining speed. The truck lurched slightly as it lost speed with a gear change and I leapt, landing my feet on the lower step and grabbing the rough footholds of a higher step with my good hand.
It took me a moment to balance. Bullets flew at me from the thief who was now, well and truly, left behind. As quick as the firing stopped from him, the muzzle of the driver's firearm barked in my face. The shots were wild and none came close, but the heat and flash seared my face like a welding burn. I pushed up and shoved at the barrel with my good left hand and tried to stab into the open window with my right. The knife was taped into my hand the wrong way around, it needed to be underhand. I heard a scream of pain from the driver as the knife sliced into his gun-wielding forearm.
He lashed out with his other hand, connecting solidly with my face. I felt myself begin to fall and grabbed wildly for the rear-view mirror. Catching the frame, I hung precariously in mid air, half dead, half alive, my grip the only thing stopping me from becoming street art. The driver swerved to try and throw me, only to have the truck start to fishtail. He fought with the rig to bring it back under control. I looked ahead and saw two things: lights and a fence. We'd reached the port road and were rapidly approaching the main gate. On the opposite side were approaching police cars.
The driver was still battling with the steering wheel and missed the gate, instead crashing us through the tall mesh fence. The wire tore and the sharp ends sliced through my clothes and flesh, as the truck bucked up and down over the concrete curbing. I finally lost my grip and tried to break my fall with my face, managing to instead roll like a stuntman in the movies.
Every part of me now hurt. It was hard to tell if anything other than my hand was broken, or if I was just in the early stages of becoming a giant, walking bruise. As I slowly pushed myself to my feet, I saw the police shoot out the tyres on the truck, the driver responded by braking hard, not risking ramming the impromptu roadblock with no effective steering.
Movement caught my eye: I glanced back, seeing a fleeing figure: the other thief.
Without thinking I took off in pursuit. Adrenaline shot into my arteries and all the aches and pains became a dull throb, pushed back by the dark figure who had focused my vision onto my quarry. The man I was pursuing was laden down with his tactical equipment and had already been running to keep up with the escaping truck. Still his pace was quick enough that it took everything I had to close the gap between us. My breath rasped, but I pumped my legs harder. Somewhere my brain was thinking I had the wrong leg on for running, but my body didn't seem to care.
I gained on the thief and made a desperate lunge, managing only to trip him as I fell. It was enough. We both fell heavily but I was on him in a flash, holding him down and wrestling with him, trying to drive my knife/hand into his chest. His arms snaked around me, pulling me into a choke hold. I tried to lever out of it but found myself suddenly weak. I flailed my knife/hand at him, trying to fight, trying not to die.
Air rushed back into my lungs, my vision widened again, as pin-pricks of light fluttered before disappearing. I looked around and saw my adversary grasping at his throat, trying to stem the red spurts of life issuing from him. I sat back and watched him fade away, only now becoming curious as to what these men had been stealing, what they had died for, what they were willing to kill for, what I had killed for.
The next few hours were a blur of questions, bandages, threats, kind words, more threats, and a paramedic that kept shaking her head, clearly not impressed with my splint. It was only when the sun was fully up and the flashing lights and crime scene tape had attracted tourists, that I really came back from my zombie state.
"So Steve, you took out all five by yourself?"
The man who spoke was dressed better than the police I'd spoken with earlier. That meant better pay, which meant he thought he was more important. Maybe he was.
"Guess so." I replied.
"These paramedics want to take you to hospital. Apparently you're pretty banged up."
"I feel like I had a fight with a steam roller."
He gave a chuckle. "It was good work you did."
"Thanks."
"Ex-military, right?" He must have recognised the knee bar move.
"If you could call it that." I said, hinting at my short service record.
"It was well done."
"So� what were they after?"
"You don't know?"
"I didn't have time to ask."
"They were after a shipment of timber."
Wood? This was about a shipment of wood?
"I'm a little tired and they gave me something in this inhaler; did you just say wood?"
"Timber, but yes. I've been after these guys for a while now. These people were part of an international crime syndicate dealing in illegal timber."
"You're kidding, right?"
"The truck you stopped contained African Blackwood and Gaboon Ebony from Madagascar. The Blackwood alone is worth twenty five thousand dollars a cubic metre, the container was half-filled with it. The rest was the ebony and that fetches three thousand. All up that container held three hundred thousand dollars worth of extremely rare timber."
It might be valuable stuff, but still, wood! Six men had risked their lives and had been willing to kill for a few hundred thousand dollars worth of wood! Then again, it made as much sense for people to die over a shipment of wood as the war I lost my leg in. I guess if criminals can make a buck exploiting something, they will. I guess timber is no different from drugs, weapons or slaves to the criminal mind.
The man held out a business card as the paramedics started to make moves to take me to the hospital, "Steve, I could use a man like you on my team. You ever been to Madagascar?"
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BLACK TUESDAY By Alex Shaw

Heavy clouds hid the moon and made the night�s darkness absolute. Approaching, night vision goggles on and dressed in black Nomex assault coveralls, the assassins were invisible to the human eye. Here in the countryside there were no streetlights or headlights of passing traffic to give them away. The farmhouse had once belonged to an IRA enforcer by the name of Devlin who rumour had it had brutally tortured captured men from the hated British SAS in the very same kitchen where he ate and did the dishes. Now after almost a decade of disrepair the house was in use again. It had been rented to the American. The boyos, as their commander referred to the pair of assassins, had very explicit orders: take out the Yank as an example to all. This was their territory, the American could piss off.
Burke and Lowe had watched the house for a week to learn their target�s pattern. So far he had been a creature of habit. He didn�t leave the house until evening when he would go for a run. All the lights however would go off by two a.m. and then he would not be seen moving inside the house until late afternoon the next day. Dickers, local look-outs, had been stationed further out to monitor his movement. On his runs he never strayed from his route, which was a ten-mile circuit through the fields. They had identified one choke point in O�Bryan�s woods for a hit but had decided that the house was best. It was obvious to the PIRA cell that the American was there to prepare the house for the arrival of a team. The place was meant to look deserted hence no car in the driveway and no moving around during the day. In the chaos surrounding the Good Friday Agreement, when the IRA and the Provos had allegedly agreed to �give up the armed struggle� old �black� agreements between the CIA and the paramilitaries had been torn up. And now the cheeky sods had started to move in directly as if they owned the place. The new-PIRA cell that Burke was a part of could not accept this.
Burke held up his fist and Lowe stopped dead. They were about to leave the cover provided by the high hedgerows lining each side of the graveled road and go cross-country for their final approach to target. Both men were tough and had been taught by the best available at a training camp in northern Libya. As such they did not hesitate to get down in the mud and crap, and cutting a wriggle gap in the foliage, squeezed their way through into the potato field. With their noses in the mud, and wearing their NVGs the field looked like a green alien world. Its furrowed earth like some heavily cratered landscape. At one time there had been a shortage of potatoes, millions of Irish starved whilst others were forced to emigrate but now every man and his dog had fields full of thousands of the fuckers. Burke had been forced by his grandmother to peel potatoes every Sunday, usually as a penance and he resented them.
Still in silence, still close to the sticky earth the boyos closed the gap to their target. They moved now at a crouch as a light breeze picked up. Rain was promised before dawn but they would be away by then. Lowe was going to go home and bang his neighbour�s wife; she loved it especially when her husband was away on his sales rounds. Both of the men had a Heckler  & Koch MP5SD in their gloved hands, the same that the SAS has used and the irony was not lost on them. Their assault plan was simple: approach the target, let the yank have it and then skedaddle. An unassuming old Land Rover Defender was parked up half a mile away at the entrance to another field. Once the target had been neutralised there would be no need for stealth so they would jog back to the road, using the driveway and then march happily to the Defender. They would be driving away in less than five minutes.
Burke went prone, Lowe copied and both men now crawled the last few feet towards a low wall that divided the hard-standing farmyard from the field. Their pulses started to soar and both men dripped sweat. It wasn�t fear that had excited them, just excitement. This was going to be their first kill for over two years and both had a bloodlust to satisfy. The two men exchanged glances, reading each other�s eyes, the only part of their faces visible behind their black three-hole Balaclava�s.
The layout of the house had been memorised even though both men in fact had been inside on numerous occasions over the years. This was their home turf and it was time for the American to �leave�. They waited for several minutes by the wall, listening to the night and tuning into their environment. If anything now moved inside or outside the house they would kill it.
It was time. Forming a two man stick, American style, Lowe had his left hand on Burke�s shoulder as they moved to the back door. Their rubber-soled boots should have made the slightest of sounds on the concrete but Lowe�s boot had collected a small stone in its tread. The tapping of the flint striking the floor to him sounded like a hammer on an empty steel drum. At the door Lowe went left and Burke went right, both ducking below window ledges. Again they paused and listened before Burke nodded and turned the handle. If it was locked they would use a key appropriated from the letting agent and hope that a bolt or chain hadn�t been fitted. The door was unlocked. Carefully and stealthily Burke pushed the old, burgundy painted, wooden door inwards. Lowe was back at his shoulder now, but both hands were on his HK. They crossed the threshold and swung their weapons in arcs. Clear. The kitchen was empty. Switching their NVGs to IR Torch mode they would be able to see their way around inside the house as though it were day. They waited once more for any hint of noise before advancing into the hallway, which dissected the farmhouse. Doors led off to the lounge and dining room before the passage opened up into the entrance hall, front door and the stairs. Burke was sentry as Lowe quickly, but quietly opened the under-stairs cupboard and turned off the electricity. Gaining in confidence they crept into the lounge and each man taking a different arc confirmed that it was clear. They did the same for the dining room before moving into the entrance hall. Taking the steps in slow strides, two at a time and sticking to the sides to avoid the telltale sounds of complaint from the floorboards they had their HKs angled upwards. This was potentially the most dangerous time. On the landing there were three bedrooms and one bathroom to clear. Their Intel placed the target in the master bedroom at the end of the landing, but to get there they had to pass the other bedrooms. Burke moved tactically along the corridor; Lowe tapped his shoulder as they drew level with a bedroom door. Burke shook his head, they were going to the master bedroom first: this was where they had witnessed the American close the curtains and later extinguish a reading light. The door was ajar and Burke smiled as he heard the soft and rhythmic breathing of a sleeper. The target was dead to the world and soon would be forever. Burke entered the room; if it had not been for the IR torch beam he would have seen nothing. The room was in complete darkness with heavy curtains at the windows. The only ambient light was a faint glow that came from the face of a wristwatch, which lay on the bedside table. In the bed, on the side nearest the window was a human sized lump, and it was still breathing without a care in the world. Lowe stepped to the left of Burke. The boyos counted to three before firing controlled bursts into the target. They kept firing with their suppressed HKs until their magazines emptied and cordite fumes clawed at their throats. The rounds had ripped the American to pieces. Lifting their balaclavas, Burke and Lowe shared a smile of satisfaction. It felt fucking great to kill.
HKs held one-handed now, relaxed as there was no way that the target could have survived, the boyos knew they had to see the American�s face close up and enjoy the look of peace they had etched into it with lead.
Burke reached for the duvet and roughly pulled it back. He froze. �What the��
�What is it?� Lowe stepped forward.
�It�s a pig!�
�What, a copper?�
�No a real, fucking, bacon pig!�
�Oh shit!�
Hurriedly both men dived to the floor and slammed new magazines into their HKs. They had been played. The target knew they were coming. Now fear did start to kick in, a feral fear of the hunter turned hunted.
Burke slapped Lowe on the cheek. �Ready?�
Lowe nodded. �Fuck it!�
The element of surprise now gone, all they had left was speed and aggression. The boyos leapt to their feet and as fast as their legs would carry them, exited the room. They reached the landing and each shot a three round burst through the other bedroom doors. If anyone had been waiting to ambush them that would have kept their heads down, if not shot them off. HKs arcing wildly, the pair bounded down the stairs and into the hall. The front door was a too obvious escape route so they made for the kitchen. The house had become eerily silent again and if he hadn�t known better Lowe would have sworn the place was haunted. They reached the kitchen and then Burke saw him. The American was standing wearing only a pair of boxer shorts in the middle of the kitchen. He had a large serrated kitchen knife in his hand and his eyes were wide as he attempted to see in the dark. He turned his head this way and that as he desperately sought out the sounds of the intruders. Lowe brought his HK up but Burked pushed it down and shook his head. If the Yank had wanted to escape he could have just run out of the back door and been away. No, this guy wanted to stay and fight. Burke smiled and then tapped the edge of a cupboard with the muzzle of his HK. The American like a child playing blind man�s bluff took a half step and shakily thrust out the knife. The boyos tried not to laugh. Some people really were eejits. Burke selected single shot on his HK and raised it into the firing position. He�d take out the Yank�s kneecaps first.
A quick smile spread across the American�s face. His eyes narrowed and he looked directly at Burke. �Your flies are undone.�
�W�what?� Burke stammered momentarily taken off guard.
�He can see us!� Lowe blurted out.
Milliseconds later Burke sent a 9mm round rocketing the three meters across the room at the American. Almost instantly there was a spark as the round was batted away by the Sheffield Steel blade of the kitchen knife. Before Burke could fire again the knife embedded itself into his stomach. Burke dropped his weapon as he fell. Lowe depressed his trigger and a burst of 9mm rounds ripped the air where a moment earlier the American had been standing. Lowe felt a huge impact and was then lifted off his feet and hurled through the air. His head collided with the iron AGA and he went limp. Burke tried to pull the bread knife from his stomach; he could feel himself getting dizzy. The American crouched in front of him and looked into his eyes. �Who sent you?�
�Fuck you.�
�No thank you, I prefer my women with breasts.� The American replied.
Burke said nothing as he held his left hand over the puncture wound. He knew it was serious, but he also knew that there would be a day when he would die for the cause. If he didn�t get medical attention he�d bleed out and today would be that day.
As if reading his mind the American spoke. �Tell me who sent you and I�ll get you a doctor.�
Burke was no grass and his unit was no normal PIRA cell. They were the hard-core remnants who were bringing the fight back out into the open again. If he grassed he may save himself but he�d be ending the lives of his family. �What is it you Yanks say, bite me?�
The American allowed himself a smile. �I fully intend to.�
Burke frowned as he saw the American�s mouth open and long canine teeth protrude from his gums. Before he could think or say another word the American was at his neck and his world became black.
As Lowe opened his eyes he felt daggers of pain stab his temples. Gingerly he looked around. His NVG goggles lay broken by his side and his Heckler  & Koch MP5SD too was useless, its barrel had been bent sideways. Lowe had no recollection of how this may have happened. His last memory had been shooting at the American and then being lifted into the air. He felt his head; there was a large lump, which was painful to touch. Using the AGA for purchase he pulled himself to his feet as a severe pain hammered at his skull and down his spine. He saw Burke. Lowe drunkenly moved towards his partner who had been laid on the wooden kitchen table. Lowe gaped at Burke�s face with its staring lifeless eyes. The skin was white, devoid of any colour. Then he saw the man�s neck. Two puncture holes neatly sat on the jugular vein. Lowe frowned, what were they�bite marks? He had no time to think about it now. Through the kitchen window Lowe saw that although it was still dark the sky had become a shade of midnight blue and the clouds were just visible overhead. So far the rain had kept away. He did not know how long he had been unconscious but knew that it was time to move. He picked up both of their HKs and put the straps around his shoulders. He then collected the NVGs and secured them to his webbing. He shuddered as he lifted the cold corpse of Burke away from the table and onto his shoulder in a fireman�s carry. The body felt much lighter than he had expected and Lowe found his own energy starting to return. Fuck the Yank, he could have killed them both yet had let him live. Lowe was not going to look a gift-horse in the mouth and barged the backdoor open. He staggered across the farmyard, down the drive and to the road beyond. Someone would pay for this; he would make sure that they did. Using his anger to power his legs, Lowe was able to almost jog with Burke over his shoulder. Just under five minutes later he was manhandling Burke�s body into the Land Rover. Lowe sat behind the wheel and saw himself in the rear-view mirror. His eyes were red-rimmed. He exhaled heavily and started up the Defender.
The diesel engine was loud in the deserted lane. He pulled away quickly, tyres scrabbling in the mud before they gripped the tarmac and propelled the vehicle forward. On the horizon in front of him the orange glow of dawn had appeared.
The Land Rover drove on for another minute or so until the light suddenly made Lowe wince. He reached up for the sun visor and then he saw that he had his own puncture marks, but his were on his left wrist. He stared at them for a moment trying to comprehend what had happened to Burke and him at the farmhouse. Sunlight now crept into the Defender and Lowe�s nose started to twitch, something was burning.
He rounded a bend and the fiery dawn sun rose unobstructed from behind the distant hills. He felt his hands shake and then he saw flames dancing on the steering wheel. Lowe shook his hands violently in panic as he caught a glimpse of himself again in the mirror, his eyes were blood red and his skin had started to brown. And then the flames spread all over his body as the full force of the sun�s rays touched his skin. Lowe screamed and involuntarily pulled the wheel to one side. Travelling at almost sixty miles an hour the Land Rover left the road and hit a tree. The impact was horrific and Lowe was pinned in his chair as he burned up. In under a minute the flames reached the petrol tank and the vehicle exploded. The fireball destroyed all evidence of the boyos existence and their encounter at the farmhouse with the American.
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.50 CONTINGENCY PLAN by Jochem Vandersteen


A Mike Dalmas short story

ONE

The first cop got his head blown off two seconds after the door burst open.
There were attackers, wearing ski masks and carrying small submachine guns. MAC-10�s, Detective Carver figured before taking cover behind the couch.
He�d been in the apartment for three hours that day. Along with him were two other cops, assigned to safeguard Diane Rosenbaum. Diane had been playing a game of cards with the cop that got his head blown off when the killers entered the apartment. The safe house had been breached!
Carver fired his Glock at the killers while his surviving colleague, Phil Kratz pushed Diane to the floor.
One of the killers pointed his gun at Diane. Phil fired his gun at the killer. The killer was hit in the throat, blood spurting from it like a geyser. The killer�s MAC-10 sprayed bullets, the trigger being pulled in a death spasm. The bullets cut open Phil�s body. Diane survived, thanks to the human shield Phil made.
Carver jumped over the couch, firing his Glock at the second killer. He hit him in the shoulder. Several bullets flew past the detective and riddled the apartment wall with holes.
Hurt, the second killer decided to retreat, Carver still firing at him. When the killer was out the room, Carver decided to worry about Diane first, the killer second. Phil Kratz was dead; there was no doubt about that.
�Are you okay?� Carver asked Diane. He was sitting on his haunches. She was still lying on the floor.
�Yeah, I guess.� Carver helped her up. �My heart is beating so fast I think it will jump out of my body, though.�
�Yeah, being in the middle of a firefight can have that effect.� Carver knew of a man who was as cool as ice in a firefight. That was the man he needed.

TWO

Mike Dalmas was serving spaghetti to his wife and kids when his cell phone rang.
He wasn�t much of a cook but his wife Donna appreciated his effort. For a macho ex-Special Forces guy Dalmas could be pretty domestic these days.
He took a look at his phone. Carver�s number. He didn�t pick it up because he knew Carver would want him to call back on a secure line. Dalmas had been Carver�s go-to-guy for the kind of wet work the cops aren�t allowed to do. Ever since Dalmas killed the guy that molested his daughter and Carver found out he�d been blackmailed into doing the Bay City Police�s dirty work.
Not a nice job, but it beat going to jail and never seeing his wife and kids.
�Who is it?� Donna asked.
�Nothing important. I�ll call him back,� Dalmas said and poured Donna a glass of wine. He had Bud.
They ate, but Dalmas wasn�t feeling at ease. He was wondering what Carver had in store for him now.

THREE

After dinner Dalmas gave Carver a call and they agreed to meet in some fleabag motel in a bad part of Bay City.
Carver opened the door for Dalmas after having a look though the spyhole.
�Be careful with that. Someone can put a gun against the hole and blow your eye out first and your brains second.�
�Thanks for the advice,� Carver said.
They walked into the room. A woman with long blonde hair in a ponytail, wearing a purple skirt, high-heeled shoes and a black sweater sat on the bed. A few freckles were scattered around her longish nose. Her breasts were full and her legs long and strong. In fact, were it not for the nose which Dalmas thought might have been broken as well, she would have been beautiful. Maybe that flaw made her less perfect, but probably twice as attractive. Dalmas was 100% faithful to his wife, but he couldn�t deny this was quite a woman.
�Mike, this is Diane,� Carver said. �She�s the reason you�re here.�
�I had a feeling she was,� Dalmas said.
Diane jumped off the bed and walked over to Dalmas. She shook his hand. �Nice to meet you.�
�Yes,� Dalmas said.
�Diane is our prime witness in the case against Donny Monaghan. You heard of him?�
Dalmas shook his head.
�He�s one of the leading men with the Irish Mob. Diane used to be his girl. Now Monaghan�s guys are after her. I�ve been moving her from safe house to safe house but we keep getting compromised. Seems like there�s a fucking leak in the department or something. I figured that you could babysit her for a while. Nobody knows she�s here but you and me.�
�I hire babysitters for my kids. I�m not one myself,� Dalmas said.
�Very funny. Come on, man� If there�s one guy who can keep her safe, it�s you.�
�My wife and kids will miss me. I can�t just stay here.�
�Be creative. Lie.�
�I don�t like lying to my wife.�
Carver chuckled. �You probably do that every time she asks you if that dress makes her ass look fat.�
�Dresses don�t make my wife�s ass look fat.�
Carver sighed. �Yeah, you�re right about that. Your Donna is a hot piece of ass.�
Dalmas� hand shot out and grabbed Carver�s ear. He twisted it.
Carver turned red. �Jesus Christ, Dalmas! Relax. I meant no disrespect, okay? It was a compliment.�
�Next time, rephrase,� Dalmas said.
�Sure. Sorry about that. Please, take the mission. If not because of our special agreement, do it to save this poor lady�s life.�
Silence. Dalmas didn�t move. The cogs of his brain turned. Finally, �Okay.�
Carver shook his hand. �Cool, thanks. I have to be going now. I need to put in a testimony on a murder case in half an hour and the DA wants me to comb my hair and clean up first. The two of you will be okay?�
�I guess,� Diane said.
�Yes,� Dalmas said.
Carver left.

FOUR

�That�s a special kind of relationship you two have,� Diane said. �Can�t tell if you guys are friends or enemies.�
�Carver is a piece of slime, but he seems to be genuinely interested in justice most of the time. It�s one of the reasons I keep him alive.�
Diane raised an eyebrow. �Are you kidding me?�
�I don�t kid while I�m on a mission. Pack your stuff, we�re heading out of here.�
�Heading out of here? Why? I just got here.�
�Carver provided this place. He seems to have trouble keeping the safe houses safe. I�m taking you somewhere else.�
�Carver said he didn�t tell anyone about this place.�
�That might be right. Carver might also be not as good as he thinks. He might have been followed. I trust my own skills better. Pack your stuff. We move out in ten minutes.�
Diane sighed. �I�d just started unpacking.�
�Nine minutes and fifty seconds��

FIVE

Dalmas and Diane left the motel. Dalmas was carrying her duffel bag. He was a gentleman as well as an officer.
When they got outside Dalmas heard a car speeding towards them. He pushed Diane out of the way, covering her with his body.
The car stopped. A window opened and a shotgun appeared through the passenger window.
Dalmas stepped over to the window with two big strides and grabbed the barrel. He pushed, the gun�s stock connected against the chin of the man holding it. He grunted.
Dalmas took the shotgun from the man and pointed it inside the car. The man who�d been holding it was a bald guy wearing shades and a tattoo of a panther on his neck, along with a look of surprise. A shotgun blast blew his brains all over the car�s upholstery and the driver who was pulling out a pistol.
Dalmas jumped on top of the car�s hood. He put the shotgun against the roof and fired it three times.
He got off the hood again and checked inside the car. The driver was as dead as the shooter had been.
�Oh god, oh god�� Diane stammered, tears in her eyes.
�Get in my car,� Dalmas said and opened the door of his SUV. �We need to be gone before any cops show up.�

SIX

Dalmas called Donna on his cellphone in his car to tell her he�d be out of town a few days on business. Donna knew he sometimes had to do things she didn�t want to know the details of and accepted.
�That your wife?� Diane asked. She was sitting next to Dalmas, wearing sunglasses and a hat.
�Yes.�
�She knows about what you do for Carver?�
�Not the details.�
�Doesn�t she ever ask for them?�
�She trusts me.�
�Right. So where are you taking us?�
�Different motel. San Teresa. Far enough from Bay City and not too far a drive.�
�Nice motel?�
�Private.�
�How do you know that one?�
�Not of your concern.� Dalmas felt no reason to tell her he�d visited it with an old girlfriend before he was with Donna. Her name was Patricia. She�d been black and their parents hadn�t agreed on their relationship. Dalmas� dad had been an asshole bigot. He liked Donna�s dad a lot better. He�d spent a few nights of passion in that hotel, putting all the money he earned into it. Patricia broke off their relationship after a few weeks. Couldn�t keep up with it like that. Dalmas wasn�t sure but thought she was married to a black man now.
�You don�t talk much do you?� Diane asked.
�I don�t like talking about myself. I�m not that interesting. I am wondering why you took up with an asshole criminal like Monaghan.�
Diane shrugged. �Why did your wife fall for you? I�m guessing it�s not your sense of humor or your slick lines. It�s because you�re a big, strong dangerous-looking guy.�
�I�m not sure about that. Yes, she is attracted to me psychically. I think she knows she can trust me. She knows I�m a dedicated father. And I take out the trash without any arguments.�
�Sometimes I�m not sure you�re joking, you know that? Anyway, that�s the reason I wanted Monaghan, I guess. He was hot, dangerous. Good-looking too. And rich. For a simple little high school dropout from a lousy part of Bay City that�s as much as I can hope for.�
�And now he�s trying to kill you.�
�Yeah��
�Why do you want to testify against him?�
�He�s sleeping around on me. A lot.�
�And that�s not acceptable? Nice to hear you�ve still got some positive opinions about yourself.�
She laughed. �God, you�re a sarcastic sonofabitch, aren�t you? I can�t believe how coldblooded you killed those guys in front of the motel.�
�Sometimes killing is necessary to complete an objective. My objective is to keep you alive. Killing them seemed inevitable.�
Diane shook her head. �Wow, you out-macho the macho. But I guess you had the right idea when you decided to get us away from that motel.�
�Yes. In some way the location had been compromised again. Carver is being very sloppy.�

SEVEN

After having signed in as Mr and Mrs John Smith, Dalmas and Diane walked into their motel room. It hadn�t improved much since Dalmas had last been there. For a moment he allowed himself to reminisce about his time with Patricia. She hadn�t been his first love, but she had been his first sex partner.
He couldn�t help notice Diane�s well rounded ass as she bent forward to open her luggage. Being with a woman that good-looking in a motel he had his first night of lust in did rekindle some feelings. Things between him and Donna probably had gotten a bit less passionate. And with a little baby now part of their family their nights were fuller with milk bottles than sex.
Diane turned around. �Are you checking out my ass?�
�Don�t flatter yourself.�
She laughed. �Right.�
He never blushed. He felt like it however. He decided to get down to business before his mind wandered again.
He closed the curtains on the windows. He took one of the chairs in the room and put it against the doorjamb.
He took a.45 from his waistband, which had been hidden by his grey jacket and put it down on the dresser table. He took it apart and put it together again. He checked the slide. Checked the magazine.
Diane put her clothes in the closet while he was busy with his gun. When she was finished she came over to stand next to him. He�d just started taking the gun apart a second time.
�You�re pretty good at that.�
�A clean gun is as working gun. A working gun is the difference between life and death.�
�I can imagine. Does that relax you? Taking that thing apart?�
Dalmas shrugged. �It passes the time in a useful way.�
�Wouldn�t you rather sit on the bed with me and watch TV?�
�I don�t really like watching TV. Not without Donna or the kids.�
�Don�t you have some favorite shows?�
�Family Guy can be funny. I watch the news. Donna likes a lot of the reality shows. I watch them with her to spend the time with her. I don�t really enjoy them, though.�
Diane put her lips close to Dalmas� ear. �I�m sure there�s some porn we can watch. Or are you afraid that might get you some nasty ideas?�
Dalmas stood. �I�m not sure but you seem to have the wrong idea about me. You seem to think I�m interested in getting into a psychical relationship with you while we�re here. You are wrong about that. I love my wife and would never cheat on her.�
Diane ran her hands down her body, emphasizing her curves. �You can�t deny the attraction you feel to this.�
�Doesn�t matter what I feel. Fact is I�ll keep you alive, that�s it. If you keep on with these comments I�m going to hand you over to Monaghan.�
She held up her hands in surrender. �Okay, okay. Just trying to have some fun.�
�Try watching Family Guy then.�

EIGHT

�Where the fuck are you?� Carver asked on Dalmas� cell phone. Diane was watching Jersey Shore, lying on the bed.
�Calling me might be stupid. Are you on a secure line?�
�Pay phone. Now tell me what happened in front of the motel. Two Irish bruisers got shot� Was that your handiwork?�
�What do you think? You got the safe house compromised, Carver. I�ve taken the lady to someplace safer.�
�Make sure she�s at the court house tomorrow morning at ten.�
�No problem. You should look into the fact the safe house got compromised though. Either they followed you or bugged your car.�
�Yeah, yeah. I�m a detective, remember? I�ll detect.�
�Fine. I will disconnect.� And Dalmas hung up.
�Carver�s pissed?� Diane asked.
�I made him look like an ass. I do that frequently. He dislikes it.�
�Don�t we all.�

NINE

Diane went to sleep wearing only red undies. Dalmas was pretty sure she did it to tease him. Luckily she didn�t try too much. He didn�t really want to hand her over to Monaghan.
He made himself another cup of coffee and sat on a chair with it. He wouldn�t go to sleep. He was good at it. It had come in handy sniping in Iraq. He could wait for a target to appear for 48 hours without sleeping, finally taking off the target�s head with one well-placed shot like nobody could.
He heard footsteps in the hallway. He grabbed a make-up mirror from Diana�s stuff and placed it so he could look through the peephole using the mirror.
Two guys in the hallway. Dalmas pulled the slide of his.45 and took a deep breath. He counted to three and took away the chair that had been propped against the handle.
He kicked the door open and swung the chair at the men in the hallway. They were big and wearing dark coats. The chair hit them against the head.
One of them fumbled for a gun behind his jacket. Dalmas shot him in the face.
The second one was already holding a gun. A silenced 9mm. Dalmas gave him a push. The 9mm fired into the ceiling. Dalmas�.45 fired three times at the thug�s central mass.
The room went silent again. The thugs were dead.
Diane stood on the bed, half-naked and screaming. It was the first time he saw her breast naked. They were very white and very full.
�Put on a shirt. We�re leaving.�

TEN

Dalmas was pissed. Obviously Monaghan had found a way to trace the pay phone Carver used to his cell phone. The cell phone was traced to the motel. Another safe house compromised. Plus, he couldn�t use the cell phone again. He would have Carver buy him a new one.
That night Diane slept in the car. She rested her head against Dalmas� shoulder. It didn�t feel bad. He had to admit he felt sorry for this woman. She�d been in danger more times than anyone should.
He thought about Donna. He�d been gone for one night but already he missed her. Diane was a good-looking woman but lacked the kindness, the incredible warmth of his wife.
Soon he would hand Diane over to Carver at the Court Building. He wasn�t sure that would be the end of it though. It was a probability there would be another hearing. Maybe Monaghan would go free. Maybe Monaghan�s power would extend beyond jail. He sure as hell had proven how mighty he was by managing to track down Diane time and time again. It wouldn�t be easy to make sure Diane was safe. He couldn�t be with her every day. He had Donna, the kids, his job. Maybe he should set up a contingency plan.
Diane started to breathe uneasily. He figured she was having a nightmare. He kissed the top of her head and brushed his fingers through her hair like he used to do when Donna had the nightmares after their daughter was molested.
�Don�t worry. I will make sure you can sleep tight real soon.�

ELEVEN

Dalmas parked the SUV a block away from the Court Building. He stepped out. A Crown Vic parked and Carver left it.
Dalmas walked off. Carver entered the SUV and drove off. Dalmas got into the Crown Vic and drove off.
�Are you okay?� Carver asked Diane.
�I guess. Dalmas took good care of me. Did you find out how Monaghan was able to track me down?�
�That fucker managed to put a tracking device on my car. He had a few guys following me around as well. Very unsuspicious guys, like an old dude and a girl. I�m telling you, your boyfriend is a resourceful sonofabitch.�
�I know,� she said. �You caught the people following you?�
�Punched out the old guy, the girl walked. They made me look like a fucking amateur.�
�Everyone looks like one compared to Dalmas.�
Carver shook his head. �Our boy really impressed you, didn�t he? A regular Batman, right?�
�Yeah. I hope his wife knows how lucky she is to have him.�
�I�m sure she does. I�m not such a bad catch myself, you know? In a Robin sort of way?�
�You�re too old to be Robin.�
�And to look good in spandex. Still, when this is all over maybe we could have dinner together.�
Diane just laughed. Good thing Carver�s opinion of himself was too low for him to be hurt by that.
He shut up and drove the last few minutes to the Court Building in silence.

TWELVE

A rooftop across the street from the Court Building. A wiry guy in a black duster was setting up shop. Shop consisting of an Armalite AR-50 sniper rifle.
He looked down the street through the rifle scope. There was his target. His boss� old squeeze. She was surrounded by a fat, balding guy in a cheap suit carrying a shotgun, and another dozen armed cops. They would be no defense against the.50 BMG bullets he�d be sending her way though. He�d pack up the rifle after that and leave the building on a bike before the cops would know what had hit her.
He concentrated on the target with his entire being. Concentration was what sniping was all about.
He�d been better off concentrating on his surroundings. He would have heard the guy sneaking up on him and prevented the arm from wrapping around his neck. He wouldn�t have been too surprised to stop the iron hands from snapping his neck.

THIRTEEN

Monaghan left his car flanked by cops. The press tried to snap good pictures or get good videos. Mostly they were prevented by the bodies of Kevlar-clad cops.
Diane spotted her ex-boyfriend. Carver saw her stiffen. He put a hand on her shoulder. He told her not to worry.
Monaghan grinned at her and made a pistol of his thumb and finger. He shot his virtual gun. Diane winced.
When his thumb lowered, imitating a gun�s hammer Monaghan�s head exploded.
Everyone panicked. People took cover. Cops started to look around frantically for the place the bullet came from.
Diane buried her face in her hands, crying. Carver wondered if it was shock or relief.

FOURTEEN

Dalmas left the sniper rifle with the assassin whose neck he�d snapped. His bet that Monaghan would try to pull something like that had been right. As an experienced sniper he had little doubt about where the sniper would set up shop. He�d also spotted the bike the assassin planned to use to escape.
Dalmas would be on the bike and speeding off before the cops would have figured out where the kill shot had come from.
The contingency plan had worked out okay. He hoped Diane would sleep tight now. Maybe he�d send her a card.
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COLD REDEMPTION By Les Morris

Eddie McBride sat in his office, under a blanket of cigarette smoke that hung just above the light thrown down by a battered desk lamp. An old Browning Hi-Power, he bought from a man in the pub, had been field stripped, cleaned and re-assembled. One of the three magazines, loaded with 9mm Parabellum rounds, sat in the grip with one round in the chamber. He carefully dropped the hammer; he didn�t want it to go off before he needed it to.
He removed the top from a half empty bottle of whiskey and poured a large measure. Turning the glass in his hand, he looked at the amber liquid and remembered a time when he could get through a day without it. He barely tasted it as it burned its way down his throat. The smoke from another cigarette pulled at his lungs as his hand ran down through the stubble on his chin. His eyes were bloodshot, his clothes wrinkled and creased after another night sleeping on the couch in the office. Put quite simply, he was a mess.
It hadn�t always been like this. There was a time when he prided himself on his appearance, but that was ten years ago, while he was still on the force. That was before his fall from grace, when he was involved in real cases, murder, kidnapping. Ricky Clayton put an end to all that.
Ricky Clayton was a small time gangster trying to build a crime empire. Back then, he had a small crew of minor criminals dealing drugs and stealing cars. McBride was a young detective, honest and incorruptible; at least that�s what he thought. His older brother, on the other hand, was an alcoholic, drug addicted gambler who owed Clayton thousands he didn�t have. When the debt was called in, McBride was given a simple choice. Watch his brother die, or supply information. It only took one tip off, there was no going back; McBride belonged to Clayton. It didn�t take long for word to get around; a bent copper, he was mistrusted and hated by his colleagues. His exit from the force was far from honourable. A promising career destroyed.
Ten years later, Ricky Clayton was rich and sat at the top of a large criminal organisation, while McBride scrabbled about for scraps at the bottom of the pile. The sign on his door said �Eddie McBride: Private Investigations.� But the biggest cases he got these days involved following unfaithful husbands or tracking down lost dogs in the shit end of town.
Earlier that morning, someone banging on his front door wakened him from his drunken sleep. His head throbbed, his lungs complained as he took a deep breath that wasn�t laced with nicotine. Coughing loudly, he was in no state to see anyone but, lighting up his first cigarette of the day, he answered the door just to make the banging stop.
�WHAT?� He immediately regretted shouting; it just made his head worse.
�Eddie? Eddie McBride?�
�Yeah,� the man at the door looked about forty with a slim build and thinning brown hair. He wore an expensive, tailored suit and looked far too respectable to be in this part of town. �Who are you?�
�My name�s Edgar, Alan Edgar. Can I come in?�
�If you�re here for money I haven�t got any.�
�I want to hire you Mr McBride.�
McBride hadn�t had a case for months and didn�t want to lose a paying client, �Come in Mr�Edgar, wasn�t it?�
�That�s right�Alan Edgar�Thank you.�
McBride led Edgar up the flight of concrete steps into his office. He opened the blinds and the window. The room smelled of stale smoke and sweat, hardly a good first impression. �Have a seat. Would you like a drink?� What was he thinking? It was 8 o�clock in the morning.
�No thank you Mr McBride. Look, Eddie, can I call you Eddie? Relax; I�m fully aware of�� Edgar looked around at the room, �your circumstances.�
McBride emptied the overflowing ashtray and placed it on his desk. He dug two aspirin from the drawer and washed them down with the dregs of yesterday�s coffee from a cardboard cup. �What can I do for you, Mr Edgar?�
�I�ve been working for Ricky Clayton.�
McBride dropped the cup and, in three strides, crossed the room and slammed Edgar into the wall. �Tell Clayton I�m not interested in anything he�s got to offer.�
Edgar�s fear was visible in his eyes, �WAIT�I have to work for him. He took my daughter.�
McBride released him, �And what do you do that he needs?�
�I advise people on the best ways and places to invest, away from prying eyes.�
�You mean you launder money for criminals.�
�Call it what you like. When Clayton sent for me I ignored him. I knew his reputation, that he�d be nothing but trouble.�
�I take it Clayton wouldn�t take no for an answer.�
Edgar sat on the couch with his head in his hands, �He took my little girl, said he would kill her.�
McBride lit another cigarette, �What does he want you to do?�
�The usual stuff, offshore bank account, dummy company. I�ve set it all up; I�m supposed to take him the details tonight.�
�Just do what he wants; I�m sure you�ll be well paid. �
�You know what he�s like. As soon as I do, he�ll kill me and Sharon.�
McBride knew Edgar was right. Getting rid of witnesses was business as usual for Clayton. Sharon Edgar was already dead, unless someone did something to stop it.
Edgar looked up with tears in his eyes, �I don�t expect you to stick your neck out for me, I deserve everything I get, but Sharon�s sixteen, she hasn�t done anything wrong.�
Clayton destroyed McBride�s life; he spent the last 10 years wallowing in self pity and doing his best to drink himself into an early grave. It was time to turn it around. Pay Clayton back and help someone else in the process. Then, maybe, he could sort his life out. �Ok Alan, do what he wants and go to the meeting.�
�Can you help us?�
McBride stubbed out his cigarette, �I�ll see what I can do.�
McBride got up from his desk. He put on an old army combat jacket and slipped the Browning into his pocket. He picked up the bottle of whiskey and paused, staring at it. As much as he wanted the comforting warmth of another hit of alcohol, he needed to be sober, if he was going to help the girl. He placed the bottle back on the desk, grabbed a black ski mask from the drawer and headed down the steps to his front door.
He knew Clayton had two properties that he was likely to use to hold the girl. One was an isolated farm outside of town, that�s where Edgar�s meeting was taking place. People who were taken there usually disappeared. Clayton kept pigs there for a reason. McBride was now at the other property, an old industrial unit. If the girl was here, he would rescue her and take her to Edgar. If she wasn�t, he could take out some of Clayton�s crew, before he went to the farm. That was his plan. But who was he kidding? He wasn�t prepared for this. He�d be lucky to stay alive long enough to make it to the farm.
He worked his way around the perimeter, looking for a way in. The chain link fence around the property wasn�t well maintained and in several areas was rusty and broken. It didn�t take him long to find a gap big enough for him to squeeze through. He knelt just inside the fence and surveyed the area. There was no cover to hide him while he made his way to the building but it was a dark night and no one was patrolling. They were arrogant enough to think no one would dare come after them. They were right, until now.
Keeping low, he quickly crossed the expanse of tarmac to the side of the building. The rain was hammering down on the corrugated steel roof, the noise inside must have been deafening, another stroke of luck in his favour. Moving along the wall, he approached the front entrance and crouched down in front of one of the two black Range Rovers parked outside. He cocked the Browning and took off the safety just as the door opened and two of Clayton�s gang stepped out into the rain. They ran over to one of the Range Rover�s and jumped in. As the engine kicked in to life, McBride stood up and put several rounds into each of them. If they weren�t dead, they certainly weren�t a threat any more.
He made his way over to the door they had appeared from and looked in. Two more men sat at a table, playing cards. It didn�t look like anyone else was inside and there was no sign of the girl. He stepped through the door and opened fire. The two card players couldn�t react quickly enough. The first went down with a bullet smashing into his forehead. The second took three shots to his chest, as he made an attempt to grab his own weapon. McBride backed away from the two dead men, into the shadows, and waited for their back up to arrive. None came.
His ears ringing from the sound of gunfire bouncing around the inside of the metal building, McBride looked for the girl. There was no one else here. She must be being held at the farm, ready for the pigs to dispose of her body. He couldn�t let that happen. He grabbed the keys to the second Range Rover, put a fresh mag into the Browning and went outside. The rain was still bouncing off the tarmac as he opened the compound gate and drove off.
McBride arrived at the farm an hour before Edgar�s meeting, parked the Range Rover in a copse of trees and walked the last mile across the sodden fields. He took up a position, under a bush, overlooking the farmyard. An old wooden barn sat on the right hand side with the house on the left. There was no movement in the barn but, judging by the noises coming from it, was where Clayton kept his pigs. The house had two entrances; the main entrance was furthest from him and was where all of the light and movement seemed to be. The rear entrance faced the barn and was completely dark, that�s where he would start. He had seen Clayton arrive but had no way of knowing how many men were already in there. His original plan was to wait for Edgar to arrive and enter the house while Clayton was distracted, but he couldn�t wait. The temperature was dropping; if he stayed in this position any longer his legs would start to go numb. He had to make a move and hope that Edgar arrived in time.
He put on his ski mask and crawled to the edge of the track that ran around the farmhouse. Checking for any movement, he slithered across the six feet of mud to the corner of the building. Crouching in the darkness at the back of the house, he raised himself up until his eye level was just above the bottom edge of the window. The room he was looking into was a large kitchen. The only light was coming from the passageway leading to it from the front. He moved to the window on the other side of the solid wooden door and again looked in. A sliver of light was visible underneath a door in the corner of the room. That could be a possible location of the girl. The noise and headlights of an approaching car made him duck down. He crawled to the edge of the house and, lying prone in the mud, peered around the corner.
The front door to the house opened as Edgar�s car pulled up outside. Clayton was first out followed by two of his men. Edgar got out of his car and McBride heard voices as the men talked outside. This was his chance. He turned the handle of the kitchen door. Someone up there must really like him, the door opened and he slipped inside.
McBride moved over to the door in the corner and looked through the keyhole. There was definitely light behind it but no noise. Looking around the kitchen, he found a knife with a wooden handle and a six inch blade. The quieter he could be the better. Pulling the door open, he made his way down the wooden steps that led to the basement.
With his back to the wall, he negotiated the last few steps. The basement was a big, empty room with a single, bare light bulb in the centre of the ceiling. Directly below the light, facing towards him, was the girl. She looked up and pulled at the ropes which tied her to the chair. Her eyes widened with fear at the sight of an armed man, in a ski mask, caked with mud. McBride dropped the knife and pulled off the mask. �It�s ok Sharon; I�m here with your dad. I�ve come to get you out.� Kneeling in front of the chair, he untied the girl�s hands and feet, �We need to get your dad and get the hell out of here.�
�Who are you?� The girl�s throat was dry and her voice barely audible.
�It doesn�t matter, your dad can explain later. Now, let�s go.�
As McBride turned to lead the way out of the basement, the force of the blow, to the side of his head, knocked him to the floor. Clayton�s goon was on top of him before he had time to recover. McBride deflected some of the punches that were crashing into his face but too many were getting through. His ears were ringing, he could taste blood and his vision was blurred. He tried to jam his thumbs into the goon�s eye sockets, but he could feel himself blacking out, he was finished.
The voice in McBride�s head asked him if he was ok. The punches had stopped but there was still a man on his chest. The weight felt different, limp, a dead weight. He opened his bloodied eyes and blinked the fog away. The buzzing in his head subsided and, again, he heard the voice.
�Are you�ok?�
It was the voice of a young girl. He lifted his head, Sharon Edgar knelt beside him. His attacker was now lying lifeless on top of him with the carving knife, from the kitchen, buried in the back of his neck. McBride rolled the man off him and got to his feet. His head spun and he had to steady himself against the wall, �I�m fine, thanks to you.�
Sharon Edgar was shaking. She wiped her blood stained hands on her jeans, �I didn�t know what to do. The knife was in my hand�I had to stop him.�
�You saved my life.� McBride removed the Browning from his jacket pocket, �Now we have to go.�
He grabbed the girls hand and led her back up the steps to the kitchen.
They could hear raised voices coming from the room at the front of the house. �Go an� see where the idiot is.� Clayton barked an order as one of his men hurried along the corridor towards the kitchen. McBride turned the corner and fired four times. The sound of footsteps was replaced by the thud of a crumpling body and the metallic clink of spent cartridges hitting the stone flagged floor.
McBride walked up the corridor, 9mm in both hands, �Clayton.� He turned into the other room, �Give it up. You�ve nowhere to go.�
�Eddie McBride? You look like shit.� Clayton stood in the middle of the room. He held Edgar around the neck, in front of him, with one arm while his other hand pressed the muzzle of his Glock 17 into Edgar�s right temple. �Put the gun down and back off or he dies.�
�Go ahead, Ricky. He�s nothin� to me.�
�You know what I�ll do to you when I get out of here.�
�Yeah�you mean if you get out of here.�
�I could make you a rich man, Eddie. Just walk away.�
�No thanks, Ricky. I think you�ve caused me enough shit. It�s time the world got along without you.�
�It�s a bit late for you to develop principles, isn�t it? What happened to the alcoholic, chain smoking, ex bent copper we all know and love?�
�I was a good copper �til you fucked it all up. Payback�s been a long time comin�.�
Clayton edged towards the front door, �I�m leavin� now Eddie, don�t come after me or the girl won�t see her dad, alive, again.�
�Eddie, just get Sharon out of here. That�s all that matters.�
Clayton pressed the Glock, harder, into Edgar�s head, �Shut it, and open the door.�
Edgar reached behind him and turned the handle. Clayton kicked the door fully open and backed out towards his car.
�DAD�NO,� Sharon Edgar ran at the two men. Clayton pulled his weapon away from Edgar�s temple and pointed it at the girl. Alan Edgar braced his foot against the door frame and pushed as hard as he could. As the Glock fired, both men fell backwards onto the gravel driveway. The 9mm round buried itself into the wall above the door. Edgar rolled away, Clayton tried to sit up and aim at him but McBride was already squeezing the trigger of his Hi-Power. The remaining rounds in the Browning�s magazine slammed into the gangster�s chest. Gasping for air as he coughed up blood from his shredded lungs, Clayton tried to say something. McBride bent down and picked up the Glock. He had planned what he would say when he finally confronted the man who ruined his life, but in the end it didn�t matter. He aimed at Clayton�s head and pulled the trigger.
Sharon Edgar ran to her father and wrapped her arms around him. McBride dragged Clayton�s body back into the house and closed the door, �We need to get out of here before the police arrive. You two get as far away as possible and try to forget this�
Alan Edgar hugged his daughter and kissed her on the forehead, �You saved our lives. If there�s anything I can do�just name it.�
McBride smiled at the girl, �Let�s just call it quits.�
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KOKORO By Andrew Scorah

Jerryko Jones knew he had walked into a world of hurt the moment the big hairy biker�s fist slammed into his face, launching him over a bottle-filled table, the floor near the toilets breaking his fall.
�C�mon man, I haven�t got any time to tango with no Eskimo.� He tested his jaw to see if it was still attached to his head.
The man roared like a primeval beast leaving the swamp to look for food. Hairy biker moved fast for his size, pushing tables out the way as he approached.
Take the job, Fat Joe had said, sweet deal, he had said.
Well Fat Joe could go screw himself, after this job he wanted out.
He met Fat Joe after doing time in Pelican Bay. Jones had been one of the best Cat Burglars in the world; the few people who knew him, said he could steal a Nun�s underwear without her knowing. His father had been a Colonel in the US Marines, stationed at Pearl Harbour; he grew up in and around Pearl City, Hawaii. His mother was a doctor at the base hospital, this meant for much of the time he was on his own at their mansion in the hills above Pearl. A nannie, and a Japanese gardener, was his only company in the big house. Jones could not be sure if the gardener spoke any English; the few times he had heard the man speak to his father it had been in Japanese. His mother and father were out at work as usual; he was sitting reading a book at a table on the patio behind the house, occasionally looking up at the gardener raking leaves off the lawn.
It always amazed him how the gardener appeared to flow on a cushion of air when he moved. To Jones the man looked a hundred years old, wiry with skin like leather.
The man glanced over to him and smiled. He walked over and poured himself a glass of juice from the pitcher on the table. He patted Jones on the head and said something in Japanese before laughing. Jones smiled shyly at him.
A noise from the corner of the house made him turn in his seat. Two men dressed all in black, rounded the corner; both armed with machetes. Three more emerged from the patio doors.
The gardener, seeming without effort picked him up by his shirt and threw him down to the lawn. Like a ballet dancer, he flowed down the steps, placing himself between Jones and the interlopers.
He watched in awe and fear as the men formed a semi-circle in front of the gardener. The rake was at his feet. He slipped a black-toed foot under the handle and flipped it up in the air. Catching it in his right hand, the handle braced against his back, the rake end held out to his side.
With his left hand, he signalled them to attack. As one they screamed, machetes held high, as they complied. The gardener became a blur. Moving between the attackers, he used the rake to sweep feet, hit stomachs, or deliver bone-jarring strikes to the attackers� heads. Within seconds, three lay unconscious on the grass.
The two remaining attackers were more cautious. They began to circle the gardener. They ignored Jones. He was too scared to move.
One of the attackers shuffled towards the gardener, swinging his machete in figure eights, every now and again feinting at him. The other had manoeuvred behind him, taking advantage of his friend�s distraction. Without a sound, he attacked. The machete coming down to split the gardener�s skull. Just as it looked as if the machete would hit its mark the gardener raised the rake, blocking the machete; he bent over, and kicked back, catching the rear attacker in the groin. The other dashed forward; the gardener sidestepped and hit him in the temple with the metal-pronged rake. He finished the other one with a hard blow to the face.
The gardener came over to Jones, and knelt next to him.
�Are you okay, Jones San?�
He looked at him, mouth-catching flies. The gardener had never spoken English before. It was at that moment he realised there was more to this strange old man, than that of a simple gardener.
Jerryko Jones cat flipped to his feet, and braced himself as the biker came towards him. A knurled ham-like hand reached out to grab him. He caught it in his left hand, twisted as he stepped in. Jones dropped to one knee, the biker flipped in the air, and came crashing down to the floor. The wind taken out of his sails. Jones delivered an Atemi strike to the cervical nerve plexus on the side of his beefy neck, the man was out cold.
One down, the rest of the bar to go.
Jennifer Delaney was the daughter of Senator Tom Delaney, multimillionaire owner of Delaney Electronics, a Silicon Valley Microchip Company. She was taken from her University campus in the dead of night. When no ransom demand was forthcoming, her father called in Fat Joe�s company.
Fat Joe was a Bail Bondsman, one of the best in the business. His firm had many arms, skip tracing, fugitive retrieval and kidnap intervention. He passed the job to Jones who did not want to take it; it had been a week with no contact from the kidnappers. He thought the woman would probably be dead by now, but Fat Joe managed to persuade him, as he always did when Jones dug his heels in over a job. The fact that Jennifer Delaney was a stunner of Playboy proportions helped sweeten the deal.
He looked around at the other Denizens of the dimly lit spit and sawdust bar. For a moment, the black-hearted patrons were frozen in shock at the speed with which he had dispatched their pal.
A little oriental guy, who came towards him, a Pool cue in his hand, broke the moment.
�You are not going to leave this bar alive.� He cracked the cue over his knee, breaking it in two, motioning with one section at the floored biker. �He was my friend, now you�re gonna pay.�
The other scum-sucking sons of venereal bitches egged him on as he went into a set of movements from the Filipino martial art of Kali, twirling the sticks in a display that would have made Bruce Lee proud.
It looked as if reaching the upper floors of the bar would be harder than Jones had anticipated. Jimmy Chew must have dropped a dime to let them know he was on the way.
He edged around to his right until his back was up against the pool table.
�Okay, Sticks, you wanna shoot some pool?�
Jones palmed a ball as the little Oriental came at him, the sticks a blur in front of his body. Jones kicked him in his nut sack; he woofed as the air exploded from his lungs. Bringing his hand from behind his back, Jones smashed the pool ball down on his head. Son of Bruce crashed out of the game.
Jones felt something wrap around his throat, and he was lifted bodily into the air. Jones was now on the pool table being strangled. His eyes bulged as he fought for breath. Whoever had grabbed him had breath that smelled of cheap lager, cigarettes and fish. The man was whispering in his ear, about how Jones was about to die.
Funny, he thought, people keep telling me that, and I�m still here.
He stepped back and down into a crouch. The man was not expecting it, so went flying over-the-top of Jones; the leather belt he had been using as a garrotte flew from his hand. He landed flat on his face. Broken teeth and blood blasted out of his pulped face.
Jones jumped off the table.
�Anyone else fancy a game?�
He looked directly at the nearest biker dude, a skinny guy with a scraggly beard, and a face not even a mother could love. Ugly held up his hands, backing away.
�You play too rough for me, Kimosabe!�
It looked like the others felt the same, Jones gave them all his best �don�t mess with me �cause I eat gasoline and shit fire� look before pointing to the exit with a nod of his head. They did not need telling twice, like a herd of stampeding buffalo they headed for the door.
Alone at last, Jones thought, as he gazed at the door that led upstairs.
Jones hated doors; they hid all kinds of secrets.
There was a time when doors held no problem for him. That was before he met Ashikaga No Yoshitsune, the family�s gardener. Two days after the attack at the family mansion, nothing had been mentioned to Jones about who the attackers were, but he figured it had something to do with the work his father did. The gardener was getting ready to leave for his home. Jones stopped him at the front door.
�Excuse me sir, how did you defeat the bad men?�
The old man stopped and turned to look at Jones, his dark eyes deeper than any lake or ocean Jones had seen, and full of esoteric knowledge.
�Koryu Bujutsu.� With an enigmatic smile, he walked out the door.
Jones later asked his father what this was. His father turned from the papers on his desk and looked at Jones, a quizzical air to his iron hard features. Jones� father explained it was a very old Japanese way of fighting, steeped in the history and culture of the Japans.
Jones, who had always been a stubborn boy when his mind was set on a course of action, decided there and then that he wanted to learn this strange way of fighting.
The next day he approached the gardener, and asked if he would teach him.
�Bujutsu is not for Gaijin, Gaijin play Soccer. Bujutsu too hard.�
The gardener carried on with his weeding, and Jones skulked off to think of a way to persuade the old guy.
That night he watched an old film on the television: it was a Samurai film, the hero wanted the master to teach him the way of the sword so he could avenge the death of his parents. The teacher refused, so the hero began leaving gifts at his house, or tidying his garden, while the teacher was out. Finally, the teacher relented; he said the hero had Kokoro, and so would teach him.
The next day he followed the gardener home. He would show him he had this Kokoro, after all how hard could it be to leave a few gifts, and do a bit of gardening?
The gardener�s home was a modest sized bungalow, hidden deeper in the hills above Pearl City, it had a small garden to the rear with a Buddhist shrine at the bottom. Over the next month, he left gifts of rice cakes, or sushi, and tidied up the weeds that grew among the neat little flowerbeds. Jones always waited until the gardener was almost home before he lit incense sticks at the shrine before hiding nearby to watch the gardener�s reaction.
The gardener, a week into the second month caught him; it was also the moment his whole world imploded. He was lighting the incense sticks as usual when the gardener entered the garden. Jones stood frozen to the spot.
The gardener, his face a stony visage approached him. Jones saw sadness in the old man�s eyes. He opened his mouth, about to apologise, and explain his actions. The gardener took his hand and led him to a bench against the back wall of the house. Here, he told Jones his parents had been killed in a car crash.
Jones felt dizzy, and he tried hard to hold back the tears. At first he did not believe what he heard, it could not be true. He believed it a week later at their graveside, only then did the tears flow.
He had no other relatives stateside, and it was up in the air where he was going to live. Finally, he was told someone had come forward to care for him.
He stepped into the foyer of the Child Services Care Home to find the smiling face of the gardener.
�I am Ashikaga No Yoshitsune.� The old man bowed low. Instinctively Jones returned the bow.
Ashikaga took him into his home, and it was agreed he would teach Jones the ways of Koryu Bujutsu, the ways of the Tenshin Shoden Katori Shinto Ryu.
On the first day of training he took him deep into the woods above his home. They stopped at the head of a trail.
�Jones san, I want you to walk down this trail, no matter what you see or hear do not deviate from the trail. Here.� Ashikaga handed Jones a wooden sword. He held it, looking in awe along the length of the wooden blade. When he looked up to thank Ashikaga, he had vanished like smoke in the wind.
Looking around he shrugged and started down the trail. He had been walking for about an hour when he came upon a wooden shack in the middle of a clearing. The door was ajar; he heard the faint sound of crying from within. There was no one else around, a thin voice from inside said, �Help me please,� then screamed.
Jones dashed forward, the sword held high. He was about to crash through the door, when something inside him screamed to stop. Something felt wrong. He kicked the door open, then jumped back, sword at the ready.
There was a glint of sun off metal, as a Katana blade whistled through the air where Jones would have been, if he had stepped through the door.
Ashikaga stepped out of the shack, sword in hand, and smiled.
�You have learned your first important lesson Jones san; always trust your inner voice.�
Jones felt the old familiar tingling down his spine as he stood in front of the door that led to the upper regions of the bar. Through Ashikaga�s training, he had learned the esoteric art of Haragei; the ability to sense threats or to anticipate an opponent's movements. His Haragei was telling him there was a threat waiting through the door. He could almost pick up on the murderous black thoughts of his antagonist.
Jones drew his Tanto fighting knife from his right boot. He approached the door; the feeling was more intense on the right side. He crashed his left boot into the door, almost knocking it off its hinges as it flew open.
The man to the right of the door was taken by surprise, the axe he was holding still raised above his head as Jones plunged the Tanto into his stomach, ripping up towards his rib cage. He was dead before he knew it.
Jones stepped over the eviscerated man, ignoring the wet gurgling of gasses escaping from the man�s torn stomach. A short corridor in front of him led to a flight of stairs leading up into darkness.
Extending his Haragei, he could tell no threat waited on the floor above him. Reversing the Tanto blade, he began to ascend the stairs; keeping to the side to minimise any creaks in the wood.
He reached the landing and paused, the darkness was all encompassing, and no windows were present to let in even ambient light. He dropped his centre of gravity, slowly shuffled along the landing, arms up, and blade at the ready.
He listened with his entire being, reaching out as he had been taught, to feel with the eyes and mind of god. This was Haragei in its extreme. There, he felt it; someone was descending the next flight of stairs. Whoever it was, they could hide their intentions, even so he picked it up like a spark in a cave; there one moment gone the next.
He froze, keeping his body still as a lake on a windless day. The darkness felt like a solid entity, enveloping him in its deadly embrace. He was patient though, like a spider at the centre of its web awaiting the victim to come within reach.
A smear of darkness crashed into him. He fell back against the rough wall behind, the wall fell away, and his backwards momentum continued, through and down onto a carpeted floor. There must have been a door.
Jones was confused, why had he not noticed the threat so close? He felt a strong blow to his side, lifting him up off the floor. Jones crashed against a glass cabinet in the darkened room, the Tanto sent flying from his hand. He jumped up and braced himself. Something hit the side of his head. He saw stars. A flurry of blows assailed him, coming in from different angles. It felt as if a gang of attackers was beating him, when in reality he knew there was only one.
The attack was leaving him off balance, both mentally and physically. He had to find his centre again. This attacker was highly skilled, obviously not one of the bar�s normal patrons.
He pushed away from the wall to the centre of the room, focused his breathing. A wave of displaced air to his left, he reacted. Blocking a flurry of blows, he managed to fend off the attacker.
A dark chuckle filled the black room, followed by the sound of the door slamming.
He moved, heading in the direction of the sound. Pulling the door open, he heard light footsteps ascending the stairs.
Guardedly, he moved along the night black hall. He was like a blind man in the night, without his stick. He felt lost. Haragei had failed him. His opponent had training on a par with what Jones had undertaken. He would have to be careful.
Slowly he mounted the stairs to the next level. His Haragei was still picking up no threat; his opponent was obviously masking his intentions.
Jones flattened himself against the wall of the hallway, crabbed along it. He felt the outline of a door, and he extended his senses; this time seeking the girl. No trace.
He continued along the wall, coming to another door. He paused. This time he felt a different essence. Jennifer Delaney was beyond the door, he was sure of it.
He crashed the door with his shoulder, relying on surprise more than stealth; he went into a Ukemi role. Coming to his feet near the opposite wall, arms and legs braced for attack. The windows in this room were boarded up, but light filtered through like the sun bar-coding the pines on the hills above Pearl City.
The room ran the entire length of the building, chairs stacked against the wall behind him, tables along the window wall. A stage took up the entire far wall.
On the stage, secured by chains to the ceiling and the floor, hung a semi-conscious Jennifer. The half-light dappled her face in a yin yang display of light and dark, revealing bruised- and blood-splattered skin.
A man stepped out of the shadows behind her.
�We meet at long last, Mr Jones.�
�I don�t know who you are, but you�ve arrived at your final day, mister.�
The stranger waved his finger in the air. �I don�t think so Mr Jones, you are a loose end that I have been waiting a long time to tie up.�
The man was in his fifties. He was not the one who had attacked Jones in the hallway. So who was he?
�Seeing as I�ve not had the honour of meeting you before, you mind filling in the gaps?�
The man laughed. He stepped to the front of the stage, and began to speak. What he said left Jones cold, a ball of fury building in his stomach.
�I�m what you might call a fixer; I took a contract to eliminate certain people who were causing the Ichigumi Yakuza problems with their distribution network through Pearl Harbour. You Mr Jones, are the last person on the list I was given.�
The realisation hit him, that this man was responsible for his parents' deaths. The car crash was no accident.
�Why now, after all these years?�
He wanted to rush the man, who appeared to be unarmed, but something felt wrong. The atmosphere in the room hung heavy on him. His Haragei held him back. There was unseen danger here.
�I am a professional, Mr Jones. This is just business. I was given a contract, and I intend to fulfill my duty.� He brushed imaginary lint from the lapel of his suit. �You dropped off the grid for many years. Nothing I tried could locate you, so imagine my surprise when I took the Delaney contract, and you surfaced. You see�I hate loose ends.�
He went on to explain Jennifer�s father was in hock over loans he had taken out from the Yakuza. His daughter was taken as punishment until he paid in full what was owed. A straightforward job to the fixer, that was until Jones showed up.
He had the opportunity to fulfill his other contract.
Thinking back now, Jones thought the trail leading him to this bar in Chicago had been too transparent. The fixer had been rigging the game all along.
�Makes no difference, I�m not an easy guy to get rid of. Seems to me the world will be a better place once I off you.�
Jones moved towards the stage. Something crashed down on him from above. He was pinned to the floor by a black-garbed figure. He must have attached himself to the ceiling, waiting like a great Vampire Bat.
The fixer stepped down from the stage, and walked over to them.
Jones tried to force the figure off him. He was pinned good.
�Meet Dan-Te, the greatest assassin in the world. Only natural we would join forces. Indeed, I believe you two have met before. Farewell, Mr Jones.�
The fixer turned and walked out of the room.
Ashikaga took Jones to a temple, hidden amongst the needle pines, strawberry guava and eucalyptus on the slopes of the Waianae Mountains. This was where Ashikaga trained a select handful of students. Jones was the only Caucasian in the group; the others were Japanese, and one Kanaka Maoli � a pure blood Hawaiian � Makua Ohana.
From the start, Jones was paired with Ohana as his training brother. He was also an orphan, and like Jones had recently been accepted into the small cadre.
Ashikaga was a hard taskmaster, punishing any mistakes with a strike from the bamboo cane he always carried during the sessions. The training was hard, but Jones threw himself into it with gusto.
The day started at five a.m. when the students had to scrub the floor of the Dojo before breakfast. The rest of the day was filled with weapons training, and Jujutsu. In the evening they learned about In-Yo Kigaku, the philosophy of Shingon Buddhism, Gunbai-Heihō, strategy and tactics, before ending with another Dojo cleaning session, then bed at around 1 a.m.
Jones excelled in the training, quickly overtaking the others in skill and knowledge. He had been at the temple for five years when he was introduced to a completely new set of training, the skills of the Shinobi. The Katori Shinto Ryu was primarily a Samurai art, the Shinobi were the natural enemies of the Samurai so they trained in learning the enemy's ways.
One night he was sneaking around the temple. He scaled the castellated walls of the temple and made his way around until he was overlooking Abbot Shohara�s office. A single candle illuminated the room; shadows seemed to dance across the tatami mats covering the floor.
Jones launched himself from the wall. He flew ten feet through the air, grasping a large wooden spar jutting out of the wall next to the window. He moved hand over hand along the spar, before dropping down to the sill of the unglazed window.
The task he had given himself that night was to move through the abbot�s quarters without disturbing him, or the other monks who slept nearby. The corridors between the rooms had singing floorboards, which would alert the sleepers if he triggered them.
Jones was about to pull himself over the ledge. A tingling feeling ran down his spine, the newly learned Haragei was spiking. He lowered himself until only his eyes were above the ledge.
He heard the whisper of a Shoji door sliding open. A shadow flitted across the room. It crouched by the only modern object in the room: a safe.
Jones knew it was not the abbot, he also knew the safe contained the Ryus Densho Scrolls. The figure turned its head for a second, and Jones was shocked to see it was Ohana.
Silently, he vaulted over the ledge into the room.
�Ohana, what are you doing?�
His temple brother turned as he was rising to his feet, leaping into the air he lashed out with his left foot. The blow caught him unawares, knocking Jones back against the window.
Jones saw the safe door was already open, and the scrolls already secreted under Ohana�s dark garb.
�Don�t try to stop me, little brother, this is beyond you.�
�You�re a thief, and no brother of mine.�
He threw a stamp kick. Ohana sidestepped, and delivered an Atemi strike to the nerve cluster in his thigh. He collapsed. Ohana put him in a neck lock, using his weight to pin him to the floor. He squeezed to the point that Jones was about to pass out, then bounded up and away.
Jones was determined, Ohana or Dan-Te, or whoever he was, would not escape him this time. Ashikaga had discovered Ohana worked for the Black Dragon Society, the enforcement arm of the Ichigumi Yakuza Clan. He had infiltrated the Ryu with the intention of learning its secrets, also to steal the scrolls, which were worth a considerable amount of money.
Jones employed a reversal, getting hold of Dan-Te�s arm and locking it out. The man was like an eel, easily escaping it. Jones found his wrist locked.
They fought on the floor like this for several seconds, joint lock to strike, back and forth. They fought until they were back on their feet. Jones kicked Dan-Te away. He came back, attacking him with the chain punch of Wing Chun. Jones backed away, palm blocking each strike. Dan-Te switched to the White Crane style, attacking with his palm before switching to Praying Mantis, attacking with twin beak strikes, fingers hardened by years of training.
The man seemed to be a veritable encyclopaedia of martial styles. The switching had the effect of keeping Jones off balance, always on the back foot. Dan-Te was fast as well, his attacks coming in from all angles. Dan-Te would feint high before striking low. He would attack circular before switching to straight blasts.
Jones was taking a real beating, only just managing to hold him off from the killing blow. Dan-Te�s defence was perfect as well, never leaving an opening.
Jones pushed him back with a palm strike fake, before hitting him with a stamp kick to his chest. This gave him a few seconds to steady his breathing.
The black clad figure before him shook his head; only his eyes could be seen through the mask he wore. They held no anger, or malice, just a grim determination.
They eyed each other, circling the room, like two fighting cocks looking for an opening. Dan-Te quick-stepped forward, then backwards.
Jones waited, Dan-Te came at him with the Wing Chun punches again, followed by low kicks to his shins. Jones timed his move for the next attack to his shin. When it came, he sidestepped and hit out with a reverse roundhouse kick to the head. He followed this up with a punch to Dan-Te�s kidney. An elbow strike finished the combination.
Dan-Te backed off, the tension in his body telling Jones he had hurt his former temple brother. He smiled inside knowing his opponent could be beaten.
Dan-Te was still shaking off the effects of Jones� blows when he struck again, attacking with a flurry of foot and hand strikes before firing the coup de grace: a throat strike, delivered with enough force to take off the man�s head. A split second before Jones hit him, Dan-Te twisted out of range. He dived out of the window behind him. Glass shattered, the wooden boards splintered like plywood.
�Damn it!� Jones swore.
There was no time to go after his temple brother. He ran over to where Jennifer was chained on the stage. He removed the chains, and she collapsed into his arms. Her eyes fluttered open.
�It�s okay. Don�t be scared. I�m Jerryko Jones, you�re safe now.�
At the mention of his name, her eyes clouded over. She seemed to fill with an unearthly strength. Grabbing one of the chains, she wrapped it around his throat. A guttural growl escaped from her throat.
�Saimin-jutsu, a wonderful weapon to use in defeat, little brother!� The voice was deep, not a woman�s. Dan-Te � Ohana � had transplanted his essence into the woman�s subconscious.
Jones had heard of this skill before, from the esoteric arsenal of the ninja. He�d always believed the supernatural skill to be a myth. He now bore witness to that myth as Jennifer/Ohana/Dan-Te tightened the chain around his throat.
Jones managed to grab her leg, and yanked her off her feet. The grip on his throat released, he apologised before unleashing a hard strike to her jaw. She slipped into darkness, and Jones lay back rubbing his throat.
�I really have to get a new job, one that doesn�t hurt so much.�
Slinging Jennifer over his shoulder, he headed out of the bar, knowing his temple brother was out there, somewhere, and had unfinished business.
BIO:
Andrew Scorah was born in Doncaster, South Yorkshire, but moved to Swansea in 1999. Andrew has worked in a variety of jobs over the years, mostly in the security industry. His main interests are music, an avid Springsteen fan, reading and his family. He describes himself as a journeyman in training, a writing Ronin. His writing has appeared in Action Pulse Pounding Tales Volume 1 alongside best selling thriller authors Matt Hilton, Stephen Leather, Adrian Magson, Zoe Sharpe and Joe McCoubrey. He also has a couple of books published on Amazon, A Collection in Time, Eastern Fury and Other Tales, The Beast, which is a short story, and a short story Dalton's Blues which is a prequel to Homecoming Blues a tale of revenge and redemption set in gangland London, and the sequels Border Town Blues and Jericho Blues. Check out his web site for more info on his work http://goo.gl/ibzNZ or contact him via email a_scorah@live.co.uk.

GET CUTTER! by James Hopwood

A Nathan Cutter story

Nathan Cutter's life had been turned on its ear, beginning with the senseless death of his wife, Helen, and his three year old daughter, Charlotte. They were the innocent victims of an underworld gang war that spilled onto the city streets.
Their lives were taken, when Triad Crime Lord, Zheng Li's car tore through a red light, colliding with Cutter's family, as they drove home from the local shopping centre. The impact wasn't what killed them. The collision only served as the beginning to a bloody chain of events.
Another vehicle had been chasing Zheng Li. Traveling in that vehicle was the number two crime figure in Sydney, Eddie Conlan. It had been his car, that barreled into the vehicle Helen and Charlotte Cutter were traveling in, as it sat at the intersection, immobilised from the previous collision.
Both, Conlan and the Cutters died almost instantly. However, Zheng Li had got away, and the local authorities were too toothless to go after him.
But not Nathan Cutter. Cutter had just returned from three years as a peace keeper in Iraq. He had seen war up close and personal. He had smelt its fetid breath in his face. Every day he had lived with violence, bloodshed and the threat of death hanging over him. For a man with Cutter's combat experience, Zheng Li was not a man to be feared, but a bug to be squashed.
Zheng Li had believed he was above the law. Well, he wasn't above Cutter's Law. Cutter went after the Crime Lord, tracking him to his lair, and then extracting his own bloody retribution.
That evening, Cutter killed seven people, including Zheng Li, but not without cost. He had been shot and stabbed, and collapsed unconscious from loss of blood, after he had completed his act of vengeance.
He woke up in a prison hospital, looking down the barrel of seven life sentences for murder. His only life line was a shadowy man named Grant LaCosta. LaCosta had turned up at the hospital attempting to recruit Cutter for a special team he was putting together. But Cutter had seen more death and destruction, than any man should. He declined the offer, choosing to stay in prison.
LaCosta left, but before he went, he gave Cutter a business card which had a single phone number on it. LaCosta had described it as a genuine 'get out of jail free' card.
La Costa had said, �When you realise Li wasn�t the only piece of filth involved in the car chase that killed your wife and child � give me a call.�
Those words were now seared into Cutter�s mind.

Three months later at Ironbark Correctional Institution, Sydney, Australia�
Cutter had hoped that prison life would be peaceful. He figured if he left people alone, they would leave him alone. It wasn't to be.
Triad organisations are much like the Greek mythological figure of Hydra. When you cut off one head, a new one quickly grows back in its place. When Cutter took out Zheng Li, he had only lopped one head off. A new one had grown back, and the new leader of Sydney's underworld was a man named Yuen Lao. His first decree was he wanted Nathan Cutter killed. He wanted him dead so badly, he had even put a seventy-five thousand dollar bounty on Cutter's head.
Cutter didn't know this as he was released from the prison hospital. It was only his first day mixing with the general prison population. He was assigned to the laundry detail.
After three months in hospital, Cutter's strength and fitness level had dropped considerably. Before, he had prided himself on his physical and mental stamina, but after two hours of shunting around laundry trolleys, he was beat. He stopped for a moment in one of the cold deserted passageways, and rolled his shoulder muscles, attempting to get the circulation going again. That's when they came at him.
There were three of them, and they appeared to come from nowhere. Obviously they had been watching and waiting for an opportunity. And now their moment had arrived. Cutter was alone, with no other prisoners or warders to come to his defence.
The attackers were Asian, angry, and looking to collect the bounty offered by Yuen Lao. Even in prison, Lao and the Triads had power and influence. Seventy-five thousand dollars could buy a lot of power and influence, anywhere.
The Triad trio consisted of Frankie Lo, Wu Chien and Tsao Li. The leader of the trio, was Lo, who, after the release of the film, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, had been nick-named 'Crouching Lo'.
Lo was in his late forties, and his face showed every one of those hard years etched deep into his skin like a road map. But despite his age, he was lean, wiry and in excellent condition. Cutter watched him as he advanced, noticing the intricate tattoos adorning his arms.
Lo came at Cutter head on, while the other two came from behind, blocking any retreat. Lo kept advancing. He carried no weapon, but from his stance, Cutter surmised that Lo knew some martial arts. Just how much, Cutter was going to learn � the hard way.
Lo threw a textbook Kinjobo jab. Like a darting snake, his hand shot out, smacking Cutter in the nose. Cutter reeled from the force of the blow, staggering back into the trolley he had been pushing. Lo followed it up with a side kick that caught Cutter in the stomach.
Winded, Cutter slumped to the floor, his eyes watering. Lo followed up with another kick, but Cutter raised his arms, like a boxer, protecting his head. The kick crashed into Cutter's forearms.
Cutter knew he had to get off the ground. Sitting there he was dead meat. Lo kicked out again, but this time Cutter was ready. He caught Lo's foot and twisted the ankle. Lo snorted in pain, and lost his balance, falling to the floor in front of Cutter. As Cutter climbed to his feet, he threw a woolly uppercut that caught Lo on the jaw. The Chinaman was rocked back into the wall.
But Cutter had taken his eyes off Lo's two henchmen, Wu Chien and Tsao Li. Both men were in their early twenties, and had a youthful glow. And they moved quickly too, as Cutter found out, on the receiving end of a lightning palm strike to the chest, from Chien.
Chien and Li worked together double teaming Cutter. Chien came hard from the left with a spinning kick. Cutter tried to move away, only to run into a chop from Li. Cutter roared in pain, and rushed at Li. Li tried to kick forward, but Cutter grabbed his leg at the knee and wrenched it up. Li lost his balance and fell backward, all the while Cutter kept holding on to his leg. Now with Li, on his back, Cutter grabbed the ankle and twisted, hard. He heard the tendon snap. The young man howled in pain, cursing in a language that Cutter could not understand.
As Cutter dropped Li's foot, Chien came at him again. First with a side kick which Cutter blocked and then two rapid blows to his midsection. Cutter swiped aside the first, but the second caught him in the solar plexus. Pain. Unbelievable Pain.
As Chien came in for the kill, to collect the bounty, Cutter dropped to one knee. The aggressor's intended roundhouse kick sailed over Cutter's head, and in his follow through, he found his back exposed to Cutter. Summoning what reserves of strength he had, Cutter struck hard and fast at the small of Chien's back. Cutter heard the vertebrae snap.
Chien arched his back in pain, then toppled to the floor, his face a contorted mask of agony. Cutter slowly stood, and eyed Lo. Would the old man have another go?
For seventy-five thousand dollars, the answer was a resounding yes. 'Crouching Lo' bounded forward, twisting into side-on stance. His foot darted out at Cutter's neck. Cutter blocked the foot with his right hand, but as he pushed the foot away, he exposed his whole right side. Lo pirouetted around and pounded two blows under Cutter's ribcage.
Cutter almost gave up there and then. Racked with pain he stumbled forward. Maybe if he hadn't spent the last three months in hospital, he may have been able to defend himself against three assailants. But here he had been out-manned and outmatched.
But the warrior spirit inside wouldn't let Cutter die. As Lo struck out once again, Cutter found himself moving almost by instinct. As Lo's hand shot past, Cutter ducked under it, and came up with an uppercut that caught the Triad on the jaw. Lo reeled back, slamming into the wall. Before Lo recovered, Cutter swayed in, grabbed the wrist and elbow of Lo's right arm. Then he brought his knee up, cracking the limb like a twig. Lo grunted in pain, but Cutter had no sympathy for him.
As a final insult, Cutter pushed Lo in the face, and watched him drop to the floor. Then he shuffled to his laundry trolley and walked off as if nothing had happened, although the bruises on his body would tell a different story.
Cutter's second day in 'Stir' was even more eventful than the first. To start the day, he found out he had a secret admirer. They called him 'Munster' and he was the most feared man in the prison. At six-foot-seven and over two-hundred and sixty pounds, he was a mountain of muscle and meanness. His head was shaved, and he had Celtic tattoos all over his torso. He came after Cutter in the shower, looking to collect on the Triad bounty.
The shiv wasn't long, and Munster had hidden it in a block of soap. His thick fingers cracked open the block, and he extracted the knife. Then he turned and faced Cutter, looking his target straight in the eyes. Munster liked his victims to know he was coming for them.
�Hey, 'Fuck-wad', you're wanted,� Munster called, holding up the knife and twisting the blade for show.
Cutter ignored him, lifting his head into the shower spray.
The other prisoners moved to the sides of the shower block, out of harm's way. They knew trouble was coming.
�There's money on your fucking head and I intend collecting,� the big man bellowed, as he moved through the steam and the spray.
Cutter turned and looked at the tiny knife in the big man's hand, and grinned.
�With that?� Cutter responded, almost laughing.
�It'll be more than enough to cut you. You're gonna bleed and you�ll feel it�every stroke, every slice, every thrust. You�re going to die slowly and painfully,� he taunted, flipping the knife from one palm to the other.
�You don't really want to do this,� Cutter suggested, shaking his head. He knew what was coming, but really didn't want a part of it.
�Fuck, yeah, I do!� the big oaf replied, his eyes wide with excitement. Munster was a man who lived for the fight, and in the prison, there was no one who could match him.
The big man lunged at Cutter with his knife hand. Cutter saw it coming and tried to move back, but didn�t move far enough, the knife gouging his shoulder.
The blade wasn't sharp and clean. It didn't slice. It gouged, tearing at the flesh. Blood trickled from the jagged wound.
Cutter threw himself back against the far wall, as the big man came at him again. Cutter figured he may have underestimated his opponent. For a big guy, Munster was remarkably quick and agile.
With Cutter against the wall, Munster swung his knife hand in a savage arc, aiming for the throat. Cutter ducked under the wild swing, and thundered two hard punches into Munster's belly. They took the wind out of the big man's sails, stopping him in his tracks.
Cutter slipped off the wall, and kicked hard, into Munster's ankle, with the side of his foot as he moved past. This threw the big man off balance just as he was about to stab at Cutter once more. Instead he found himself falling away, and raised his knife hand to counterbalance his shifting weight.
Cutter saw the opportunity, rushed forward and grabbed the knife hand at the wrist, and twisted the big man's arm back. With his free hand Munster tried to punch Cutter's face, but the momentum was with Cutter, and it ended up being only a glancing blow. Cutter swung Munster back around, towards the tiled wall. The prisoners all moved to the side, as the combatants barged through.
Munster swung at Cutter again with a balled fist, punching him in the ear. It stung like a motherfucker! Cutter ignored the pain, focusing on his knife hand. He smashed that hand repeatedly into the tiled wall. Munster's knuckles became bloodied and bruised with each blow. Finally he dropped the knife, and Cutter released his grip. He shouldn't have. Munster wasn't finished yet!
The big man reached out, and grabbed Cutter by the shoulders. Cutter twisted away, but only to have a wild uppercut from the big man catch him on the nose. Blood ran down Cutter's face, dripping from his chin and spiralling into the shower water at their feet.
Both men backed off for just a second, eyeing up their opponent. Munster was the first to move, throwing a big roundhouse right, which Cutter ducked under easily. In response, Cutter thudded two hard jabs into the bigger man's kidneys.
Munster roared in pain, and charged at Cutter, scooping him up in his big arms and pushing him into the tiled wall once again. Then he threw a flurry of wild punches. Cutter raised his arms in defence, most of the blows hitting his arms.
Angered that he couldn't get a clean head-punch in, Munster, reached for Cutter's arms and tried to pull them down. In that instant, Cutter, grabbed one of Munster's wrists, and twisted it around. Munster spun like a top, his back now facing Cutter. Then the big man was unceremoniously kicked in the small of the back. He fell in a heap, on the shower block floor. The prisoners who were looking on, burst into laughter. Munster didn't find it funny.
Embarrassed, and in a fit of rage, Munster bounded to his feet, turned and charged at Cutter once more. Cutter sidestepped, and threw his arm out, catching the big man around the neck. Cutter tightened his grip, and then sharply twisted. Cutter snapped Munster's neck as if he had been opening a jar of chutney. Munster slumped to the floor, the spray from the shower washing over his lifeless naked body.
The prison guards marched Cutter to the hole. Solitary confinement. Cutter hadn't intended to kill Munster, but instinct had taken over. All his years of training, and the skills he had acquired, couldn't just be turned off, like a person could flick off a light switch. He had been trained to react, in just that way. His disposal of Munster was a textbook manoeuvre. In the theatre of war, you were rewarded for such a feat. In civilian life, you were punished.
Still, Cutter was trying to move on from that kind of life. He wanted to get away from all the killing and butchery. But yet, he didn't feel bad about killing Munster. In fact, it felt good. It made Cutter feel alive again. He had spent three months in hospital, healing from the bullet and knife wounds inflicted by Zheng Li. Each day in bed, he had felt like he was getting weaker � like he was losing his edge. Then came the fight with the Triads. He had been lucky on that occasion.
But the fight with Munster proved one thing. He hadn't lost his edge. He was still very capable, and very dangerous.
The steel door to the hole was opened, and the guards unceremoniously pushed Cutter inside. The door was quickly slammed shut, blocking out the light. In the darkness, Cutter felt his way to the wall and sat down against it. He was in for a long stay.
Grant LaCosta knew he would receive a call from the prison some day. The truth, however, was he didn't expect it to be so soon. He had just finished playing a vigorous game of squash with the Minister of Defence, when his mobile chirped. He excused himself, and picked it up.
�LaCosta,� he said breathlessly.
�It's Warden Van der Meer at Ironbark Correctional Facility. That prisoner, Cutter, that you wanted me to keep an eye on, he's got himself into a spot of trouble.�
�How so?�
�He's killed a man. It was self-defence, in the shower block.�
LaCosta whistled lowly. �He doesn't play well with others, does he?�
�No. There's talk there's a price on his head. I am worried other prisoners will go after him. I can't have the prison turned into an abattoir. I need something done about him. I need him out of here.�
�I'll see what I can do,� LaCosta said, as he rang off.
Solitary confinement didn't bother Cutter. It gave him time to get back in shape. In the dark, he exercised. He started with one-hundred push ups, then one-hundred sit ups. The fresh scar-tissue on his stomach, courtesy of Zheng Li's knife blade had healed well, but was thick, and ached when he stretched. Cutter ignored the pain, and kept at it. Then he stood, and shadow boxed for forty minutes, pounding an invisible opponent into submission.
The iron door to the cell swung open, and a man stood silhouetted in the door-frame. Cutter shielded his eyes against the light, as the man took two paces into the room.
�Have you changed your mind yet, Cutter?� the man asked.
Cutter recognised the voice. It was Grant LaCosta, the spook who had tried to recruit him, when he had first been brought to the prison.
�I already told you I am not interested,� Cutter grunted.
�Yeah, that's what you said. But now, I think you need me,� LaCosta responded cockily.
�How's that?�
�The Triads have put a bounty on your head.�
�How much?�
�Seventy-five thou.�
�Phew. It's nice to be popular, eh?� Cutter said sarcastically.
�The thing is, in prison, while there's a price on you, they are going to keep coming after you � in the showers, in the yard, whenever. To the men inside, seventy-five thousand dollars is a big chunk of change. It's more than some of them earn in two years. And all they have to do is stick a knife into you, or smash your head against a wall. Anything, as long as you're dead, they're in the money.�
�And you can change that?�
�If you join my team, yes!�
�What about my family?� Cutter interjected.
�What about them?�
�You said Zheng Li wasn�t the only piece of filth involved in the car chase that killed Helen and Charlotte.�
�He wasn't.�
�Conlan died in the crash. Who else was there?�
�Do we have a deal?� LaCosta urged, returning to his recruitment spiel.
�Who else was there?� Cutter repeated.
�If you work for me, I will tell you all I know. The men behind the men. The ones who pulled the strings. The ones that killed your family. Do we have a deal?�
Cutter stood silently for a minute running his fingers through his greasy hair. LaCosta stood nervously awaiting a response. He was sure he had him this time. Cutter raised his eyes to heaven as if he was seeking some divine intervention. When he didn't receive any, he finally walked over to LaCosta and held out his hand.
�LaCosta, we have a deal,� Cutter said.
They shook hands, cementing the relationship. Within twenty-four hours, Cutter would be out of prison, and back on the streets, cleaning up things, his way.
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JARDINE RIDES AGAIN By Ian McAdam

The night was just right for what I had to do. Only the slightest hint of a moon. It was cloudy with a wisp of a breeze.
It was the first time I'd been down to London in the four years since my marriage had broken up. The phone call, when it came, set the wheels in motion. It was from my ex-wife Julia to say that our son Nick had been missing for over 24 hours, she said she had repeatedly rang him but got no answer. I knew that wasn't like him so I rang his mobile and I was surprised that a voice I recognised answered.
'Hello Jimmy'
'What do you want? Where's my boy?
'Easy Jimmy, he's ok. For the moment anyway. I believe you have something that belongs to me.'
I didn't, but unfortunately he thought I had.
'I was never involved, I've told you that. Just let the kid go'.
'Look Jimmy, I don't believe you. Get me what you owe me or the boy goes back to his mother in little pieces. You've got until the end of the week to get it sorted'.
The phone went dead!
Damn, I knew I had to do something and do it quickly. There was no way I could plead my innocence with him, I knew him of old. I thought of my son with those maniacs, he was ten stone wet through and took after his mother � he wasn't a fighter and it would have been so easy for them to grab and intimidate him.
I had previously had many a run in with the caller, Cartwright was his name but what he wanted I never had. His name was Charlie Cartwright but I wouldn't show him that much respect. To me he was a cancer and he needed to be eradicated. He had always managed to keep on the right side of the other London gangs by not muscling into their territory. He would dip his fingers into many pies, drugs, prostitution and even kiddy porn. That's what really got to me. There was no way I would've got involved with any of his dealings, so I must have been set up but it was too late to worry by who. I had more pressing matters to attend to.
If I got this wrong then it wasn't just me who would die. They would get rid of my body and dump the rest of my kid somewhere to be found as a lesson to others. The worse thing was I hadn't crossed him and that meant I wasn't going to let anything bad happen to either of us.
After a lot of phone calls I finally found out where my son was being held. It seemed I still had mates left down here and the fat man had enemies he didn't know he had!
The drive didn't seem as long as I thought and it was just after midnight when I parked the car in a cul-de-sac of a housing estate in Romford next to some industrial units.
I had done a recce earlier in the day and I quickly found the hole in the fence that separated the warehouses from the residents. Some of the estate kids must have made it, you know how youngsters are. I slipped through easily. I had dressed to be almost invisible, clad all in black with only the whites of my eyes showing.
I made my way through the disused warehouses until I found the one I wanted.
I peered round the end of a unit and could see two goons silhouetted by the amber night light, standing outside the door to the warehouse. I could hear them talking very faintly on the wind and it sounded like they were speaking Russian. I had picked up several languages working my way round Eastern Europe for whoever wanted me, as long as they paid me.
I took out my gun, a black Steyr GB. I'd had the gun a long time, a nine millimeter that held eighteen rounds but weighed less than two and a half pounds unloaded. I could take it apart and put it back together in less than fourteen seconds. I had cleaned it, oiled it and it was ready to go. I screwed on the silencer and squatting down I found what I was looking for. A piece of broken concrete that I skimmed along the road in front of them. Amateurs, I thought as they followed the sound to where it was headed, not the direction it came from.
The first bullet from my suppressed gun caught the nearest guard in the back of his skull. His companion looked down when he heard the body drop to the floor and when he looked back up I put a bullet through his eye socket, killing him instantly.
Stepping over the bodies and gently opening the small door into the warehouse, I let my eyes get used to the dim light inside. There were large unmarked cardboard boxes piled all over the place and I wondered what they contained.
I looked around and saw wooden stairs leading to a landing where it looked like there were offices. I moved up them silently, listening for any movement around me.
A light shone brightly in a room at the end of the corridor. As I quietly moved towards it I could hear the low hum of more than one voice inside.
Tentatively looking into the office I saw three men sitting on a battered sofa opposite the fat mans desk. Cartwright was behind it smoking a cigarette. They had put a lot of trust in Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum outside to be acting so carefree. My sixteen year old son was hooded and tied to a chair in the corner.
I was incensed seeing my boy like that but I knew I had to be calm and deliberate if I was to get him away alive.
Suddenly one of the men got up and walked towards the door. I melted back into the recess of the adjacent doorway and as he passed I grabbed him, pulling my left hand tightly over his mouth and instantly slashed his throat with my Blackhawk knife. The razor sharp blade penetrated his windpipe and cut through his carotid artery. It happened so fast that he didn't even have time to struggle. I held his mouth shut while pushing his head down until blood replaced the air in his lungs before silently laying him on to the floor of the landing.
Fastening my knife back into its pouch I took out my gun. This time I unscrewed the silencer as I wanted to create confusion in the room.
I burst in and put a bullet into the head of the bodyguard nearest to me. My next shot hit his companion in the throat as he jumped up whilst trying to aim his gun towards me. I finished him off with a shot to the heart. I turned just in time to see the fat man reach for his desk drawer. He was too slow as I put a bullet in his right shoulder. His office chair spun and crashed back into the wall behind him.
Fuck you Ji�
� I didn't want Cartwright to say my name so I put another bullet in his left shoulder. I aimed at his stomach. His eyes bulged as he realised what I was about to do. I could hear the stream of urine running off the leather seat and onto the wooden floor below as his bladder gave way. I wanted to fill him full of holes and to watch him die in agony. No one threatens my family!
Look, we can sort this. Please J�
I had no choice but to shoot the bastard square in the forehead. I didn't want him to talk. The bullet penetrated his brain. Cartwright's dead body slipped off the chair and onto the floor to lie in his own piss.
That'll have to do, I thought.
I went to Nick, pulled his hood up to just over his nose and ripped off the gaffer tape gagging him. 'Who are�' He tried to struggle but he never got to finish the question as I ripped open the polythene package and placed a chloroformed cloth over his mouth and nose. He was out in seconds.
I cut through the bonds holding him to the chair, his wrists and ankles were still secured by tape but I didn't have time to do anything about it. I pulled him up and over my shoulder and made my way out of the office quickly and then carefully down the stairs. Going past the boxes again I wondered what was in them but now it didn't matter and I really didn't care!
Opening the door gently I peeked outside. Luckily it was all quiet.
I made my way through the industrial estate as quickly as I could until I found the gap in the fence that separated it from the houses and dragged Nick through after me. Pulling him down the embankment to the car I opened it without taking the keys out of my pocket. The car lit up like a Christmas tree as the hazards flashed and the interior light came on.
I quickly pushed my son into the boot and closed the lid. It wouldn't be too uncomfortable, as I'd put a thick duvet in there.
I didn't want to be stopped by the police with a comatose body trussed up like a turkey on the back seat of my BMW. If I was stopped all they would find was a pub bouncer going home after his shift.
I drove carefully back to his mothers house making sure I didn't get caught by any speed cameras and even at that time of the morning there was a lot of traffic around.
When I got him back to his home I cut off the rest of the tape and carried him to the front door and propped him up against it. He would be awake soon.
I removed the hood and rang the doorbell for a few seconds before running back to the car. As I slowly pulled away I could see the hall light come on and the door opened a few seconds later.
I headed the car northwards with plenty of time to think about who set me up. I promised to find them and then there would be hell to pay!
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JACK BE NIMBLE By Gavin Hunt

Breathing steady, the heart rate slowed down as anticipation grew.
Every sound heard but not one made by myself. The thick walls muffled the talking inside the house. There was never a good time to go in, when the right time came, I would take it.
Centred on the lock, the wooden door held no resistance as it splintered on impact. Two smoke grenades rolled in, fumes billowed out filling the room in a blue dust. Hands grabbed for guns as men scrambled to their feet, chairs and tables kicked out from beneath. Through the thick smoke, they could see nothing. The sound of the breaking door meant they knew the direction to fire and they all obliged. Bullets flew, striking nothing but wall.
I was no longer there. Swiftly moving inside, stealth now became my best friend. Hugging the walls, I made my way around. They realised too late that I now stood behind them. Slashing the throat of the first, the knife coated with death as blood spurted forth. My second victim stood in close proximity.
Dropping to my knees, he spun around seeing his friend�s dead body fall to floor. Firing where I once stood, he played the game of chance that the I stood close. His mistake. The first knife pierced straight through leather, skin, blood and bone, pinning his foot to the wooden floor. By the time he registered the pain, the action repeated itself on his next foot. Panic washed over his face. It lasted seconds. Rising from the crouched position with a third knife in hand, I stopped my enemy�s heart from the back. With the smoke dissipating, time began to run out. I had no option.
Drawing two guns from the rear waistband, my quick fire turned the scene into a bloodbath. Two more bodies fell, blood covering walls and floors. The last figure made a run for the door. There was no way anyone was leaving here alive. A bullet in the head stopped him dead in his tracks. With the ground floor clear, time to get down to the series business. In an upstairs bedroom was what I came for.
Marcus Reynolds, fat, bald and the wrong side of fifty, yet he still surrounded himself with young women and girls. He sat upon the bed, two naked girls cowered in a corner, arms wrapped one another for support, bed sheets draped over naked flesh. I ordered them to get out. I set them free from Marcus� wrath and the life of forced prostitution.
I made my request simple. �I want what�s in the safe.�
�There�s nothing in there and even if there was, I don�t have the combination.�
�Don�t make me ask again. Open the safe, give me what�s inside and I�ll let you live.�
�And if I don�t?�
�Is that a chance your willing to take?� I pulled out my second gun. Both of them trained on his chest.
�You have any idea who you�re fucking with?�
�I wouldn�t be here otherwise would I now Marcus.� His blatant disregard was not winning me over. The sound of his name made him more alert. I could hear the clocks hands ticking away inside my head. �Give me the contents of the safe and I�ll let you live.�
Marcus laughed right back at me. �Don�t take me for a fool. You will kill me as soon as it�s open.�
�You have my word that I will not take your life.�
�Somehow I don�t trust you.�
I squeezed the trigger. �The next one won�t miss. I know how much you like that sad excuse for a prick.�
Lodging itself in the mattress between Marcus� legs, the bullet came closer than anticipated. His bravado soon left as he gave up the combination. About to leave with what I came for, Marcus made a big mistake. Pulling a gun from under the pillow, he took his shot at me. Clipping the doorframe, his aim as useless as the limp dick lying between his legs. One would have been suffice but Marcus deserved the four bullets I put in his overweight body.
�I never said how long I�d let you live.�
The first bullet opened a hole in the stomach the size of a fist, the second struck him between the eyes. The last two in the chest for my own pleasure. I made my exit with the money from the safe piled into a holdall I found under the bed. I thought about taking it all but pride won over greed. I didn�t need it all. The USB device I really came for now in my possession. Enough money left to give me probable cause for breaching the property. Sweeping the house, I assessed the destructive scene. Twenty minutes and I called the incident in to dispatch.
�This is Jack Starke of the nineteenth precinct. I have six dead bodies at three-two-six Libertine Gardens. I need ambulance, police and CSU on scene ASAP.�
Thirty minutes later, the scene awash with emergency service personnel. They discovered the six dead bodies reported. I was long gone by then, along with the five million dollars in drug money and the USB device.
Six months later�
New Years Eve arrived, thousands of people out in the city to see in the New Year. As the midnight hour approached, everything ready to go with a bang. Loud cheers sounded, drinks flowed and even strangers hugged and kissed, wishing someone they would never see again, a prosperous year ahead.
In the centre of the downtown metropolis, the bell tower chimed, seeing one year out and a fresh one in. Fireworks lit up the nighttime sky, a spectrum of colours, flashes and shapes holding everyone�s attention above. Deep underground, in the sewage tunnels snaking their way beneath the streets, a thunderous boom went unheard. Metal doors flew clean off hinges. No one heard it except for the three masked figures making their way inside First National Bank via an old, unused and long forgotten entrance.
With the door no longer standing in the way, they were inside one of numerous back rooms in minutes. Red and green blinking lights pierced the darkness, flashlights illuminated stacks of moulded plastic devices. Wires sprouted everywhere, connecting boxes together and running into other devices, reading and crunching binary data into tangible material. With power lines cut, the alarm disabled and the security cameras offline, they had free reign of First National bank.
The clock was ticking. Burns security firm was responsible for monitoring First National Bank. Unable to get a system reboot, it would take thirteen minutes for the police to arrive at the scene. Even after checking the front and rear doors, the police would still not discover what was occurring inside. In eight minutes, they would be in and out with all they sought.
The cameras inside did not need disabling. If they had recorded the events, it would have shown two females and one male. Jack, Faith and Kirsten were ghosts. Dressed all in black, the skin-tight clothing hugged body shapes. Faces hidden away. Each wore a gas mask covering the whole face in black rubber, leaving just two large plastic lenses for sight.
Jack�s gas mask decorated in white, taking on a skull image. The breathing apparatus positioned on the left side, gave the masks a strange and haunting style. Straps at the rear of the head pulled tight to the skull, the female�s hair bunched out, covering the straps. On Jack�s shaven head, the straps had already begun to leave red markings.
The heist executed with perfection. In and out of First National bank inside of eight minutes. From the control room they made their way through dark corridors and rooms via torchlight to the rear of the bank. There the vault stood before them. With the power down the vault remained locked tight. Set on a separate breaker for just an instance like this.
The circular vault door made from concrete and reinforced steel. Twenty-five metal cylinders set inside the six-inch thick door held the twin interlocking mechanism in place, accessible by its dual combination keypads, each with an individual ten-digit code. After that, there remained two fingerprint scanners, verifying identification. The data held on file belonged to two individuals, assistant and branch manager.
The dynamite used on the sewer door would be useless on the vaults door. Even a thermal lance � burnt iron rods in pure oxygen from an oxyacetylene torch � would not get them inside. A lesser man may have given up, but not Jack Starke. The vault was no match for him.
Stepping up to the first combination lock, his fingers hovered over the keypad. Breathing steadily, he inputted the first sequence of numbers from memory. The three red blinking lights at the top, signifying the lock in place, turned into a constant glowing three green light. Beneath the keypad, the blue touchpad scanner with crisscrossing white lines shone in the darkness. Jack touched it with an object pulled from his pocket. Loud clicks came from inside the vault as ten metal cylinders unlocked.
�How the fuck?� Kirsten asked.
�Beats me.� Faith whispered in return, shrugging her shoulders. �I don�t even want to ask as I don�t think I�d like the answer.�
Moving over to the second keypad, Jack repeated the process. This time the blinking red lights continued to flash. Jack paused, deep in thought.
He ran his fingers over the numbers once again. No mistake. He put all ten digits in correctly. Trying it for a second time, the result came back the same. One try left before total lockdown.
There was only one reason the number failed; Martin Nutt had given him a false code. The bank manager had lied. Jack could have killed him, if he hadn�t done the act already.
Martin Nutt had not given up the code as easily as the assistant manager, James Billingham. Fear struck James Billingham. There was no doubt the number he spoke was correct. His voice wavered unsteadily as sweat glistened on his brow. Jack had no time or compassion. A bullet in the head was the thanks James received for the information. Martin Nutt was a different proposition.
His resistance was admiral in the face of the shotgun. For a man working in such a high profile job, his home was easy to breach. Jack sat in the living room, waiting for Martin to arrive home. The colour drained from his face upon seeing Jack sat in his armchair.
It took an hour of torture before Martin eventually relented and gave up the vaults code. By that time, Jack had beaten Martin senseless; swollen eyes, busted lips, broken nose, bruised torso, sexual organs that his wife would be getting no pleasure from for a while � if he had stayed alive.
There had been a glint in Martin�s eyes as he spoke forth the numbers. It passed Jack by at the time. Now as he stood before the vaults keypad with the memories of a time two months ago, he saw now, what he did not see then.
The bastard lied!
In a flash, an idea came to Jack. It seemed hopeless but was the best he could muster at the time. What did he have to lose? If it didn�t work, then Jack would walk away and return another day. He would not be without what truly belonged to him, after only securing it months before,
The lights changed from red to green. The ten-digit code inputted in reverse order, to what Martin Nutt had given up. The fingerprint scanner allowed access with ease.
The circular wheel door handle spun as the twenty-five pin locking mechanism opened. He was inside. As Faith and Kirsten concentrated on the money, Jack�s attention turned elsewhere. The money was all but a diversion to what he really sought. In safety deposit box number one-zero-two, was a treasure of immense wealth. Pulling the key from his pocket, the door opened easily. How he came across the key was another story. It had not ended well for its previous owner.
The metal box inside made from the same material as a flight data recorder on aircrafts; fire resistant, bomb proof, indestructible. In no time, Jack had the small USB device in his pocket. The data it held could be devastating in the wrong hands.
In less than two minutes, they were leaving. Four holdall�s placed on a dolly that they wheeled to the opening in the control room. With the bags dropped down to the sewer tunnels below, three masked figures exited the bank the same way they came in.
The plan a success. Or so Jack believed.
Jack Starke was a wise thirty-two year old man. Menacing in size, weighing two-hundred and fifteen pounds, muscles evident in all parts of the body. With a square jaw sat slightly askew to the left, matched by his broken nose from a street fight that had been a defining moment in his life, Jack remained an alluring figure to women. Jack bared the scars of that fight, his opponent not so fortunate. He never ate solid food for the rest of his life and walked with a permanent limp.
Jack Starke had been asleep for four hours before his cell phone rang. In thirty minutes he was showered, dressed, and sat before a good friend in Sarah Cartwright. For a woman in her early forties, she was nothing short of stunning for her age. Since her divorce from Doug a year ago, Sarah had played the field like any young single woman on the bar scene. She became a cougar in her prime.
Jack�s meeting with Sarah Cartwright began professional, regular afternoon meetings, twice weekly in her office. Two months later after some progress and even more flirtations than found in a shrink�s office, the meeting place changed to a more formal setting.
Striding into Sam�s coffee house, Jack eyed the steady flow of customers before the early morning commuter rush began. A quarter of the tables and booths taken up with solitary coffee drinkers. There was no queue as Jack approached the counter and ordered two Americano coffees, to go. Sam himself served Jack. A burly man, overweight, thinning hairline and a scar on his left cheek, Sam now spent his days pouring hot drinks in his establishment rather than serving his country with death on the battlefield.
�You look like shit Jack.�
�At least I�m not fat.�
�Just more of me for Lisa to love.�
�Not what she was saying last night Sam; then again, she did have her mouth full. Said she hadn�t seen your cock in years; couldn�t find it under all the rolls of fat.�
Jack and Sam stared each other down. Neither flinched from the standoff. Both were arrogant men but had mutual respect for the other. Sam�s lips quivered first. Jack soon followed as together they burst into laughter with a hearty handshake.
�Why do you always have to bring my wife into it?�
�Got to treat her delicately like fine china otherwise she�ll break.�
�You expect me to take relationship advice from you Jack. I�ve watched you coming in here every week for the past four months to have coffee with the cute blond.� Sam nodded his head to the corner booth where she sat. �You asked her out yet?�
�I only see her on a professional level and anyways Sam, it�s none of your goddamn business. Now where�s those coffee�s?�
Jack took the two Styrofoam cups, bidding his friend a good morning. Placing himself in the booth facing Sarah, he slid one of the cups in her direction.
Sarah kept her head lowered to the table. �Happy New Year to you too Jack.�
As she looked up, the first thing Jack saw were her eyes. Large blue orbs, piercing and full of life. Her smile radiated warmth that enveloped him. Around Sarah, Jack relived his lovesick teenage years, he could truly be himself.
�Don�t you look a picture of health this morning?� Sarah said as her eyes lay upon Jack�s tired face. �Trouble sleeping or up all night partying?�
�Something like that, you decide,� Jack replied sipping his coffee.
�What�s with the red marks on your head?�
�Slept on the couch again, laid on some books. I tell you, not as comfortable as a pillow.�
Sarah moved the conversation on with a slight roll of the eyes. �The suspension going well then?�
�I�m keeping busy.�
�Hope it�s all legit?�
�What do you take me for Sarah?�
�Let�s see what I know. Former Detective and now just plain old officer Jack Starke of Chicago PD. Suspended from duty pending the conclusion of an investigation into the theft of contraband money. A career with questionable ethics. Your record shows two sides to the page. One says you are the best ever to grace the department. The other says you side more with the criminals in Chicago, rather than those trying to put them behind bars.�
�And which side of the page do you read Sarah?� Jack didn�t wait for a reply before changing tact. �Allow me to ask this, why did you call me this morning?�
�You�ve not heard yet then? First National Bank was broken into last night. They came in from an old entrance in the sewers. How they got into the vault is still open for debate presently. Two codes and two fingerprint scanners couldn�t keep these bastards out. Police are en route to the manager�s home as we speak.�
�What makes you say there was more than one person responsible?�
�Two different sets of prints were found inside the vault where the money was stolen. Currently being run through AFIS.�
�And why are you telling me this Sarah?�
�I don�t know, maybe I want you to sit there and tell me you�re not responsible. That somehow, this has nothing to do with you and that it�s just a coincidence that whilst you�re on suspension, someone breaks into the vault and steals the evidence that could see you go to prison for a very long time. I like the Jack I have gotten to know over the past few months. Why do I attract all the bad guys?� Sarah�s last sentence said aloud to herself.
�Who said I was a bad guy? You�re condemning me with no evidence.�
�Then tell me, just how did Jack Starke see in the New Year?�
Jack slammed his closed fist down upon the table, rattling the cutlery that sat untouched. �With a bang.�
�Did you steal the five-million dollars Jack? Strange that out of everything in the bank, it was the police�s contraband money they stole.�
�There are far more riches in that vault than five million dollars Sarah.�
With a resounding crash, Jack Starke�s life changed.
Sirens wailed outside, red and blue flashing lights lit up the early morning gloom. Police cruisers arrived outside Sam�s coffee house from all sides. Jack�s eyes danced between the growing scene on the street and Sarah Cartwright�s face. Sarah�s eyes were full of sorrow. Jack found all he needed to know in them. There was no need for words.
Jack found himself frozen stiff. He wanted to move, his brain and body uncommunicative.
�Run you fool.�
Those were the last words Jack heard as he thrust himself from the table as two police officers rushed through the front door.
�Jack Starke! You are under arrest. Put your hands in the air and do not move.�
�Now where�s the fun in that?� Jack retorted.
And with that, Sam�s coffee house erupted in gunfire. Jack dived for cover as bullets flew past him, burying themselves in the cushioned seats, blowing out the foam inside. Jack had no time to lose. With his Glock 22 now in hand, he rose from concealment. The two officers went down with a pop-pop of the trigger finger.
Two bullets, two kill shots. Precise and deadly.
It was not how Jack wanted it. Only ever going to be one outcome when it�s your life of theirs. No turning back now, he was a cop killer. There should have only been one decision for Jack to make. He did not disappoint. Jack never looked for the easy way out. It�s what they wanted. A trap would be waiting. It was only five months ago that he had been on the other side, catching people like himself. He still thought like a police officer. Life was a little different these days.
Instead of heading behind the counter and through the door into the kitchen, which in turn would deliver him to an alleyway and an exit, Jack headed for the front door. Four police cruisers stood outside; six officers in total. More on the way a certainty.
Jack be nimble. Jack be quick.
He took them all by surprise. Seeing their fellow officer�s fall, red mist clouded their vision apart from one. Daniels, a rookie cop, now found himself on the front line, staring down a wanted criminal. As Jack threw the door open, they locked eyes. Jack had seen it before. Five simple steps to aid his escape; fear, uncertainty, youthfulness, hesitation, opportunity.
Any other officer in the rookie�s position would have taken Jack down, no questions asked. His failure to do so was all to Jack�s advantage.
Jack came out firing, his Glock 22 held a magazine of sixteen bullets and one in the chamber. Jack emptied the full clip in the direction of the cruisers. Windows shattered, siren lights broke, doors and car hoods pinged and dented. As bullets flew, Jack moved speedily to his left, his last bullet leaving the chamber as he vanished from sight around the corner.
The police followed in hot pursuit. Tentatively they peeked around the corner. People had scattered from the sidewalk, leaving the streets deserted with no sign of Jack Starke. Fanning out, two on either side of the street, they edged along. One remained on the corner, dispatch called for immediate backup. The last remaining officer ran down two blocks before heading along a parallel street in the hope of cutting off Jack.
Running hard, distance between himself and his pursuers, Jack was near to safety when another obstacle faced him. Two blocks away and an officer approached. Lowering his head, Jack walked calmly along. Red faced and heavy breathing from his run gave him away. Along with the fact that the officer in question recognised him.
�Jack Starke stand your ground and put your hands in the air.�
His orders heard loud and clear by Jack. With a gun now trained on him by his counterpart, he had but one choice. Pulling his Glock 22 out, Jack pointed at the officer. He remembered the first time he had been at the other end. Many officers after graduating never get to fire their weapon in the first year. It took Jack just six weeks. Called to a robbery in progress at Harland�s Jewellers, Jack got there as the perp exited with his loot. A foot chase through the packed streets of Chicago�s south side, ended down a one-way alley in the warehouse district. There was no escape, or so Jack thought, until the perp pulled a revolver on him and began firing. Youth, nerves and no training in firearms got in the perp�s way. Bullets flew everywhere around Jack, one grazed his lower right leg and that was a lucky shot. Jack did not hesitate. He took down the perp with no remorse. Jack found out that day, he had the power to take a life. He could kill and he liked it.
Twenty feet stood between Jack and the officer, guns aimed like a scene from a duel long ago. Questions now rushed through the officer�s mind. How many bullets had Jack fired outside Sam�s coffee house? Had he reloaded once on the run?
�You don�t want your life to end today.�
�I�m the one with the law on my side. Place the gun on the floor and kick it towards me.�
�As you say officer,� Jack said crouching down, placing his Glock 22 on the sidewalk.
His hand rested atop the gun as he pulled it slightly back ready to slide its release. His eyes never veered from the officer who had relaxed his stance in seeing Jack�s co-operation.
A bad mistake.
Jack seized his chance.
His foe taken by surprise as a Glock 22 came towards his face at speed. Finger on the trigger, he had time to fire off one bullet, by then Jack had moved. Lunging forwards, Jack and the officer came together with a resounding crunch. Hitting the concrete floor hard, they grappled like a pair of wrestlers on prime time television. The officer was on top and swiftly started throwing punches. Street fighting more his style.
Jack had learnt how to take a beating over the years, allowing the officer to tire himself out before fighting back. Jack gave him a swift punch to the gut, instantly taking the wind from his sails. Followed with a knee to the groin, the officer rolled off Jack onto the sidewalk, breathing hard in pain. Jack had not finished yet. He still needed to escape.
Making the decision, he spared the officer�s life. There had been enough destruction to start the New Year. With a hard strike to the back of the head with the gun�s handle, he left the officer unconscious on the ground. Throwing his jacket in the doorway leading to an apartment block, Jack made his exit in the opposite direction. His misdirection would give the police trailing him a false lead, allowing Jack the time he needed to get across the city and the safety of Faith�s apartment.
The knock came at the door, answered swiftly by a red-haired beauty in a short silk kimono, hanging open, showing flesh whilst keeping the delights hidden.
�Was wondering when you�d show ya face.�
�I�m here now,� Jack replied walking straight past her into the apartment.
�Nice to see you Jack,� Faith replied closing the door, following him to the open-planned living/kitchen area. �Me? I�m fine,� she said under her breath but loud enough for Jack to hear.
�We got top story on the first news of the year,� Kirsten said excitedly from her seated position on the couch.
�You proud of that fact?� Jack remarked.
�Anybody would be. Another little victory for us.�
�Might be just a moral victory but it won�t last long. Fingerprints were left behind you stupid bitch.�
Faith and Kirsten exchanged a glance between themselves. Both knew they had worn gloves and neither had taken them off. So just how did their fingerprints get inside the vault?
�That�s bullshit! No fucking way!� Kirsten exclaimed loudly. She was the dominant one out of the two friends, never afraid to speak her mind.
Faith was a little more grounded. �Are you sure?�
�Information from a reliable source. Police are running it through AFIS. We all know if the fingerprints belong to either of you, they will get a hit. You�re both in the system for the crimes you�ve pulled over the years,� Jack replied directly. His attitude quickly changed. �Everything could now be for nothing! All that time spent planning the perfect heist.�
�How can you say that? We got the five million dollars back and��
�It was never about the money!� Jack angrily interrupted.
Faith rolled her eyes. ��I was about to say, you got what you were really after.�
�And what would that be exactly?� Jack asked with puzzlement.
�Don�t take us for fools Jack!� Kirsten shouted jumping to her feet from the couch. �We saw you take the USB device.�
�You saw nothing.� Jack said pulling his Glock 22 into sight.

* * *

I left with the knowledge that I had transferred fingerprints. I�d said my goodbyes to Faith and Kirsten. The police would find their dead bodies soon enough, along with four million dollars in bundled cash.
My car parked two miles away. In under an hour, I was outside the city. Before disappearing, I had a phone call to make.
�Sarah, I�m at Sunrise Diner on Interstate ninety-four. I�ll wait thirty minutes and not a second longer.�
�They�re hunting everywhere for you,� Sarah replied concerned. �Tell me one thing Jack, did you break into First National Bank?�
�What do you think?� I replied. It was rhetorical and I continued without pausing for breath. �If you care about me, join me. If not then I bid you goodbye Sarah. You will never see or hear from me again. Jack Starke will forever exist as a ghost in this world.�
I hung up the payphone in the diner, fingering the USB device now concealed in my jacket pocket. The weight of its contents heavy now in my possession. I had not seen the data for myself yet. Hundreds of files heavily encrypted, revealing the secrets of government officials. It included many high in office, across a multitude of top ranking positions, naming them as spies to the American constitution. A powerful weapon now in some unsafe hands many would say.
I ordered myself an all day English breakfast with enough fat and grease to clog my arteries and kill me.
What can I say, big or small, I will risk it all.
Jack Starke was a name Chicago PD and the whole city will never forgot.
My breakfast arrived as I waited to see if Sarah would do the same.
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EXIT WOUND By Steve Christie

"Right! Out of the car you piece of shit!"
Drake, the man with the bruised face and his wrists tie-wrapped behind his back slowly eased his stiff body out of the boot of the car. He started shivering, due to the cold December wind. He had spent over an hour squeezed into the cramped dark boot of the BMW.
He screwed up his eyes trying desperately to adjust them to the light.
He stood in nothing but his underwear as he looked around and found himself in the middle of nowhere with nothing but trees surrounding him on all sides. The two men marched him further and further into the woods, the space between the individual trees got smaller and smaller with every step.
The daylight seemed to all but disappear, as if someone had flicked a switch, turning day to night.
"That's far enough. Turn around.�
The first gunman turned to the second.
�Are you doing him or am I Billy.
"Toss a coin Frank."
Frank laughed.
"I like your thinking son. I was just about to suggest the same thing."
He turned to their prisoner.
"You've really fucked it up now Drake, shagging Tony's missus, you must have known he'd go ape shit if he found out, which he obviously did or we wouldn't be in this situation.
Drake shrugged his shoulders.
"C'mon guys, cut me a break, eh? We've worked together for years. For fuck sake Frank, I used to work with your old man."
Frank shook his head.
"No can do, bud. If we don't do you, we're dead men ourselves; you know how Tony works. He insists on proof after every hit.�
Frank flicked the coin into the air; the three men watched it spin, it glinted in the low winter sunlight before returning to the back of Frank�s left hand.
He covered it with the other.
"Heads or tails, buddy?"
"Heads," said Billy.
And that's exactly where he shot Frank, straight through the temple.
The two men watched the look of astonishment appear on Frank�s face as he hit the dirt.
Drake gave a huge sigh.
"I was beginning to worry there, Billy."
"I didn't do it out of sentiment Drake. I�m wanting out of this shit. Just give me the twenty five grand you promised me and we�ll be on our way."
"Wait two seconds. You'll have to send Tony the proof of my demise. You got a cigarette?"
Billy lit two, handing one to Drake.
He took a deep draw of nicotine, handed it back and then walked over to Frank�s corpse. He turned him over, scooped up a large handful of blood and brain matter and rubbed it into his own forehead.
"How do I look?"
"Pretty fucking gory."
Billy gave it a closer inspection. He looked impressed.
"Not a bad looking exit wound actually, looks like we shot you through the back of the head."
"Good. Take out your mobile and take the pic.�
Drake lay on the ground and posed for the photo.
He heard a click.
"I�m all done Drake."
"You certainly are boy."
He shot Billy straight through the heart with the gun he'd pried from Frank�s dead hand. He picked up the mobile, found Harry's number and pressed send.
After dragging the two bodies under a holly bush he returned to his black BMW.
He opened the boot and took out the polythene wrapped suit and newly laundered white shirt. He never left home without a change of clothes. You never know when you might need them in our line of work an old acquaintance had once told him
After sprucing himself up, he helped himself to a line of coke from his stash in the glove compartment. He waited for the feeling of euphoria to take him over and then turned on the stereo.
Wagner�s The Ride of the Valkyries filled the car. Great motivational music he thought. It always reminded him of Apocalypse Now.
He floored the accelerator and headed back to town. He had a job to do.

* * *

Tony Scarpitta, after receiving the text, left his guests to their own devices at the masked ball he was hosting and wandered through to his study. He unlocked the ornate cupboard in the corner of the room and wirelessly sent the photo he had just received to his printer. He printed off two copies, one for his hall of fame and one for an entirely different reason.
The inside of the cupboard contained dozens of gory photos. He pinned up his newest acquisition.
"I'll put you dead centre Drake"
He laughed to himself, realising what he had just said as he locked the photo away.
Then he called Jennifer through. She looked nervous. He could see her eyes through her mask; they glanced everywhere, everywhere except at him.
"Got your stuff packed darling?"
He smirked.
"I don't know what you mean, are we going somewhere?"
He shook his head.
"Cut the shit!"
He picked up a sheet of paper from his desk.
"I have something to show you."
She stared at the photo of Drake and sighed heavily.
She removed her Pierrot mask; the single black tear was replaced by a multitude of real ones. They ran down her face and on to the photo, blurring the newly printed image of her dead lover.
"Thought I didn't know about your little secret, eh?"
He pressed a button under the desk. Seconds later two huge guys entered from a hidden door behind a bookcase at the other side of the room. They seemed to fill the study with their bulk.
"Take my darling wife down to the cellar until I decide what to do with her. I have guests to entertain.�

* * *

Drake looked at the clock on the dashboard. He was four miles away from Metro City. He still had an hour and a half left to tidy things up and take off with the girl. He had a private plane on standby.
He'd always planned on taking care of Tony before they both took off into the sunset, the old bastard had a distinct knack of finding people; they would never feel safe as long as he was alive. He'd planned everything perfectly, they were going to take care of Tony and then they�d both sneak off from the masked ball once it was in full flow.
Billy and Frank had fucked that up though, big style.
He�d really thought his number was up.
He couldn't believe it when Frank had gone to take a leak back in his apartment, he knew Billy would switch allegiance when he offered him the money; he'd always been a greedy bastard.
"Shit!"
He saw the blue lights in the mirror. He turned down the stereo; Wagner was replaced by the sound of sirens.
He pulled over to the side of the road and watched in his wing mirror as the traffic cop left the vehicle, the officer put on his hat and approached the car.
Drake waited for him to tap on the window, as he knew he would, they always did, it seemed to be a prerequisite of the job.
The second the cop�s knuckle connected with the glass he rammed the driver�s door into him, knocking him off his feet. He shot him through the head, spun through forty-five degrees and fired two shots through the police vehicle�s windscreen killing his partner instantly. He looked around; the road was still quiet.
Lady Luck seemed to be on his side.
He hauled the cop out the car and rolled him and his partner down the steep embankment, quickly followed by their car. He just made it before a huge HGV approached him from the other side of the road.
That was close, he thought, as he brushed down his black suit before stepping back into the BMW and continuing on his way.

* * *

One hour before takeoff he arrived at the Rowans, the large palatial home of Tony Scarpitta. The huge ornate gates, as usual, were patrolled by two of his bodyguards
He parked the BMW around the corner under a broken street lamp and removed the Glock and the silencer from under the leather driver�s seat. Then he put on the mask and walked back to the mansion�s entrance.
"Where�s your invitation!" cried one of the security guys, sounding pissed off with his duties for the night.
He showed him the invite and was ushered on through, no questions asked.
He barged his way through the crowd of smokers hanging around the doorway � no one was allowed to smoke inside the Rowans, except for Tony himself. He constantly walked around the place with a huge Cuban cigar permanently attached to his lips.
He entered the ballroom to the sound of Vivaldi's four seasons; he could see the string quartet on the small stage in the corner. After walking to the bar he ordered himself a bourbon and then went in search of Jennifer. Masked or not he should be able to recognise her; she promised to wear a red rose pinned to her dress.
After looking for a good ten minutes he gave up.
There was no sign of her, which could mean only one thing, Tony had her in the cellar, or the dungeon as he liked to call it. He'd seen a few bodies dragged out of that room in his time. Hell, he'd done the dragging himself on numerous occasions.
He hoped he wasn't too late.
He headed for the spiral staircase at the back of the house and clambered down them, then edged himself along the wall. He peeked out into the dingy lit corridor.
There were two of them.
Gerry and Guido, or, as he preferred to call them, Dumb and Dumber.
One stood in front of the door as the other prowled the corridor. He knew they'd both be armed.
He reached for the change in his pocket and scattered a few coins on the floor.
"What the fuck was that?" asked Guido in his strange nasal whine.
"No fucking idea," replied Gerry.
"Wait here, I'll take a look."
Drake watched the shadow approach him from his crouched position behind the stairs. He watched as Guido came around the corner and looked from side to side. Once he was satisfied that there was no one there he turned around, heading back towards the corridor.
It's what Drake was waiting for; he leaped out from his hiding place, put his arm around Guido�s neck and jerked hard until he heard a satisfying crack.
He dumped the body behind the stairs and adopted the same strange whine that the dead man had been afflicted with since birth.
"Gerry! Get your arse over here."
Gerry rounded the corner and came face to face with the steel silencer.
Drake removed the mask.
"How's tricks Gerry?"
A look of shock appeared across his face.
"I thought you were dead!"
"The reports of my death are greatly exaggerated. Now open the cellar."
He pushed the gun hard into Gerry's back and marched him towards the steel door.
Jennifer was alive; she was tied to a chair, her mouth gagged with duct tape.
"Untie her Gerry."
He did as he was asked.
She run into his arms and he inhaled the familiar peach smell from her hair.
Once he was sure she was okay, he put the gun against Gerry's head.
"Tell Tony you have a problem. Get him down here now. Your life depends on it."
The guard took out his phone and made the call.

* * *

"You'll have to excuse me senator," said Tony. "There's something that requires my immediate attention."
"Fucking useless bastards," he muttered to himself as he eased his huge bulk down the staircase. As he entered the dungeon he saw Drake then he felt a sharp blow to his head and everything went black.
When he woke up he was bound and gagged. He lay on his back in the corner of the whitewashed room. The opposite corner contained Gerry's body; his throat had been slit from ear to ear. His head lay in a halo of blood.
He looked down at his chest; he had an archaic looking mobile phone taped to his sweat stained shirt. He didn't have a clue what that was about. He laid his head back on the damp floor.
Someone would find him soon enough, and then he'd make the bastards pay. Wherever the hell they got to, he'd find them.

* * *

Drake and Jennifer sat in the small aeroplane enjoying the magnum of vintage Champaign.
"It's time to make the call I think," said Drake. �Do you want to do it or will I?"
"We could toss a coin."
"Jesus no!" replied Drake. �I had enough of that shit earlier.�
She laughed. "Give me the phone. I'll do it, I owe it to the old bastard."
He took out the phone and scanned through the address book till he found Crimson Tide.
"I meant to ask," said Drake. �How did you come up with the name?"
She took a sip of her drink. "The other night when we were planning things, you asked for a name. It was the first thing I saw in the TV guide. It's some movie about a submarine or something."
She shrugged her shoulders.
Drake laughed to himself.
"We'll I must say, it's very apt."
He tapped his glass against hers.
"Cheers."
He handed her the phone and she made the call.

* * *

Back in the Rowans the mobile strapped to Tony�s chest lit up. He just had time to acknowledge it before the C4 strapped to the phone blew his body into a million pieces, turning the whitewashed walls of the dungeon a glorious shade of crimson.
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AS HEROES FALL By Frank Sonderborg

She spotted him standing by the police barrier. It was still chucking down hailstones. So he stood out in his Armani overcoat and smart hat. Not many men wearing smart hats these days. He was staring in the direction of the body by the canal. The wind battering him and the water pouring down his expensive coat. As if he knew she would be forced to go and ask who the hell he was. She ignored him and went back to her day job. She had just been promoted to Detective Constable Anne Silkton. It still sounded so good on the ear. The crime scene guys where doing their stuff and she got a run down as to what they believed happened to the victim. She took copious notes. As the rain threatened to blow her and her iPad away. And wondered again where the hell was her new partner DC Brian Evans. This was a big case and had all the hallmarks of a ritual gangland liquidation. And she was stuck here doing it on her own. She did have a weird feeling about this.
Back in the station there had not exactly been a wild rush to take on the case. But she had just put it down to the bad weather that had been battering the UK for the past month. Evans just told her to head on out and he would follow as soon as he was finished with some very important business.
She had nearly thrown up when she had seen the naked body spread across the canal towpath. Things had been done. How could anybody be that vicious, that barbaric?
He was still there, watching and getting very wet. She thanked the Gods again for her wet proofs. And then decided she better do some detective work and see who this smart dressed good time Charlie was.
She had spent her time pounding the Basingstoke beat and had not come across anybody like this piece of work.
He looked very muscular and very tall, at least 6'4''. So she had to look up under his smart hat, when she asked him the obvious first starter for 10. �So who are you?�
McColl had watched her move around the crime scene taking notes and every now and then looking his way.
She seemed to know her job. Now she was in his face and asking questions.
He waved his big gold detective badge. �Garda Siochana Detective Inspector Vincent McColl seconded to EuroPol. And you are?�
This threw her as she had expected lots of answers but not this. �DC Anne Silkton,� was all she could say.
�Bad business,� said McColl.
�EuroPol?� said Anne �What�s it got to do with the Euro Police Dept.�
McColl looked down at her, dripping water in her wet proofs.
Blonde short hair under her hood.
No make up. No boyfriend.
Good looking in a fresh farmers market non-plastic country type of way.
Tough. Smart. But alone on a shit murder case.
�Your victim�s name is Tony Molony, age 24, from Cabra on the North side of Dublin. Ran with the Maddox tribe. Formerly employed as an enforcer, hit man, face smacker, bone breaker. A charming guy, unhappily married with 3 children. Had a mistress in Foxrock and a Russian boyfriend in Alicante. Worked out, took lots of dodgy steroids, banned vitamins and even dodgier sun-bed trips. Alive he looked like a muscle bound orange. Dead, he looks just dead.� McColl said this all in one go, totally devoid of emotion. �He has been dead around three days, tops.�
Her mouth dropped open.
She closed it immediately as it started to fill with the falling water.
�You don�t happen to know how he died?� she asked sarcastically.
McColl stared down at her and continued, �They cut off his balls. More than likely while he was still alive. Sewed them in his mouth. Comanche style. Then they burned out his eyes. Colombian style. Blow torch I would presume. They gave him a few thousand cuts with his own Spyderco Native Knife. Burned him some more with the blowtorch. �Bleed and Burn� I believe they call it in the North Dublin Skanger lingo.� Again delivered like a shopping list from Dante�s local supermarket.
She had held it back when she was with the Vic.
But now she turned and threw up most of last night�s Meat Monster Pizza and a half bottle of Chilean Merlot.
What she desperately needed now was a whiskey.
�Shall I continue�� said McColl.
�Don�t let me stop you,� said Anne as she wiped her mouth with her handkerchief.
�He has been shot once in the head,� said McColl. �His throat has been cut and to top off a great day at the slaughter house, a large spike has been hammered through his left eye. The shooting, cutting and the burning where not done here. So you will not find much blood. The spiking is the last act. So it will have been done on the canal tow path while he was very much dead. It�s � how would Shakespeare have put it? � an artistic gesture, a dramatic warning.�
�Wow,� said Anne in spite of her self.
It was more or less word for word what was in her notes.
�You have played this game before.�
�Indeed I have,� said McColl. �And more importantly so have they.�
�They? So who, are they?� said Anne.
�Who might they be? What mastermind could have planned and executed this dastardly deed,� whispered McColl.
�Cut the fucking Shakespearian word games. Yes, who the fuck would do something like that?� said Anne pointing back at the corpse. She was starting to get annoyed as her case seemed to have spiralled out of control.
And going through her head, again and again for about the thousandth time, was, where the fuck was that smug bastard DC Evans?
�Yea, I know who killed your Vic. I know why they killed him. And I know why you are standing here in the cold rain while your partner is off having a warm wank.�
This really threw her out of her comfort zone.
�How? What the fu�� But she was too shocked to continue it.
�Can we get in out off the rain? Please?� McColl asked.
She nodded.
They went over to his hired Jaguar and sat in the comparative warmth out of the gale.
She sat staring ahead, feeling very uncomfortable sitting this close to a stranger.
All her training, all her life, was filled with the first command. �Thou shalt not get into cars with strangers.� It was never �Thou shalt not get into bed with strangers� which is all she had been doing since she was sixteen.
She felt a strong urge to smoke a cigarette.
Or chew gum or drink Vodka, or just do something.
McColl just stared out the Jag�s window.
�Molony was over here to do a job.�
�A job? You mean kill someone?�
�Yea, Kill, Top, Slot, or whatever the latest Andy McNab action word is for it these days.�
�The Hallorans brothers; Tommy and Willie. Big players on the drug scene in Dublin. Ran an army of cutthroats and skin the bags. North side gangland warlord stuff across Swords, Ballymun, Coolock.�
�You make them sound so romantic, so like the shit hole places we read about in Afghanistan.�
She said to lighten the tone.
It worked. McColl gave a tight smile.
�Afghanistan is civilized compared to these pumped-up lawless skin the bags.�
�So what are two � what did you call them, skin the bags? � doing in Basingstoke?� �Simples,� said McColl
�They are hiding. Well at least they where hiding." He continued, "Look, the drug scene in Dublin shifts more sand than Dollymount strand.�
Anne looked confused.
�Never mind, let�s just say its hard to see when the tide is in or out, except by counting the floating dead cats.�
�The body count,� said Anne surprising herself by getting it.
�Yea. Indeed. You are sharp as a tack,� he continued as dry as ever.
�Some big drug deal went pear shaped and the Hallorans brothers where no longer welcome hanging out with the in crowd. So they absconded to Alicante.�
�Alicante? Why not Hawaii or Bali?�
�No, Alicante is home from home for these skin the bags. People know who they are and are suitably shit scared. These guys are Warlords, scrotum royalty.�
�Oh! So they weren�t hiding then?�

�No, not then. Not until Maddox decided to remove them from this good earth on a permanent basis.�
�So that�s what the shootouts in Spain were all about?�
�Yes. It did, surprisingly, make the UK news for once. I was sent down to see what was going on, but by that time the Hallorans had done a runner.�
�To Basingstoke!� said Anne.
�Yea, balmy, sun-soaked palm tree-lined home of the stars, Basingstoke.�
�Where are they now?� asked Anne, sipping on the flask of whiskey McColl had given her. It was still bitter cold and still chucking down rain.
The police unit was finished and were packing up and moving on.
�The Hallorans are renting in one of those high-rise apartment blocks beside the Basingstoke railway station. And they hang out in a bar called -� he read from a bright pink card �- The Baz Bang Gang Bar.� He sighed and said, �Just lovely.�
�I know it,� said Anne �The Baz Bang Gang Bar: its on the Parade. It's a favourite haunt for the local Baz Gay community. Are they gay?�
�Gay, not these fucking two Neanderthals.�
Then he turned and looked at her.
�But they will fuck anything that moves on 2, 3 or 4 legs. Then kill it for fun. Think pumped up Polish steroid muscles, sun bed-tanned bodybuilder egos. Pink beach brain wear. You get the picture?�
�I think so,� said Anne. Not really getting it at all.
�Molony used a pistol, a Glock 17. Did you happen to find it?�
�No, nothing on the body or near by. It�s possible its in the canal. We can dredge it if you like.�
�Not my case remember,� McColl said taking back his whiskey.
�What are you really here after?� she finally brought her self to say. Turning now to look in his brooding brown eyes.
He stared at her a moment and then looked away and started tapping the steering wheel with his right index finger.
�Justice, I suppose I am here about justice. Molony was a punk, but he did not deserve that. Nobody deserves to end up like that.�
Anne felt like throwing up again. She controlled it and told him to get his ass down to the station.
�You can make out a full report. You seem to know all about their ritual killing games.�
She got out and headed for her own car.
He drove off at speed.
She did not like it but she had a feeling she knew exactly where he was going.
McColl was angry at himself for going to the crime scene as it served no professional purpose. He was annoyed at opening up himself to the girl.
He was surprised at the feelings that were going through his head. He liked her. He really liked her. And he wanted her to be impressed. The innocence of the moment had touched him.
He drove fast into downtown Basingstoke and parked in the Malls car park.
Went to his hotel room and changed from his Armani suit to a more discreet blue boiler suit.
He placed the untraceable Glock 17 pistol on the bed alongside a brand new razor sharp Spyderco Native Knife.
He had extra magazines for the Glock if needed.
Packing his bag he placed the Glock in his Dragonfly quick draw vertical holster. Strapped tight to his chest.
No telltale side arm bulges. The knife and extra magazines went into his boiler suit pockets.
A long Velcro closing overcoat on for the rain and a hat because he liked hats. He made his confirmation call and then left the hotel and headed for the Parade and the infamous Baz Bang Gang Bar.
Anne arrived back in time to catch DC Evans coming out of the Chief�s office. �Where the fuck have you been?� she threw at him.
�Have fun did we?� he said, followed by a big wide smirk. �Get wet did we? Now let�s forget all about this canal nonsense and get down to some real police work.�
�Wait a minute,� Anne countered. �That was a ritual gangland killing, a gruesome killing and we can't just drop it.�
�Look! Let it go DC Silkton. It�s been bumped up to London. MI5 are involved. It�s now in the land of James Bond. It�s no longer our case or our problem. Finito."
�What? Why?� Anne asked confused.
" Who the fuck knows? Who the fuck cares?" said Evans. ��A matter of grave national security� were the words of the Chief. And that�s good enough for me.�
�You knew this before I went out on my fucking own.�
He touched his nose with a finger and said smiling, �Need to know. I needed to do some shopping. And you Miz Trainee DC Silkton did not need to know.�
�Well, fuck you Evans,� and this time she said it loud so everybody heard.
He grabbed her arm, pulled her in close and whispered roughly, �Shut the fuck up.�
�What about McColl?� she countered.
�McColl? Who the fuck is McColl? Another dumb Mick I suppose.�
Evans boomed this all over the office.
�Yea, Irish cop. He works out of The Hague for Europol.�
�Wait, stop, stop right there. You met a Mick who said he was working for Europol? Where exactly did you meet this Europol Cowboy?�
�At the crime scene. At the canal. He showed me his badge.�

Evans was too busy laughing to notice how embarrassed Anne was feeling.
�So this Europol Wyatt Earp waved his badge around and said he wanted just what exactly?�
Evans was enjoying it, milking the moment. Playing the crowd. The office had gone quite. Everyone was waiting for her reply.
�He said he wanted justice.�
The place erupted with laughter.
Evans could not contain himself.
�Justice, in Baz, for a dead dumb Mick? What planet weed have you been smoking on sister?�
She moved in close and hit him quick and hard with a short pointed knuckle punch to the solar plexus.
Then caught him as he jack-knifed forward. And helped him and gravity on his way down. �Oh Dear,� she said as his head whacked off the floor.
Chief Brown had been standing watching and listening to the encounter at his office door.
�Can somebody give DC Evans a hand. I think he may have fainted. It is rather warm in here,� said Brown as Anne looked suitably shocked.
He waved her in to his office as Evans� cronies rushed to his aid. �Come in, take a chair. Nicely done, I can't stand that creep,� he said smiling. �So,� he continued, �you met a man from Europol?�
McColl was at that point standing outside the Baz Bang Gang Bar.
Dropping his holdall off to one side, McColl entered.
It was now mid afternoon so the place was dark and empty of normal punters.
Two shadows rose out of the gloom to block his path.
Local Baz muscle.
Pretty poor specimens at that.
More bodies pumped with shit Polish steroids.
More designer drugs than time at the genuine muscle coal face.
�The Hallorans,� was all McColl said as he brushed past.
They where standing at the bar.
Two more pumped muscles were hovering behind them. These looked more the part. North side Dublin Vipers, enforcers. Condensed Evil.
He could tell by the skin the bag look and the knowing smirks. Dangerous, like snakes uncoiling in the shade. They where used to striking when they smelled the stinking odour of fear. Sucking, feeding off the energy from their terrified victims. Contempt written all over their orange glow faces.
The Hallorans both had long stemmed glasses with some sort of Veggie green juice in front of them.
Long straws for sucking. Very nice. Very trendy.
Their skin glowed a very sick sun-bed artificial tanned carrot yellow.
They turned slowly to look at him.
�And who in the name of Jazus are you?� said Willie H stepping away from the bar.
Willie was rumoured to be the smarter of the two.
McColl took them both in.
Muscle bound freaks. Necks like steel cables, muscles defined like square blocks. Exploding out through their snow-white designer T-Shirts. Tight jeans, the latest and greatest trainers. Mohawk hair cut dyed blue, movie star flavour of the month. All ahead, bound for glory.
What great things could these low life punks not achieve?
He could see they felt untouchable, invincible, immortal.
The fix was in. But they would soon find out that their verbal contract was not worth the nose dust it was written with.
Behind him, McColl could feel the local muscle fingering their hard on pistols. Uncertain as to what exactly was going down.
He dismissed them from his thoughts and concentrated on the two movie stars and their moving Viper shadows.
His tight overcoat had no bumps where a side holster would show. His hands hung nonthreateningly free.
Easy meat.
Another victim for the Halloran meat-grinder.
Tommy H had his hand in a brown paper bag on the bar.
His pistol ready.
Willie H had his right hand behind his back on his piece stuffed in his belt.
Safe, so safe. So bullet proof.
The Vipers where unlimbering slowly behind them.
A bored look on their faces. Just another body to burn and bury.
One had a throwing knife down by his side.
The other was just moving forward, smoothly, on the balls of his feet.
Obviously had some training and had done some killing.
They too felt invulnerable. So secure. So protected.
Were they not part of Her Majesty's Secret Service?
Had they not just got rid of the Maddox Numero Uno hit man?
Had they not got every single angle covered?
Having sent a Burn and Bleed message.
Don�t mess with Da H Boyzz.
And then McColl went and ruined it all by saying something stupid like, �Tony Molony.�
The Hallorans looked at each other and started laughing and singing to the tune of 'Only the Lonely'.
�Tony Molony, ba da ba dodo do wa.�
The two Vipers joined in, a regular Baz Bang Gang Boy Band.
McColl never could figure out why all the skin the bags, as soon as they made some serious dosh, started working out, started popping shortcut designer steroids, turned muscle-bound Oompa Loompa orange and only then, amazingly, discovered they were bisexual.
Maybe McColl should ask one of them. And then again maybe not.
Willie H turned his head to say something witty to his brother at the bar.
McColl drew the Glock 17, practised, fast, slick and it was Turkey shoot time.
The first bullet through Willie�s left ear and the next through Tommy's right eye.
These guys made enough money to buy �Enchanted Elven Mithril Vests� so McColl took no chances on body shots.
It is true, McColl though, time does slow down when you are having fun.
Traverse right. Smooth. Keep it cool, keep it smooth.
The North side Vipers were moving towards McColl so the next four went through their head and throats.
A death-thrown knife whistled by McColl�s head.
He heard a crash behind him, the sound of a premature ejaculation of a hard on gun going off, as it was being hurriedly pulled out.
It made McColl smile.
Traverse. Right, right, right, still cool, still smooth, still rock steady.
Surprise, surprise, the local Baz muscle behind McColl had their pistols out but nobody was home.
Just dumb stares, not used to seeing people getting shot for real.
Not really believing what they where seeing. Suspended in time.
Watching in shock as their future and their heroes fall.
Welcome to the killing dome, McColl thought.
Both went down with head shoots.
McColl could hear a bar hostess screaming and screaming as he advanced on the two fallen movie stars. He changed magazines and put two more bullets through their heads.
Took out the Spyderco Native Knife and slit their throats.
Then he carved a big cruel J on their foreheads.
As an artistic gesture you understand.
He pumped a couple more into the two Vipers lying on the floor.
Again head shots. To be sure, to be sure.
The gun and knife where dropped and McColl walked out of the Baz Bang Gang Bar.
Thought, after this, it will have to change its name to the Baz Bang Bang Bar and smiled.
He picked up the holdall outside and stepped into the waiting Mercedes and was driven away.
"Well what are we going to do with you?" said Detective Chief Superintendent Brown as all the phones started going off in the office. There was a loud commotion outside his office door.
The duty officer for the day burst in and said breathlessly, �There has been a shooting at the Baz Bang Gang Bar. It sounds like a gangland massacre, sir.�
�And what does it sound like to you DC Silkton?� Brown said, turning to Anne.
�To me, Sir, that sounds like justice.�
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GOOFY BRINGS THE HOUSE DOWN By Richard Godwin

He sat at the bar, back to the stage, the soft light mellowing his face.
�The thing about Goofy is he ain�t,� I said, waiting for his wise crack. Marty always had a way of putting you down.
I looked at the women getting ready to dance, squeezed into outfits so tight I thought I could hear sequins scattering across the stage. They reminded me of broken teeth and back alleys a long time ago. Marty�s bloated face drifted towards me through the cloud of smoke. A blonde looked over at us, her gaze hovered at my face, then skipped onto him, stared at the back of his head, looked away, as she whispered something to her fellow dancer, a buxom brunette who shook her head and checked her stiletto. I wondered what he�d done to them.
Marty cracked some nuts, licked the salt from his fingers and said, �Ain�t what? Johnny you always saying ain�t this and ain�t that. What are you fucking talking about?�
I leaned towards him, my fist white beneath the table.
�Ain�t goofy, he ain�t dumb at all.�
Marty smirked.
�That right?� He nodded and threw his shoulders back. �You and fucking Disney. And how about you, are you?�
�You know I ain�t.�
�So, job tonight, think you can handle it?�
�Where are you going to be?
He winked towards the stage where they were dancing, some doped, most bored.
�Looking after my women.�
I could see which one he had his eye on. He had that look on his face. It led to drinks in his office alone and a locked door. The coercion he used was simply the option of cash instead of rape. And all the women who worked for him knew which one to pick when invited to his office. He handed me a piece of paper.
Outside I spat into the dirt. I got into the Jeep and drove there as a warm wind lifted debris from the cracked pavements and hurled them pointlessly at doorways in which I saw the lolling forms of drunks. The wind rippled the London plane trees, their leaves like the riffled cards in a deck. I drove there, rage inside me, all the way to the bloodbath.

* * *

It was a bar on his territory or a bar that was a front. The barman was named Don, and Marty had scrawled his name in eyeliner on a napkin from his club. I stared at it, wondering which waitress the eyeliner belonged to, and thought about all the times he ripped me off. Marty ducking my brother�s head under the water. Marty kicking a punk in the face, aged 14, Marty age 16 scalding his bitch with an iron. Marty who I wanted dead with every twisted sinew in my body. I wanted to hear him scream. And I was going to. Goofy had begun to collect machetes; he liked to watch the moonlight drift across their surfaces. Goofy became a hustler the day Marty killed my wife.
I knew all his jokes, the ones he cracked about me when I was still in earshot. He called me Disney; he used to take the piss of how much I liked cartoons as a kid.
I saw Don wince and walk away when I entered his bar, just another smurf wearing a badge that said I was Marty�s boy. But that was all about to change.
At the back, beyond the boxes of crisps and barrels of beer, down the dark staircase, through the piss-stained basement, the women were all in cages. And those that weren�t could hardly stand. I could smell the fear. Faces loomed at me out of the semi-darkness. Marty kept them like that. Commodities he could sell to the highest bidder. Mostly young women caught in the drug trap, on a ride to a dream that didn�t exist. They�d meet Marty, spend a night with him, lose some years in his basement. And when time caught up with them he cast them adrift, useless, wasted flesh. I�d seen girls end up on skips, nothing to say for their lives except the scars that climbed the side of their thin arms.
Marty had got word that Don was short changing him and using the women for his own ends. I checked out the state of affairs in the office at the back, went through the takings in the safe. Short.
So I called Don in, sat him down and said, �Have you been keeping all the money?�
�Sure.�
There was alarm in his voice and his body was tense.
I walked behind him and shot him in the back of the head.
I thought of Goofy as I pulled my Glock and blew his brains away. And I thought of Marty, as I squeezed the trigger, his head wasted, just a mass of blood. I had plans to show Marty who I really was.
I carted the body out of there with one of the bouncers and buried it under a streak of moonlight that failed to illuminate much more than our shadows at the back of the building. And I thought of Annie, her pale face on the pillow as I pierced the dry cold ground with the edge of my spade. The night I smelt him on her and the night I made the decision.
War was about to break out. And I was going to stand at Marty�s right hand and shoot the living crap out of whoever came at him, because I wanted him all to myself. A fight for gangland territory erupted all over London that week.
Back at the bar Marty was climbing into a silk gown. I watched him stand there, an erection protruding from beneath it as I told him what went down. A waitress pulled a G-string onto her arse at the back of the office and I smelt semen, stale and cold in the air conditioned vault.
�So we need a new barman?� he said.
�We do.�
He sneered. Hyena that he was.
�But word on the street says the Jacob boys are looking for you.�
�That right?�
He slapped the waitress�s arse as she walked past us, holding her uniform in her hand.
�They want to take you out.�
�Do they?�
�They mean business.�
�You know what to do.�
�I do.�
I always did.

* * *

It was two weeks since he�d killed Annie. I was acting, biding my time, waiting for the moment, so I could get him alone. I nursed him like a delinquent child when he needed someone to listen to his deluded self-indulgent rants. You see with men like Marty you don�t just go in. Although I would when the time was right. And the Jacob boys were just the ticket. Marty had outstayed his welcome with certain people. And I wanted him to believe for a while I wasn�t one of them.

* * *

Sunrise. I watch Sally�s face look down at me. She is holding a cup of coffee. Another one of Marty�s presents, this sick lachrymose piece of soiled flesh I find in my bruised bedroom every tired morning. He is adept at turning everything into porn. Used, forlorn, forgotten, afraid, exploited, troubled, derivative, lacking all credibility in a world without redemption from sin. Marty ignores sin in his own little empire. I see a bulldozer on the horizon and his house crumbling in the rising sun. He has performers, no more than that, and I am performing for him straight out of Walt Disney. I climb out of bed, watching Sally apply makeup in furry slippers. Hot Chocolate�s I believe in Miracles is playing on the radio that hisses and fizzes like a schizoid DJ in a plastic box. The music seems to be coming from another room, unreal as the woman who lies beside me each fractured night. I close my eyes. I finger the handle of my gun, I taste the gun oil as I watch his head spatter against the tiles of his newly appointed mansion in the countryside. I look at Sally and think back to Marty and what he did.
I greet her, distantly, with no trace of emotion. Because she is there. And because she is not my wife. She is the dancing clone Marty has placed in my living room like a sick doll spying on my nightmares. I trace the razor across his sleeping face and wait. I wait for Marty and feel my hand on my gun, I am firing the bullets one by one into his body, as I tell him why he is going down and I am standing over him staring at his shocked inarticulate face, the black sky above my head. One day soon I will kill him. That day Goofy will bring the house down. I want to taste his despair like a cup of blood that day. But today I humour Sally as she sobs at the sad music on the cheap broken radio.

* * *

They don�t make paisley scarves the way they used to anymore. Nothing stays the same. My wife�s favourites are now soiled with another man�s semen. Her paisley scarves hang upstairs. Sometimes she wore one when we made love. Her skin was softer than their silk. Her pupils would dilate when I touched her. She would wrap her thighs around me and I would remove that final piece of clothing from her neck as she arched her back. She made them erotic. They will rot in the moth-ridden wardrobe, a piece of my pierced sanity locked away with a broken key. Nothing stays the same, from the shops on the fading corner, which used to be peopled with clients on a Saturday morning, to the newspaper boy who is now a man. Only Marty stays the same. Marty with his smart look, his cheap words. Marty the liar, Marty the fraud. He gave me a lifestyle. When you think what that means it equals enslavement to an empire and another man�s ideas. And I had ideas of my own.

* * *

The Jacob boys stood in faded denim outside their club, guns in their trousers, waiting for us. Marty wanted to watch. It was a form of peep show for him to see his enemies pumped full of bullets. Later he would watch the women dance for him, with slow, methodical rhythm lacking all passion. He failed to discern its absence in their used bodies and disinterested faces.
I arrived early and my driver shot past them in the Merc as I leant out of the window and I let rip an Uzi into their bodies, watching them dance. Marty was sitting in a white van, staring out as they lay pooling blood. One of their ears landed on the van�s side, and left a long smear of blood he looked at with deep satisfaction. I saw a smirk stretch its way across his face. Then I went into the club. I shot the bouncers full of lead and dragged one out by his hair. He was six four, dumb as shit, full of muscle. I stared into Marty�s small dead eyes and blew the bouncer�s brains all over Marty�s patent leather shoes. He was wiping them off with a napkin as I walked away. I wasn�t finished yet. I hadn�t even started.

* * *

Marty liked envelopes, he collected them, especially unusual ones. He had boxes of them. He liked to feel he had positioned you, enclosed you in his world. That was the way I saw his obsession with used containers that held missives. It was similar to the way he liked his whores kept in cages.
I visited him the next day at his sprawling mansion on the edge of Surrey, where fields of crops bled into gardens secured by gardeners with guns tucked into frayed jackets, too little soil on their shoes, and muscles just too large to belong to their assumed positions.
His wife Glenda greeted me at the door, with a glass of Gin and Tonic in her hand swaying, eyes glazed, a small bruise fading beneath her left eye, her negligee hanging open, just a glimpse of pale pink nipple there and a flicker of interest as I walked in. I ignored the offer. Marty was always watching his empire, cameras surveilled his possessions, among them his punch bag wife and the air of suicide she carried about with her.
He was sitting in his oak-lined office, handmade shoes on an ottoman, smoking a Cuban.
�So did you do them?� he said, waving its burning tip at me.
�I did.�
�I saw you shoot them,� he said, standing up and adjusting his trouser belt. �But did you do the rest?�
�I carved them up.�
�Did you chop them up so small no one would know?�
�I did.�
�Good man.�
He slapped me on the back and I felt like taking my jacket to the dry cleaners. I looked at him as he stubbed out his cigar and I thought of all the ways I wanted to hurt him.
�You know what�s next.�
I didn�t need to nod.
I just walked away past Glenda, drunk in the hallway, her eyes wandering, hopeless, lost.

* * *

More acquisitions. Marty wanted to take over and he thought I was helping him, and although that is what I seemed to be doing I was isolating him. The more Marty got the lazier he became.
The other rivals were a group called the Franklin boys. Vicious but ill organised they would be easy. I headed there with a couple of Marty�s gardeners and some explosives.
Hank, the older brother, saw us coming and began shooting. As he fired at the gardeners I crept up behind him. I took his head off with my Glock. Then we went in. Keith, the younger brother, was counting money at his desk when I lifted him up from the carpet by his lapels and began to cut his throat while his bodyguard watched.
�Where�s the money?� I said.
He gurgled the answer.
I had what Marty wanted.
We set fire to the building and took the cash.
I handed it to him back at his club.
And I knew what I was going to do to him.

* * *

The first time he punched Annie she coughed blood. He was wearing his large gold ring, the one he sported on his middle finger and would glance at as he chatted up one of the women who were in his pay. He used his ring on them as he did on my wife the day he raped her. Alone at the house we shared with our memories while I ran his errands for him.
I knew he liked her. I didn�t know he would go to those extremes to further his empire. Annie was in the garden when he marched up to her and began unzipping his flies. My cameras caught it all. You wouldn�t know they were there, I�d had them positioned to monitor my property covertly.
She ran for the house and he grabbed her. He punched her until she wasn�t moving. Then he did what he came there to do and wiped himself on her scarf. He blamed it on a break in. He even broke a window, locked the back door and kicked it in. His sneering snarling face is still etched into my mind every night as I lie down to sleep two weeks later.
�Dear oh dear, Johnny, the hooligans, you oughtta get them killed,� he said.
I decided then what I would do. But I had to ease him into position first.
The day I took out the Franklin boys I watched him drive away, smoking a Cuban, a disease on the edge of crime.

* * *

You see the only way I could secure his death was to make sure he didn�t think I suspected him. I turned up for work, silent, grieving, and I picked off his enemies. And he trusted me even more, as you do someone you think is too dumb to know what is going on. I knew he would agree to the offer I was about to make. I was dumb enough to be trusted.

* * *

There were a few more gangs Marty wanted to get rid of, minor hustlers with no future except what awaited them in prison. But I needed his complete confidence, and I needed him on his own, away from his empire. It was training for what I intended to do to him. And I wanted to see how much control he would give me of his clubs.
The Jones boys were easy. I blew them away one night in a back alley, left them in their blood. Then there were the Murphys. They�d been making noises about going for some of Marty�s clubs. I took them for a ride with one of Marty�s bodyguards, shot them in the back of their heads out on some industrial wasteland.
Marty was happy, he gave me a lot of cash and I stayed late with him one night. He was a little drunk and I watched him unlock his safe.

* * *

The thing about Marty is he liked the racetrack, gambling was in his blood, you could say.
The following week we went to the races. I watched him blow hundreds and get that one win that made him high.
�Feels great,� he said, waving the money at me, blowing great smoke clouds into the air and eyeing a woman�s arse as she passed by.
I watched him in his car all the way back to his club thinking about it and when I would do it.
�Fancy one of my waitresses Johnny?� he said.
�I don�t think so.�
�Still cut up about Annie?�
�You could say that.�
�I�ll get the hooligans who did it.�
�No Marty I�m going to get them.�
I left him at the club.
I went home and thought about when and where.
He�d think it was a joke until it got nasty.

* * *

There was another race the following week. There was a horse trainer I knew. He owed me favours.
�He has a scam going and you could make a fortune,� I said to Marty.
He looked at me and said, �Johnny, you�re fucking great, I�m going to make you my manager.�
But I already was.
He slapped me on the back and walked away.
When we got there I told Marty the trainer wanted to meet him in some stables. I had the keys to them.
�He should be here any minute,� I said.
I watched him walk right in there, and got ready.
In the gents I put on my turtleneck and waistcoat, pants shoes, with gloves and rumpled fedora and I went in.
Marty was stroking the stud�s head when he turned, Cuban smoking, clenched his yellow teeth on the butt and said, �What the fuck?�
�What the fuck indeed,� I said and swiped his neck open with a machete I�d tucked inside my waistcoat.
Marty sprayed the horse with blood, it was dripping by the time I finished with him.
I leaned into him as he stared up at me with dumb eyes.
�Marty you dumb fuck I have the keys to your kingdom. You think you can rape my wife and get away with it?�
I kicked him in the face until he wasn�t moving, and I headed out of there all the way to the club and away with the money he kept in his safe.
Marty needed to believe the people around him were dumb, which is the dumbest thing of all.
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GRAND CENTRAL: TERMINAL By Terrence P. McCauley

James Hicks hadn�t planned on killing anyone that morning.
In fact, his schedule was pretty light. Other than his daily check-in with his operatives, the only thing on his calendar was to blackmail a new asset into working for the University. Some finance geek who hadn�t covered his embezzlement as well as he�d thought. Bad luck for him. Good luck for Hicks. The man would either agree to work for Hicks or evidence of his greed would be sent to the client from whom he�d stolen: a nasty warlord in eastern Europe with a penchant for dismemberment.
Hicks checked his watch when he reached the corner of 45th and Lexington. He�d been trained to be early for his appointments and he was early now. Lateness led to sloppiness and sloppiness got you killed. James Hicks had been in this line of work for a long time and planned on being in it much longer.
The meeting was scheduled to take place at the would-be asset�s office in the MetLife building on Park Avenue, just behind Grand Central Terminal. Plenty of time for Hicks to grab a cup of coffee at a place called Joe�s in the Terminal before he ruined yet another man�s life.
He went through the lobby of the MetLife building and rode the escalator down to the main concourse of the Terminal. There were plenty of other coffee places in midtown, but Hicks liked Joe�s strong, flavorful brew.
He liked the Terminal even more than he liked Joe�s coffee and went there whenever he could. He loved the energy of the place. The hurried people. The connectivity between trains and subways and the buses and cabs outside. Tourists taking pictures of the old building; gawking up at the grandeur of the place while the cops and the people who worked there went about their business.
The agency known as the University had stationed Hicks in New York so long ago, he couldn�t remember living anywhere else, though he�d been posted in several places all over the world. He loved how New York purified old wounds through its energetic indifference to the problems of its citizens. The flow of traffic on busy streets offered instant absolution of past sins because everyone was too busy to care about what you�d done right or what you�d done wrong. The whole city lived in the present with a healthy contempt for the past and a guarded view of the future.
It was James Hicks�s kind of town.
Grand Central reminded him of why he still did this kind of work. It reminded him of the importance of it and such reminders kept him alive. Because losing focus in his line of work would get him killed.
Hicks got off the escalator and entered the stream of people heading toward the Lexington Avenue entrance when he spotted the man who would ruin the rest of his day.
The man who might make his career.
There was nothing particularly remarkable about the man in question. He was neither good looking nor tall. Well dressed or shabby. He was just another unremarkable man of medium complexion and appearance, not all that different than the thousands of other people who pass through the terminal every single day.
People didn�t notice this man because they weren�t trained to spot him. But Hicks was. He knew this man was known by many names in many parts of the globe, but the one that stuck longest was Khan, He was one of the deadliest men alive and he was twenty feet away from him walking through Grand Central Terminal.
Hicks forgot all about coffee and his appointment in an hour and began following Khan. He noticed he was wearing a t-shirt and jeans, but wasn�t carrying a backpack or anything that might have a high-yield kill ratio. He was probably carrying a handgun, but that was to be expected.
Hicks had a.22 holstered in his waistband, but his most valuable weapon at that moment was his smartphone.
Khan�s common appearance had made it difficult for authorities all over the world to capture him. He could pass for Arab, Latin, Israeli, Italian or any of the Baltic nations. The fact that he could easily slip into any of those languages made it even more difficult to spot him. He had no tattoos or particular habits that might trip him up and lead to his capture.
The only reason Hicks knew this man was Khan was because Hicks had seen him once. It had been five years ago when Hicks had been part of a team assigned to wipe out a terrorist cell in Kandahar. It was the kind of black bag op that didn�t make breaking news and no one made movies about. The kind of op that never officially happened. The kind of op men like Hicks spent their lives doing.
Hicks had been wounded in the assault, but saw one terrorist escape in the melee; clambering up a concrete wall of the compound. Hicks�s gun had skidded just out of reach when he fell and the fleeing terrorist spotted him just as he�d reached the top of the wall.
He�d brought his AK-47 around and gauged the distance between them. Shooting the American would be worth it if he could kill him, but taking the shot could cost him his life if he missed. So the two men simply stared at each other � studying each other for what seemed like hours but, in reality was only seconds � until the ops team burst into the yard. By the time Hicks looked back to the top of the wall, the terrorist was gone, but his face was burned into his memory.
In the years following that night, he�d seen that face in intelligence bulletins from all over the world. He saw that face in the terminal now. Ahmed Khan.
He wondered why Khan hadn�t pulled the trigger. Hicks wondered if he himself would�ve taken the shot had his gun been closer. He thought he knew, but thinking and knowing were two different things.
Given Khan�s common appearance, Hicks knew he�d need official confirmation that this man was actually Khan before he killed him. Hence, the smartphone being his most important weapon at the moment.
Hicks walked quickly through the thick crowd, keeping his distance from Khan as he tried to get a decent enough angle to get at least a profile picture of the man. The terminal was always full of people taking pictures at all times of the day, so one more wouldn�t necessarily alert Khan.
But if Khan spotted him � and recognized him � the crowded train station could become a slaughterhouse.
Smartphone in hand, Hicks walked around a group of commuters trudging to work and made like he was taking a picture of the painted ceiling high above the concourse, but snapped a picture of Khan instead. If the terror leader knew his picture had been taken, he didn�t show it. Hicks watched Khan move well past him before he followed.
On the surface, Hicks�s device looked and acted like any other smartphone on the market. He could make calls, surf the web, even download popular apps.
But tapping on one particular app activated the personal camera on his phone, which quietly scanned his face and retina. Once his identity was proven, Hicks was prompted to enter another, longer passcode, which allowed him access to the most secure � and secret � wireless network in the world.
As he followed Khan, a simple screen opened on his phone offering a sparse menu of options. He selected �Identification�, which prompted him to select a file to upload. He selected the picture he�d just taken of Khan. It usually took the face recognition software a minute or two before it identified a subject. Since Khan was one of the highest priority targets in the world, a section chief � maybe even the Dean himself � would be notified directly. Hicks would then receive one of three plain orders on his phone:
Cease and desist.
Investigate and report.
Terminate.

Hicks waited for one of these three orders to come in as he followed Khan down to the lower part of the terminal. He didn�t waste time trying to figure out where Khan was going or why. He just watched his target and waited for orders.
As soon as they got to the lower level, Hicks knew why Khan had gone there.
He went into the men�s room.
Hicks didn�t need to follow him in there because there was only one way in and one way out. Since they were underground, there were no windows or other doorways Khan could use to escape. Following him in there could only lead to disaster and Hicks needed to avoid trouble until his orders came through. He drifted over to one of the food vendors instead where he could keep an eye on the bathroom exit while blending in with the dozens of other people lining up to buy lunch.
He felt his phone buzz, but he didn�t check it right away. He didn�t want to miss Khan coming out of the bathroom. Besides, he knew the considerable resources of the University were probably already coming on line.
Hicks�s device had a GPS beacon that the University would use to pinpoint his position to within a foot of where he was standing, even here below ground. They knew exactly where he was standing at that moment and would figure out why he was there. A sweep team was probably already on their way to the terminal for any devices Khan may have planted. But Hicks doubted he�d planted anything because Khan wasn�t the type who liked to watch his own fireworks anymore. These days, he planned attacks, preferring to not get his hands dirty by carrying them out.
He watched Khan come out of the bathroom, patting his hands dry on the front of his t-shirt. It was nice to know that even terrorists washed their hands. He walked past Hicks and up the ramp that led back to the upper level and the street.
Hicks followed at a safe distance and stole a quick look at his device. The text message was as simple as he�d expected:
Target confirmed. Terminate immediately. Varsity en route.

�Varsity� was the University term for a back-up team that would support Hicks when he was ready to kill Khan and clean up right after. They�d be able to track his location
But he�d have to stay on Khan�s trail. He pocketed the phone and kept following Khan as he walked up the ramp and took a right. Hicks sped up to close the distance between them. He had to know if Khan was heading toward the subway, which would make it much harder to follow him, or if he was going out toward Forty-Second Street.
Hicks had done too much in his life to think his prayers would be answered by any God, but he prayed the bastard would stay on the street. It would be easier for the Varsity to close in if things started popping.
Khan walked past the subway entrance and went straight out on to Forty-Second Street instead, heading west.
Again, Hicks jogged to keep pace, not wanting to lose sight of a small, dark-complexioned man in a city filled with small dark-complexioned men.
He spotted Khan in the crowd of pedestrians heading west toward Fifth Avenue. He could relax a bit now because the University was tracking his position and direction. If they didn�t already have a visual of them via satellite, they soon would. Even if Khan killed him, it would be tougher for the terrorist to escape their notice.
A man like Khan knew all about agencies like the University and their tactics, so Hicks figured he wasn�t planning on pulling an attack today. But Khan was still a target of opportunity � an opportunity Hicks had every intention of taking.
He followed Khan on a meandering path uptown. He walked north along Vanderbilt, then cut back east to that wide boulevard that was Park Avenue, teeming with office workers from banks and other kinds of financial institutions.
The terrorist walked past them all without even stopping. Hicks blended in with the crowd where he could and drifted toward buildings when the crowd thinned out. Whenever Khan looked behind him, it was never in Hicks� direction.
They continued on Park until Fifty-Ninth Street when Khan headed west toward Central Park. Once again, Hicks jogged to keep pace with him as he turned the corner, but crossed the street instead, like any other New Yorker trying to catch the light before it changed. Trailing Khan from across the street would make him easier to spot, but Hicks had to take that chance. He could�ve spotted Hicks when he looked behind him on Park, so he needed to change up the angle a bit.
On their current course, Hicks knew they may wind up in Central Park. It would be impossible to tail him through the park without getting spotted. If Khan went into the park, that�s where Hicks would kill him.
He slowed down when Khan also jaywalked across to Hicks� side of the street, dodging taxis and oncoming cars. Other than throwing a dirty look at a honking cabbie and a cursing bike messenger, Khan never looked back. He followed the terrorist as he crossed Madison, then Fifth; past a knot of tourists gathered at the entrance as he walked into Central Park.
That settled it. Hicks would kill him here.
He checked his phone. No word from the Varsity, so it was up to him. He subtly pulled the.22 from the holster on his belt and held the gun in his jacket pocket as he entered the park. A.22 wasn�t exactly a large caliber gun, but it was good enough to do the job in the hands of someone who knew how to use it. And James Hicks certainly knew how to use it.
Hicks focused less on stealth and more on distance now. The closer he got, the better chance he had of killing Khan quickly. Hicks spotted an ambulance without sirens or lights driving along a path closed to vehicular traffic. He knew there were usually several ambulances in the park at all times, but this one passed Khan and flashed its headlights at Hicks.
Varsity was on scene. Time for Khan to die.
Hicks didn�t think Khan had noticed the ambulance, but he had. He slowed his pace as he turned and saw the only other person on the path behind him.
Hicks.
Khan froze for an instant, just like he�d frozen that night when atop the wall.
By the time Khan reached under his t-shirt, Hicks fired a full clip into Khan�s chest. All six rounds struck in a tight pattern just left of center. The shots from the small gun echoed like firecrackers in the vast openness of the park.
As Khan fell back, Hicks realized there�d been no blood from exit wounds and knew the terrorist was wearing a bulletproof vest. The impact of six rounds to the chest would sting like hell, but the.22 lacked the power to punch through Kevlar.
When he reached Khan, the terrorist was flat on his back. His gun � a nine millimeter Glock � had skidded away from him as the bullets struck home; just as Hicks� gun had done that night in Kandahar. Khan was reaching for the weapon when Hicks� foot pinned his hand to the jogging path.
�I counted.� Khan sneered up at him. �You�re empty.�
Hicks ejected the spent clip, slapped in a new one and aimed it down at him. �Not anymore.�
The Varsity team had spilled out of the ambulance close behind him, dressed in regulation EMS gear. They�d even thought to wheel out a stretcher with them.
The team leader � a woman with blue eyes and blonde ponytail � said, �You were supposed to terminate him.�
�He�s wearing a vest. But now we can interrogate him. Don�t worry. The Dean will be pleased.� He smiled down at Khan. �But you won�t be.�
One of the techs patted Khan down; discovering another gun and a knife before zip tying his hands and feet. Khan squirmed like a fish as they slammed him onto the stretcher and buckled him in tight.
Khan struggled against his restraints to get a good look at Hicks as they wheeled him toward the stretcher. �You bastard! I should�ve killed you when I had the chance!�
Hicks smiled as he tucked his.22 away. �Yeah. You probably should have.�
The Varsity members closed the back doors of the ambulance and Hicks watched it drive away. Just another ambulance in a city full of ambulances. Only this one held one of the most dangerous men in the world.
Hicks knew he�d be in a hell of a lot of trouble from the Dean for not finishing Khan. He�d told him several times to carry a handgun with bigger kick, but he�d always refused. He hoped brining in one of the most wanted men in the world alive would count for something, but he doubted it. The Dean wasn�t a man who dealt with disappointment well.
It wouldn�t be the first reprimand he�d ever gotten and he doubted it would be the last. But he always got results and, in this game, that�s what counted.
Hicks checked his watch. He still had fifteen minutes to make his appointment with the future asset. Maybe he�d cancel. Maybe he wouldn�t. He�d already done enough good for one day.
He began walking south out of the park and blended back into the changing city where no one knew what he had just done for them. Nor did they care.
And thanks to people like James Hicks, they didn�t have to.
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THE FIXER By Dean Breckenridge

WOLF SAID: �This chair makes my ass hurt. What the hell, Gordy?�
Gordy O�Rourke blew cigar smoke out one side of his mouth and grinned, showing yellow teeth, from across the small corner table.
�That�s the point,� he said. �Make somebody�s bum sore and they leave and let another customer have the table which means I make money. We get guys in here on game nights order one beer and a plate of wings and they sit for four hours watching a game and you know what? I hope their ass is killin� �em the next day because of all that sittin� cost me maybe $1000 somebody else would have spent who ordered more than one beer and a bunch more food. You can bet those clowns stiff the girls on tips, too.�
�The seats in the casino are padded.�
�You bet.� Gordy puffed on his cigar and sipped black coffee. �People are dropping money in the back room. You bet I want them comfortable.�
�You�re a mercenary if there ever was one.�
Wolf ate another bite of his bangers and mash, aka sausages and mashed potatoes. Gordy�s cook spiced the meal just right.
Being Thursday, the place was packed. The noise covered their conversation. Gordy said: �You play where you want.� He puffed his cigar some more. �Wolf, I�m glad you�re here.� Gordy looked down at the tip of his cigar. He reached into his shirt pocket and handed Wolf a folded note.
Wolf pushed his plate away, opened the note, read: Remember Mona Frye.
Gordy said: �A fat guy with a big nose brought that today.�
�Who�s Mona Frye?�
Gordy puffed his cigar. He signaled a passing waitress, a cute blonde with purple-streaked hair, for a refill; after she poured the coffee he said: �She was an old girlfriend. Somebody murdered her a long time ago.�
�You?�
�Hell no.�
�Uh-huh.�
�Her throat was cut,� Gordy said. �I swear I blocked it out. It was twenty years ago.�
�What about the guys you were running with? Could one of them be doing this?�
�I haven�t heard from those bums in ages. I don�t even know if they�re still alive, in jail, or what.�
Wolf nodded. He pushed the note back across the table. He glanced across the bar as the purple-haired waitress in a black skirt served a bald man who averted his gaze, as Wolf looked his way. The bald man started eating, ignoring a Blackberry that sat beside his plate. The glow of the screen highlighted a silver chain around his neck.
Wolf turned back to Gordy. �So?�
�I hate to ask but-�
�You think I�m going to say no?� Wolf said. �I owe you, Gordy. That�s it. I owe you.�
�I never saw it that way.�
Wolf reached across the table and patted his friend�s shoulder. �Go home and get rested. Wolf�s on the job, right?�
�Okay.�
Wolf scooted his chair back against the wall. The A/C blast ruffled his shirt collar. He had a clear view of the bald man who was trying very hard not to look like he was watching them. �Go get me a glass of Jameson first.�
Gordy, half out of his chair, frowned.
Wolf smiled. �Trust me. And don�t worry, you still have plenty of tables.�
AN HOUR later Wolf followed the bald man, via car, to a home at the front of a cul-de-sac in the suburbs. The bald man pulled his Chrysler into the garage while Wolf stopped his BMW M3 at the opening of the court. Lights went on inside the house.
Up the street Wolf spotted a second car parked curbside, near the fence that blocked the bald man�s house from the street. Wolf left his M3 and strolled by the dark car. Nobody inside. On his reverse pass he saw the driver�s door open a crack. Wolf tootsied to the fence, listened for a dog, and hopped over. He dropped into a line of rose bushes and thorns pricked through his sleeves. He stayed put. The quiet back yard offered further assurance of no canines prowling for intruders. From his spot he saw the kitchen and dining room through patio doors. One of the sliding glass doors had been partially opened, and Wolf recognized one of the two voices engaged in a heated argument inside. He rustled the bushes as he traded the hiding spot for the open patio door. The voice he didn�t recognize shouted, �Wait!� and two pistol shots cut him off.
Wolf shoved through the patio door, ran from kitchen to living room and stopped short. The bald man lay on the soft carpet with two bloody holes in his chest. A young man standing over him with a still-smoking automatic spun around, pointing the gun at Wolf, but his shaking hand proved he wasn�t ready for a second kill.
�Put it down, Mike,� Wolf said.
Michael O�Rourke, Gordy�s youngest son, gaped at Wolf. Wolf closed the gap between them in one step and twisted the gun out of Mike�s grasp. He said: �What the hell are you doing?�
�This punk�s been watching Dad since he got that note,� Mike said.
�And he wouldn�t talk, right? Can�t blame you for tryin� but you cooled a small fish. Doesn�t get us anywhere.�
Mike stepped back, his pointed jaw set tight. He had Gordy�s green eyes and his mother�s small nose. �I did-�
�Something stupid. Get out of here and leave this to grown-ups.�
Mike glared again but then rushed past Wolf and out the patio door. Wolf heard him thud up and over the fence. The other car started and tires screeched. Wolf shook his head. He tucked the automatic in his belt, and patted the bald man�s coat pockets. He found the Blackberry and pocketed it. Wolf took out a handkerchief, opened the front door, went out.
Back in the M3, he drove further up the street and pulled into a parking lot of a dark basketball park and let the Blackberry�s glow fill the car. The bald man had made a call about the time he left Gordy�s restaurant, and Wolf redialed. A woman�s voice said, �What is it?� and Wolf hung up. He put the device on the passenger seat and drove away. Presently the Blackberry vibrated but Wolf didn�t answer.
THE NEXT morning, back at his place, Wolf spooned poached eggs onto dry toast, sat at his wobbly kitchen table, and clamped a foot on one of the table legs to stop the wobbling. He ate quietly. His glance landed on the yellow spot on the tiled kitchen floor that no cleaner he tried could remove; the dark spots marking chipped tiles mocked him. The refrigerator clanked.
With his mobile phone he called Gordy.
�Michael tell you what happened last night?�
�Yes.� Gordy spoke with a heavy quietness.
�Give the boy a pat. He�s looking out for you.�
�Wolf-�
�Listen to me,� Wolf said. �You keep Mike locked in a closet if you have to because I better not bump into him again. Also, our dead friend called his boss before he left the club. A woman. He saw us talking and I�m sure they know who I am and they�ll also know I�m not hard to find.�
�If they come after my son for this I�ll cut them all down, I swear.�
�My eggs are getting cold.� Wolf hung up and finished his breakfast and then put water in a kettle.
THE FOLLOWING evening Wolf played six hours of Omaha Hold �Em at the downtown poker room and when he left the club two thousand to the good, a fat man with a big nose met him on the sidewalk.
The big man wore a dark suit, white shirt, thin black tie. Light from a streetlamp made one side of his face brighter than the other. No bulges showed beneath his coat other than what too many Big Macs had put there. He stood at the back door of a purring stretched Lincoln and said: �Let�s take a ride, Mr. Wolf.�
Wolf stared at the fat man a moment, shrugged, lifted his arms. The fat man patted him down, removed the thick envelope containing Wolf�s cash, and Mike�s pistol. Then the fat man opened the back door and Wolf slid across the warm leather bench seat. The fat man eased his bulk next to Wolf, grunted as he settled, told the driver to go. They went.
A second bench seat sat across from Wolf and the fat man. The woman who occupied the seat smiled. She wore a navy blue suit with a short skirt; long red hair flowed down her back and shoulders. The red hair contrasted with her pale skin. Pale, creamy skin. Looked good enough to eat off of. With her bare legs crossed, the hem of the skirt concealing just enough of what lay between her thighs.
Wolf didn�t have to raise his voice in the quiet confines of the vehicle. Hardly any road noise seeped in. He said: �Whose little girl are you?�
�You�re not very funny,� she said.
�You know me but I have no idea who you are.�
�Call me Monica,� she said. �My father was Patrick Frye, but he wouldn�t mean anything to you. You were on the other side of the world when he ran this town.�
�Mona Frye�s daughter, I presume?�
�And you�re the fixer O�Rourke has asked to solve his problem.�
�Everybody needs a friend.�
�You�ve picked the wrong one,� she said, �but we can talk about that later. I want to talk about you, Mr. Wolf.�
�Just Wolf,� he said.
�Fine. You have all of the talent and experience, but where it came from I have no idea. Now all you do is waste away in your crappy apartment, live on the fringes, eat dinner at Gordy�s a few times a week, and play cards all night. It�s not much of a life.�
Wolf said: �I exist.�
�I could use a man like you. Things are turning around in this town. Out with the old and in with the new and all that. Come work for me. We�ll have a great time. You�ll make a ton of money.�
�A man you can buy cannot be trusted.�
�You don�t really know Gordy at all,� she said. �There�s a side to him I don�t think you�ll like.�
�I�ve known him since we were in diapers.�
She paused, then: �He hasn�t told you the whole story, has he?�
�Tell me what you want,� Wolf said.
Monica Frye fixed her eyes on Wolf; her mouth narrowed. She said: �I want to show Gordy what it�s like to have someone taken from him.�
�He�s already had someone taken from him.�
�But I didn�t have anything to do with that.�
Wolf kept his mouth shut. The woman watched him. When the driver pulled up in front of the club, Wolf turned to the fat man and held out his left hand. �My money.�
When the fat man hesitated, the woman said: �He can have the money but not his gun.�
�I didn�t ask for the gun.�
The fat man returned the envelope and Wolf stowed it inside his coat. He stepped out of the car, leaned back in. He said: �No.�
Her eyes widened. �You son of a bitch!� She flicked the cigarette at him but he was already out the door, slamming it shut. She screamed something; the Lincoln peeled off, the tires screeching.
WOLF WATCHED the Lincoln drive away and fished keys from his pocket. He looked up and down the street. The late hour meant little to no traffic; he neither heard nor saw any vehicles coming his way. Monica had to have expected that; a response wouldn�t be far away. She didn�t want her own hands bloodied, though. He climbed into the M3 and reached under the dash. Removing a plastic panel, he took his nine-millimeter Browning Hi-Power from the hidden compartment, placed it on the passenger seat. He started the car and drove off.
He spotted the single headlight behind him right away. A motorcycle. Wolf powered down his side window and grabbed the nine-millimeter. Air rushed in but he could hear a little of the motorcycle�s whine. A series of green lights allowed him to drive at the limit; when the motorcycle�s whine increased and the driver swung into the neighboring lane, Wolf braced his arms against the steering wheel and stomped the brakes.
The rider flashed by, firing a pistol into the space Wolf�s BMW had occupied, striking only asphalt. The rider increased speed, the bike weaving. The light ahead turned red but he didn�t slow. Wolf hopped out of his car, leveled the nine-millimeter, and fired once.
The rider hunched over his handlebars, the bike swerved, struck and sparked against the pavement. The rider�s body rolled curbside while the bike slid into the intersection. A trio of oncoming cars screeched to a stop.
Wolf jumped back into his car, executed a U-turn, and drove the other way.
GORDY ANSWERED on the first ring. Wolf said: �Where are you?�
�The restaurant.�
�Where�s Mike?�
�At the house.�
�Are you sure?�
�What�s happening, Wolf?�
Wolf filled him in and heard Gordy suck in a breath at the mention of Monica�s name. Wolf said: �What haven�t you told me?�
Gordy waited a moment; then said: �She thinks I�m her father. I never believed it and her mother could never prove it and Monica probably thinks I killed her.�
�You should have told me before tonight, Gordy.�
�I said probably. How could I know that note was from her?�
�Make sure Mike is where you think he is,� Wolf said, �because I�m on my way to the house.� He hung up.
THE GATE guard let Wolf pass and he drove up the curving driveway to the front of the house. The porch light made it impossible to see any of the surrounding acreage; darkness covered the grass, trees, the far stone wall. Wolf shook his head as he exited the car. Not even a guard in sight. The front door opened as he reached it. The house guard, a stocky man shorter than Wolf, said: �Just you?�
�Yes. Gordy on his way?�
�Should be.�
�Where�s the kid?�
The circular front room of the house had black-and-white checkerboard tiles from which a trio of hallways and a staircase branched. The guard hustled up the stairs with a slight rocking motion and the pistol on his hip rattled. Wolf followed. They reached the second floor, advanced down a hall, and when they reached the last room on the right, the house guard put a hairy hand on the doorknob. They could hear a television on the other side of the door. The house guard turned the knob, shoved his bulk inside.
Empty. The television, facing a double bed, played to no one. The room�s chill came from the fully open window from which a screen had been removed; Wolf left the gaping guard in the doorway and looked out the window. A rope had been fixed to one of the bedposts and led down to the ground.
�How many guys on duty tonight?� Wolf said.
�Twelve. Usual crew.�
�Well Mikey must have skipped between yard patrols.�
�Gordy isn�t going to like this.�
Wolf said: �No kidding?�
GORDY PACED his office. �Guys have been out for two hours and nothing,� he shouted.
�I�m right here, Gordy,� Wolf said from the couch, legs crossed, scotch in hand. �Try his cell again.�
Gordy pulled out his own cell and dialed, waited, flipped the phone closed. �Voicemail.�
Wolf nodded and sipped his drink.
Gordy dropped into the chair behind his desk. The flesh of his face seemed to sag further than the rest of his body. �I don�t want to lose Mike the way I lost Bobby,� he said.
Wolf blinked. He shook his glass and watched the scotch swish.
Gordy said: �I�m sorry, Wolf. I didn�t mean that for you.�
Wolf nodded.
�I�m sorry. I don�t want you-�
�Forget it.� Wolf sipped his drink.
Gordy�s cell rang. He snatched it up. �Mike?� Gordy listened a moment and his jaw slackened. �Don�t hurt him. I�ll do whatever you want. Damnit, woman, I didn�t kill her!� He paused, then started scribbling on paper, then said: �On my way.� He flipped his phone closed and met Wolf�s gaze.
�Well?� Wolf said.
Gordy dropped his eyes. His body shook. �Will you drive?�
WOLF PULLED up in front of the address. His dash clock glowed 3:05 a.m.
�I want this over with,� Gordy said.
�Don�t do anything stupid.�
Gordy took a deep breath.
Wolf gave the house a look as he pulled out the ignition key. Wooden fence, one story, big yard. Neighboring houses spaced far enough apart that it wasn�t a home built within the last twenty years. He and Gordy exited the M3, walked up the stone pathway to the red double doors. Gordy kept his black briefcase close to his leg.
Wolf pressed the doorbell. The fat man, with a grimace, let them in. Monica Frye, red hair tied back, sat in the living room on a leather couch. Her driver, a blonde kid with chin fuzz, sat in a corner chair picking at his fingernails with clippers. He didn�t look up. He wore a shoulder holster and the pistol it contained dangled under his arm.
The fat man frisked Gordy first and removed a revolver; Wolf noted the fat man looked no further. Then he frisked Wolf and removed the nine-millimeter from the holster at his back. He didn�t check Wolf for a second weapon.
Gordy seemed not to notice the fat man. He stood frozen, eyes on Monica. The fat man, with the guns, left the room.
Gordy said: �You.�
�I look a lot different now, don�t I?� Monica Frye said. �You weren�t expecting me, were you, Dad?�
Gordy made a choking sound. �You can�t prove I�m your father. Your mother never could, either. And I did not kill her, I swear.�
�Yes you did,� she said. �That I can prove.�
�Now wait,� Wolf said.
�Quiet, dipshit. I said you didn�t know the whole story, remember?� To Gordy: �I tracked down your old gang. They were more than kind enough to tell me you stabbed my mother. Before I killed them myself.�
�You-�
�I have written statements.�
Gordy flexed his hands; the blonde kid with the shoulder holster made a tut-tut noise and took out his gun.
Wolf said: �Gordy-�
The fat man reentered, dragging Mike with him. Mike, gagged and tied at the wrists and ankles, made a noise when he saw his father. The fat man shoved the younger O�Rourke to the carpet, left him on his stomach. Mike rolled over. His nostrils flared as he breathed. The fat man planted a foot on the younger man�s chest and took out Gordy�s revolver.
�Now,� Monica Frye said. �Either admit you killed my mother, or I shoot your boy right here. You could bury him next to Bobby, wouldn�t that be nice?�
�I swear I didn�t kill her!� Gordy said. �You want the truth, don�t you?�
�Your men told me the truth.�
�A man says anything when there�s a gun to his head.�
�Except you.� She eyed the fat man. The fat man cocked the revolver. She looked back to Gordy: �Well?�
Gordy, panting, let his arms fall at his sides. Sweat trickled down his face. Wolf watched the fat man and moved his right hand to scratch his nose. The fat man jerked his head Wolf�s way. Wolf lowered his arm. The fat man looked back down at Mike.
�All right,� Gordy said. �All right.�
The fat man looked at Monica. Monica said okay. The fat man placed his finger on the revolver�s hammer, put pressure on the trigger. The free hammer lowered under the guidance of his thumb and he took a step back.
Wolf�s right hand moved again, this time to his right pocket. The fat man turned his body Wolf�s way, bringing up the revolver, but Wolf already had his two-shot.32 Derringer aimed at the big man�s right eye. Wolf fired once. The bullet puckered the fat man�s eye and he remained on his feet a moment, then crashed on top of Mike. The younger O�Rourke�s body folded under the impact and he screamed through the gag.
The blonde kid, on his feet, had to change positions as the falling fat man blocked his aim; Wolf, dropping to one knee while covered by the fat man, fired the second.32 slug up through the kid�s fuzzy chin.
Gordy lunged at Monica-�Damn you, bitch!�-while drawing a knife from behind his back. She screamed as he landed on top of her, blocking her swinging arms and pushing her head into the cushions. The arm holding the knife pumped like a piston, once, twice; Gordy pulled back, and with one last thrust buried the knife in her neck.
Wolf rolled the fallen fat man off Mike�s body, hauled him to his feet. �Should have stayed home, you damn child,� Wolf said. He didn�t remove the gag but instead hoisted Mike over his shoulders. He looked at Gordy. Gordy turned to him. Blood had splattered on part of his face and the front of his shirt.
�Let�s get out of here,� Gordy said.
GORDY MOVED some of the paperwork on his desk to one side and poured two drinks and sat behind his desk. He gulped down his drink. Wolf, legs crossed, seated on the other side, left his untouched. He said: �This didn�t turn out exactly how I imagined.�
�Well it�s done. I�m glad you were there.�
Wolf said: �She was right about one thing.�
Gordy frowned.
�She told me,� Wolf said, �about a side to you I wouldn�t like.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Did you tell me the truth?�
Gordy gave his friend a wide-eyed look. �What did you say to me?�
�You heard me.�
�I had no idea it was her,� Gordy said.
�Gordy.�
�What?�
�I�m not going to ask you again. You started to tell a story back there.�
�You know a man will say anything when there�s a gun pointed at him. Or at his kid.�
�Nobody innocent goes off like you did.�
�She was threatening my boy.�
�I dropped the fat man and the kid. It was over.�
�You think we should have just let her go?�
�Your friends didn�t exactly warn you somebody was after them,� Wolf said. �She didn�t take them all by surprise.�
�You gonna drink that or just sit there and insult me?�
�Are you going to tell me the truth?�
Gordy sucked in his breath.
Wolf stood up, left the glass on the desk, and started for the door.
�Wolf.�
Wolf looked back.
�You believe me, don�t you?�
Wolf said: �I�m not a fool. Don�t play me for one.� He went out.
Gordy clutched his glass and stared at the closed door.
GORDY WANDERED the club. Every seat was full. The bar packed. But his mind wasn�t on business. Did Wolf really think he had murdered Mona Frye? He hadn�t. But he knew who did, and that was a secret that had to stay a secret. He had to keep the secret.
He wandered back to his office. The paperwork still waited on the desk. There was no flash or glamour in being a connected guy. You still had a stack of paperwork to sort through just like the rest of the schmucks. Every night.
But there was a new piece of paper on the desk. Folded. Left in the center of his blotter.
It hadn�t been there when he stepped out.
With his hands shaking, Gordy picked up the paper and unfolded it. Somebody had written three words. His heart skipped.
Three words.
Remember Mona Frye.
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SOUP SANDWICH By Christopher L. Irvin

They said when the winter air washes down the mountainside, ignoring armor and slipping under your collar without so much as a whistle for a warning, that it�s like an adrenaline shot directly to the spine. A crackle of cold energy that sharpens your senses, keeps you awake through the long and lonely shifts.
Special Forces bullshit.
Three weeks into a six-month stint in Afghanistan for a little R  &R and bonus hazard pay had turned into a one-way trip to hell in the mountains. Randall heard all of the action-packed stories from his buddies in the DEA, seen the �official� movie of the head-cam filmed drug raid, produced with heavy metal soundtrack to get the blood flowing. Supporting Spec Ops raids on villages, kicking in doors and jamming an M4 in the face of the enemy. All with an itchy trigger finger that wouldn�t be questioned. This was real war, not the kind that found him going door to door in Detroit, rummaging through flop houses littered with week-old piles of shit and junkies who hadn�t used a clean needle in months. Even the most violent criminals laid down when ten men knocked on the door at the crack of dawn, weapons drawn, cuffs at the ready. Prison time meant respect and three squares with a side of warm bed. Wife? Girlfriend? Kids? None of that mattered. What Randall wouldn�t give to see a little fear in their eyes. To slip into their cells at night and fix his rough hands around their throats. Something to haunt their extended vacation.
Randall tightened his grip around the M4 carbine, squeezing life back into his fingers. The world around him nothing but a giant black bowl of soup. He exhaled slowly, feeling his warm breath dampen the collar of his jacket. He hadn�t even had the chance to grow a solid beard yet. Two of his academy classmates had come back from similar tours looking like they�d been recruited by the Taliban. Randall had only coarse stubble to show off for his efforts. Maybe twenty years of a daily razor had caused his meager beard to pack up and move out. So much for insubordination.
When Randall arrived �in-country,� he found himself amid a classic U.S. Government snafu: too many bodies and not enough work. His temporary duty was billed as teaming with Special Forces for drug raids and follow-up intelligence interviews. But despite the resurgence of the Taliban and the resulting poppy boom, he sat at a desk for two weeks in Kabul, shoveling stacks of paper in a windowless room. Complaining aloud got his ass in a chopper for a tour up in the mountains at a decaying UN outpost. �The squeaky wheel gets the grease, huh?� said the pilot as they touched down in the center of the cratered compound. If it wasn�t for the pit in his stomach, and the fact that the cocky asshole would be the one eventually returning to retrieve him from hell, Randall would have taken pleasure in knocking a few teeth from his perfect grin. A few introductions later and he was handed the overnight watch. FNG bitch duty. There were no scheduled missions. The skeleton crew was on orders to sit tight until negotiations were through with the Afghans. Rumor was the outpost would be abandoned and they�d be scattered elsewhere. Until then, Randall was playing human popsicle on a ridge just outside the compound.
He hunkered down in a crouch as another blast of air hit him from the north. Three shifts in and every hour just as numb as the first. On the second night he huddled next to a shrub that sheltered him from the wind and still gave him a decent view of the valley below. More importantly the bit of green provided some cover on the mostly barren mountainside. From afar Randall appeared to be an extension of the shrub, though one that constantly shivered in place. There was only so much he could wear and still be effective. The thought of sitting in a car at three in the morning in the middle of a Detroit winter wasn�t sounding all that bad.
Standard night vision binoculars clicked against his chest. He�d hung them around his neck, bringing them up on the quarter hour to conserve battery. The sliver of moon also broke through the clouds on occasion, illuminating the bleached rocks that covered the ridge. Between the two, he felt like he was doing his job. That was all that was asked of him, right? See anything, raise the alarm. The role of the sentry.
The sound of footsteps crunching on gravel drove a needle into his spine that no measure of cold could match. His muscles locked and for the first time he was still. The sounds continued in his direction. Ten yards? Twenty yards? He couldn�t take the chance. Slowly he removed his trigger hand from his weapon and raised the binoculars to his face. Tens of men-fifty at least, dotted the mountainside, spread out in no particular formation with an arsenal ranging from RPGs to the common AK rifle. Dark and dust their uniform.
Randall quickly keyed the alert, three quick taps on his comms-nothing more than a series of thuds across the line. He re-keyed the alert, taking deep breaths, trying to calm himself through the shock. Within moments he�d be surrounded by the enemy. Carefully he thrust the stock of his carbine into his shoulder, readying the weapon tight to his body. He flexed his fingers as the rush of the moment overtook him. More rocks trickled down the ridge as the men closed on the outpost, masked by cloud cover, the moon and stars oblivious to the disorganized advance.
A little voice in his head screamed at Randall to move, to risk his life to alert the outpost, but his training kept him locked in place. Just stay put and you�ll all go home tonight in one piece. He held his breath. The first line of the raid had passed his position. Ordinance was being readied, rifles, already loaded, were racked again, spitting unspent rounds across the ground. He twisted on his heels, finger shaking a hair�s breadth from the trigger, ready to loose fire upon their backs.
Then the whisper of a ragged straggler, fighting for air as he shambled up the ridge behind Randall.
No. 
The single word eclipsed all thought as the fighter stumbled into the shrub, banging the barrel of his AK against Randall�s shoulder pad. Randall turned into the man, looked up at his face, and in his eyes glimpsed stars. Springing to his feet, he pressed the AK hard against the man�s chest, raising his M4 with his right arm. The carbine bucked in his hand as he slammed the trigger, sending rounds ripping through the Taliban�s torso and neck, the recoil shifting his aim high. The man tensed, locking his fingers down, spraying full-auto into the dark.
In a split second the night was filled with heavy gunfire in every direction. Randall lost his footing and the pair tumbled down the ridge, first in a jumbled mess and then separate, as a boulder caught Randall in the ribs, smashing the plates in his vest like they were made of glass. Each breath brought on searing pain as the cracks that veined his chest expanded and contracted. He crawled to his knees, found his weapon and dropped the clip. Above him, the night sky strobed with bursts of gunfire. He could make out the distinct crackle of a machine gun from the outpost responding to an explosion. They were fighting back, but still greatly outnumbered. Reloaded, he grit his teeth and struggled up the hill keeping low until he reached the apex. There, he tried to lay prone but cried out when the position stretched his ribs. Instead he hunkered in a low crouch and took aim at the flashes of light surrounding the outpost. The sound of each shot echoed in his ears as he fired at random, two to three shots per shadowy figure before switching targets. His vision tunneled to his site, mind on autopilot survival. He locked on the left flank, sending two more home. As he scanned back, the dirt burst in front of his feet, invisible force slamming into his right shoulder and hip, spinning him around. The carbine flew from his grip and his entire side went numb. He laid on his back, staring up at the sliver of moon. The battle briefly intensified before dialing to a whisper.
When he tried to move, the cold seeped into the wounds like a grinding fist. Shouting interrupted the pain. He turned his head as a surviving Taliban sprinted by him in retreat. Two strides past Randall, the man tripped, shooting himself as he tumbled over the rocks. Randall laughed through the pain. For once the cold kept him going. Maybe there was some truth in what those bastards had to say after all. He closed his eyes and called for help.
I�m going to make it.
I�m going to make it.
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PASNUTA MEANS ARENA OF DEATH! By Richard Prosch

Alone in the middle of a wood-fenced corral, wrists cuffed with two feet of rusty chain, Adam Schreck struggled to stay on his feet. He remembered being captured in the outlaw town by Gordon Trask�s men, worked over and shoved through the gate.
�Bounty hunter,� said a drunken voice behind him.
Schreck flailed for the missing belt at his waist, reached again for the grip of a Colt revolver that wasn�t there. Without a hat, with the sandhills summer sun pounding his skull like a hammer, it was hard to think.
�Trask?� said Schreck, turning. He poked his tongue at dry, peeling lips.
The bad men surrounding the fence hooted and cheered. Through swollen eyes, Schreck tried to count heads, lost track after twelve.
Behind them, at least twice as many Indians circled in an eerie dance, chanting, �Pasnuta! Pasnuta!�
Schreck had heard the word before, couldn�t quite remember where.
At one end of the corral was an enormous livery barn, its entrance like the mouth of a cave, at the other end, a broken church pulpit sat beside the gate. Gordon Trask spoke from there, a three hundred pound killer with a double-barreled scattergun held high.
�What is this, Trask?� said Schreck.
�This here is your death,� said Trask.
A wail of rage came from the barn and two Indians ran into the ring raising a cloud of dust. One of them carried a pitchfork. Another scream and the sun was blotted out. Schreck spun, fell flat into the creature�s shadow, and remembered the word from whispered Ponca legend.
Pasnuta.
The mammoth.
The hairy prehistoric beast drove toward him, savage eyes rolling to show bloodshot whites. Schreck gagged at the animal stench, rolled from the madly swinging tusks. Blood flowed down Pasnuta�s flank. The men had used the pitchfork to goad the behemoth into a frenzied rage.
Schreck slapped at the monster�s enormous legs with the chain between his wrists, then backpedaled into the fence where one of Trask�s men kicked him. A bolt of agony went through Schreck�s spine.
�C�mon you filthy devil,� the outlaw said, �give us a good show.�
The Indian with the pitchfork had fallen before he could reach the other side of the corral, and the beast bore down with wild vengeance.
Struggling to stand, caked with sweat and grime, Schreck was helpless as the Indian was torn inside out in a flurry of blood and entrails. Just beyond the gruesome spectacle, Schreck saw the pitchfork in the dust.
Covered in gore, the mammoth roared, flipping the dead man skyward like a child�s toy. The white men cheered, and Trask waved the shotgun triumphantly, a 19th century Caesar.
At the fence, a dozen jeering Indians had gathered to fend the animal back toward Schreck. With a shake of its massive head, the bloody mammoth turned toward him.
�Pasnuta! Pasnuta!�
Schreck eyed the other man�s scattered wet remains, the pitchfork beyond, and clenched his jaw. The diversion had bought him some time to catch his breath.
Again the mammoth charged. Again Schreck dove to the side, felt the hairy coat brush his arms as the animal passed by.
Scrambling ahead on all fours, he got to the pitchfork just as Pasnuta turned. Schreck used the handle like a crutch, hoisted himself to his feet, and then held the pitchfork in both hands. Compared to the bulk of the monster, the three iron prongs looked puny and useless.
Shrugging off pain and exhaustion, Schreck pushed forward, limped ahead at an angle, meaning to dodge the swaying tusks and drive the pitchfork into the mammoth�s neck. But Pasnuta stopped his forward march and countered the attack with unbelievable speed, rocking Schreck to the side, tearing his shoulder open with a massive tusk. The bounty hunter�s arm went numb, and he released the pitchfork as he fell.
And again the mammoth came at him. Again Schreck went for the pitchfork but this time couldn�t reach it in time. On his knees Schreck scuffled to the mammoth�s flank, got his legs under him and jumped. He caught fistfuls of the stinking oily wet hair and tried to climb. Climb!
�He thinks this is a rodeo!� yelled one of the men at the fence.
�Ride �em cowboy,� mocked another.
But he couldn�t hold on. The hair was too slick. The mammoth�s full weight missing him by scant inches, Schreck hit the ground. Everything went red, then black.
Then the blinding sun again and like a dream Schreck watched the shadowy men dance and call. He saw Trask standing above them, waving his shotgun�or was it a sword?
The blustering mammoth paced around the ring breathing hard and blowing foam.
�Give up, bounty hunter,� said Trask, with a swoosh of the gun.
Schreck saw it then, the way Trask waved that gun around.
Each breath like a razor, Schreck tried to stand, stumbled, and rolled to a spot just in front of Trask�s pulpit. Gray spots blossomed just above his line of vision and the world tilted on its side. Schreck forced himself to breathe through the pain, to focus because he would only have one chance. His timing would have to be just right.
Holding the length of chain that bound his wrists, he aimed for that madly swinging gun barrel and sprang up.
�Yaagh!� Trask yelled in surprise, instinctively striking out. Schreck caught the gun with the loop of chain, crossed his arms and yanked it away. The weapon landed at his feet. Pulled off-balance, the fat man fell from the pulpit directly into the corral.
Schreck scooped up the shotgun. He aimed, pulled the back trigger. At point blank range he couldn�t miss.
The cedar board gate splintered and broke free.
Pasnuta turned toward the explosion and charged.
Schreck threw himself into the gate and through it, the thundering mammoth close behind.
From his hands and knees Trask looked up and squealed in terror. The mammoth ground him into the dust.
A dozen cowards ran from Pasnuta�s rampage through the gate and Schreck waded into them. One of the hardcase men dared to draw, but Schreck swung the shotgun around, cutting him in half with the blast. Holding the hot double-barrel in both hands, he swung it like a club, connecting with another outlaw. From the dead man�s belt, Schreck claimed a pair of six shooters and fired in every direction.
Men scattered into the surrounding woods, running from the sudden chaos, while a small group of Indians chased behind the mammoth.
In the confusion, nobody challenged Schreck as he made his way back into the arena to stand over Trask�s broken remains. It had taken weeks to follow the fat man up the Missouri, days more to track him to this hidden canyon in the unorganized Niobrara river country.
Now it was over, and they both had their reward.
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MUDUDA�S REVENGE By Graham Smith

The whip cracked a sharp retort in the cool morning air. Each of the five metal tipped tails stripped a tendril of skin from Likash�s back. Still he did not scream. Not even a whimper escaped his bruised and swollen lips.
To scream was to admit defeat. Whimpering would show cowardice, while begging for mercy would denounce his masculinity. He would die before he let a sound escape.
His face bore the marks of a savage beating he�d taken after being captured, the left eye was swollen into a sightless duck egg, his nose resembled a deer�s hind leg and blood from a tongue cut to ribbons by gritted teeth, oozed out of a corner of his ruined mouth.
The capture had gone much worse for the Mududa than it had for Likash. Eight of their number had fallen never to stand again. Animal nets had defeated him in the end. Fists and clubs battered his body into submission so they could bind his hands and lead him back to their Lord.
Likash closed his mind to the pain as he tried to find a way to escape his captors. His hands were bound in front of him. Two noosed ropes adorned his neck, with a hulking guard on either side of him holding the free ends. Behind him was the whip man. Driving him forward, punishing every stumble over an exposed tree root or momentary hesitation with a vicious swing.
Organised by the Leader, the rest of the Mududa trailed the whip man. Formed into ten lines, they walked three abreast on the narrow trail, their shouted threats advising him of his fate.
Again the whip cracked behind him. Five more lines of skin fell to the forest trail.
Likash knew where he was being taken. And why.
They were nearing the high citadel of Utubu, the Mududa capital. Balanced atop a river island and protected by deep gorges, the citadel was unassailable by a massed force, and the Mududa had learned to increase their vigilance against covert operations since Likash�s daring escapade.
The Lord of the Mududa would want his revenge. He had lost a lot of face when Likash had rescued Queen Issa. Retribution would be dispensed. Nastily. Slowly.
Likash knew that once he crossed the rope bridge to the island he was as good as dead. Yet it would not be a nice quick death. Or a satisfying slip into oblivion as he slept in his bed with children and grandchildren to his name. Instead it would be a torturous, excruciating death, which would have him praying to the six Gods for release.
Resolving to jump into the ravine rather than cross the bridge, Likash schemed and plotted in the hope of finding a way to escape.
A mountain stream traversing the forest trail gave Likash hope. Knowing from painful experience that the stones either side of the stream were slick with algae, he waited until both the guards were standing on the greasy stones and bolted forward, a deep breath filling his lungs in preparation for the tightening of the nooses around his neck.
He didn�t expect to pull free of the guards holding the ropes. They were too strong for that. He was unbalancing them, in the hope they let go of the ropes as they instinctively put hands out to break their fall.
They did as expected and he used the second of confusion behind him to make his getaway.
Naked and defenceless he ran through the forest with low slung branches whipping his face and body, the twin nooses round his neck flapping hempen tails in his wake.
Shouts and heavy footsteps followed him. No arrows were loosed as none of his pursuers carried a bow. Their mission was to capture not kill. Armed with knives and clubs made from the iron hard Hebdhu trees, they could cut enough tendons or break enough of his bones to disable his fighting ability. But first they�d have to catch him again.
If they caught him he�d have to win the fight that followed or make sure he died in the attempt.
Breaking into a small glade, Likash snuck a look over his shoulder to assess his lead. Eight paces. Good but not good enough. With his hands tied as they were, he couldn�t begin to threaten his best pace. Someone in the pursing pack would be faster than he was.
Wasting two paces of advantage, he removed one of the nooses. Now he had one less tail to worry about.
Pumping his legs as hard as he could, Likash thundered through the undergrowth, taking care not to entangle himself in thorn bushes or run headlong into a tree trunk shrouded by the dense foliage.
A second glade, a second glance over the shoulder. Seven yards on the nearest pursuer and twenty on the following pack. The nearest one had a different face than before. A knife was held where a club had been.
This was the fastest man they had and he was gaining on Likash. Reeling him in. When the gap closed by a few more paces, Likash would be hauled back by the rope around his neck. He wouldn�t have time to regain his feet before the pack were upon him.
The time to be defensive had passed. Action was needed to stop this pursuer before he caught Likash. He�d need a weapon though. Bound hands wouldn�t be enough, and he didn�t have time to disarm the man.
Seeing a pine tree ahead of him, Likash steered for it. Its spindly branches, spoke of its decay, its lack of life.
Reaching the pine, Likash lifted his hands above his head and leapt for a low hanging branch. The branch�s thumb sized girth was no match for his sudden weight. Snapping off it left him in possession of a foot long spear made of partially rotted wood.
As he landed Likash drove his left foot into the dirt to halt his impetus. Pushing off he launched himself at the nearest pursuer thrusting with his makeshift weapon.
Caught unaware by the sudden change between flight and fight, the pursuer ran straight onto Likash�s improvised spear. An inch of timber pierced his throat before the weak branch snapped.
Likash grabbed the Mududa�s knife and accelerated away. Five paces behind him the pack bellowed and cursed. A club sailed past his head. Warming to the theme, others launched their clubs his way. Twice he felt a bone-jarring blow as the clubs found the lacerated mess that was his back.
Ignoring the pain, Likash commanded his legs to keep pumping. To ward off the danger of the missiles striking his head, Likash zigzagged between the trees.
The knife in his hands was useless until he jammed the handle between his teeth. Holding his wrists as far apart as possible, Likash drew the rope across the knife blade without breaking stride.
With hands free, Likash could assist the thrusting of his legs with the pumping of arms. On an upswing he retrieved the knife from his teeth. Slick from his bloody mouth he had to grasp the knife tight lest he lose it.
On and on he ran until his breath became ragged and he knew that he was starting to falter. Normally he could have run all day, but the beating he had taken coupled with the blood loss had weakened his reserves.
He�d achieved his aim of gaining enough ground on his pursuers for him to turn hunter. His pursuers were now spread out into a long line separated by natural ability and stamina reserves. Yet they could all follow the trail of broken branches and squashed grass he�d left behind him.
Turning this to his advantage, Likash removed the noose from his neck. Feeding the noose around a tree trunk, he threaded the loose end through and laid it on the ground. A scattering of needles and leaves covered the rope. Likash stationed himself in a nearby bush and waited.
Two men ran through the undergrowth side by side. Likash hauled on the rope and both men went flying as their shins collided with the tripwire. Dropping the rope, Likash stabbed each man in the heart before they could raise an alarm.
Three times he repeated the trick, killing another four men. His ears warned him the next group would be larger so he grabbed a club from a fallen Mududa warrior and lay in wait.
Likash�s tripwire caught the first three of the four men who burst through the foliage. Two blows to the standing warrior felled him, allowing Likash to concentrate on the three who were struggling to untangle themselves from their fallen comrades.
Slashing two throats and spearing the third man in the eye, Likash turned to face the fourth man.
It was one of the brutes that had held a mooring noose. With no element of surprise to aid him, Likash would have to take on a man who stood a head taller and was twice his weight in a straight fight.
A smile crossed the brute�s features as he faced Likash down.
Positioning himself so the brute couldn�t move into the blind spot created by his swollen eye, Likash feinted a head shot with his club. The brute was slow to react, but when his club crashed into Likash�s, it sent a reverberation all the way back to the smaller man�s shoulder.
Likash had learned enough from the move to plan his assault on the giant. Repeating the feint, Likash waited until the brute had committed to his swing and dropped to his knees. A swift blow to each of the giant�s kneecaps brought him crashing to the ground. Staying out of reach of the giant�s powerful arms Likash delivered a death blow to the back of his skull.
The sting of a thousand angry bees lanced through his arm, causing Likash to drop the club.
An ugly sneer was spread across the whip man�s face when Likash spun to confront his new attacker.
Again the advantage was with Likash�s foe. Every time Likash moved forward to strike he would lose more skin to the five flailed assailant.
The whip man made no move to attack Likash. Instead he relied on the counter-attack as he waited for his fellow warriors to join the fight.
Two others appeared through the trees.
Aware that he couldn�t allow a long drawn-out battle, Likash reversed his grip on the knife and moved forward. Waiting until the whip man was ready for him, Likash feinted with his empty right hand.
The whip man reacted and swung his weapon. Turing his head away Likash took the full force of the blow on his arm. The pain caused him to bite another chunk out of his already ruined tongue.
Fighting to stay conscious, Likash gave a low backhand slash, his knife opening the whip man�s stomach.
Dropping the knife and snatching the whip from the whip man as he fought to hold hid entrails, Likash lashed out at the face of the nearest warrior. Four red snakes hissed across the man�s cheek with the fifth exploding an eyeball into a gelatinous spray.
His comrade wavered for a moment giving Likash the opportunity to swing the whip again. Gurgles escaped the frothing red mess of the man�s throat as he fell.
Stumbling through the forest Likash found a small stream. Digging handfuls of sodden clay from the bed of the stream, he smeared his wounds with clay to stem the bleeding. No one wound was life threatening, but he knew he�d lost a lot of blood and he could feel his strength waning.
More concerning was the remainder of the Mududa. He could hear their shouts as one by one they discovered the bodies of their fellow warriors.
Yet no more sounds of pursuit reached his ears. Only the shouts of discovery as others arrived at the battlefield.
While he tended his wounds, Likash recounted the battle in his mind. Totalled his kills, assessed his victories. One of the giant captors was gone, along with the whip man and thirteen warriors. That meant that there was still more than half the force left. Including one giant and the leader of the party who carried the nets.
A loud voice was issuing commands to the pursuers. He was instructing them to stay close to each other. To work as a team.
Likash listened to the leader give his commands with a sense of exasperation. The last thing he wanted was for someone to take control of the Mududa warriors� tendency to isolate themselves.
He�d already lost a pitched battle against them as a group. He could pick off individuals in small numbers, but against an organised group with nets he would lose every time.
No longer fit to run from his pursuers, he would have to find a way to either hide or to isolate the Mududa into manageable numbers. Hiding was not his way: he was a fighter, the pride of his King�s army, not some child who cowered behind his mother�s legs. The decision was made. He would fight on until he won or died.
The only weapon he had left was the whip, and while he�d scored a kill and a maiming with it, he knew that it was designed to inflict pain rather than death. He�d been lucky his strikes had done the damage they had. Plus its noise would betray any attempt at a stealthy kill.
Foraging in the stream, he found a pair of fist-sized stones. Carrying one in each hand he circled around until he was behind the Mududa warriors. Each step was taken with care as he approached his quarry. Stealth was his friend. Surprise his assistant.
Creeping up behind two stragglers, Likash swung his left hand down onto the head of the nearest man. The sullen thud of a skull cracking alerted the other straggler. A shout escaped his lips.
Retrieving a club from his latest victim, Likash silenced the shouter with a blow to the temple.
The pack of hunters was now running his way, weapons readied. Using his good left arm Likash threw his last stone into the mess of running bodies before haring into the undergrowth with the club gripped in his fist.
With his latest assault eliminating another two enemies, Likash figured that he had killed or incapacitated half of the Mududa force.
Blood was seeping through the clay on his many wounds as the Mududa chased him. Encountering a steep ravine in the forest, Likash barrelled downhill with the chasing pack mere paces behind him.
Staying upright was a constant struggle for Likash, as his legs could not match the forward momentum of his upper body. Dodging roots and branches as he descended, Likash slung his near useless right arm around the bole of a young tree.
His impetus was reversed as he spun around the tree to face his pursuers. Several had passed him before realising his trick.
His swinging club greeted the remainder. Faces smashed and limbs broke under the fury of his swings. Cries wailed out from those whose bones were broken. Others lay silent.
Now Likash had the high ground. The remaining Mududa, including the other giant and the leader were several paces below him. Watching with caution. None prepared to lead a counter-attack.
The leader snapped a command. The Mududa fanned out into a crescent, with the leader and the giant at the centre. Step by step they advanced back up the incline.
Likash grabbed a knife for his right hand, the club held firm in his left. Turning his head he used his one good eye to observe the remaining ten Mududa.
The leader�s eyes narrowed as he assessed Likash�s injuries. Commands spilled from his lips as he directed the attack.
Likash moved across the incline to prevent himself becoming encircled. The Mududa matched his movement. Advancing upwards. Fanning around him.
The leader pulled two nets from around his waist and handed them along the line until they were in the hands of the outer markers.
Likash realised the leader�s plan. When the attack came, it would come from the flanks. With his left eye unseeing and his right arm effectively useless, the Mududa would use his injuries against him.
Seizing the initiative, Likash used a tree as a launch pad and propelled himself far to his right.
Taken aback by the sudden movement, the man he was charging at swung the net too low and too late to trouble Likash.
Bounding over the net, Likash swung his club just once, killing the man with a blow to the temple.
Snatching the net, Likash threw it at the next attacker in line. Too high. The man ducked under it, only for Likash�s club to land on the back of his skull.
The other Mududa backed away. Shouted threats from the leader halted their retreat but could not inspire an advance.
The giant was the one to push forward, the leader at his side.
Knowing that the other men would run if he could defeat this pair, Likash set off to meet them. Three paces from them, he dropped to the ground using his momentum to carry him downhill.
Likash�s knees were on his chest for an instant before they shot out and planted his heels into the groin of the lumbering giant. The force of the blow lifted the giant from his feet and sent him tumbling downhill.
Arresting his momentum, Likash used the butt of his club to pummel the leader�s feet. As the leader danced away, the knife in Likash�s right hand slashed at the tendons in his knees and ankles. The leader fell to the ground, his screams reverberating around the forest.
Leaving the leader, Likash went after the giant, who was leaning against a tree with both hands clasping his groin.
Cracking a defensive elbow with his first swing, Likash moved closer to finish the brute, when the giant struck back with a massive gnarled fist.
Likash�s vision swam as the giant went to repeat the blow. Likash knew another blow like that would finish him as a fighter, so he dropped to his knees below the punch and swung his club towards the giant�s shins.
A bovine roar accompanied the brute�s fall, only for Likash to silence him with a slash of the knife.
Scampering up the hill, he caught up with the retreating pack and set to work with club and knife. Six men fell at his feet. A seventh stood four paces away.
Facing the lone remaining Mududa warrior, Likash saw no fight. No bravery. Instead he saw cowardice. Fear.
Now he could scream. A blood-flecked roar gurgled from his mutilated tongue.
The Mududa in front of him took flight.
Likash let him go. He had no appetite for another chase. No hunger for further punishment. Let this man escape. If he dared to return a failure, he would tell the Mududa Lord of Likash�s triumph by his sole presence.
Using his club, he extinguished life from any Mududa who still breathed before setting off for home.
Likash looked forward to telling his King of the fight. Another wife or two would be his reward. War may even be declared. That would signal a rise in his tribal standing.
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97 WAYS TO DIE IN ISTANBUL By Paul Grzegorzek

Steam from the tea on the table in front of me curled upward in lazy spirals, joining the swirling cigarette smoke that hung, haze-like below the awning that shielded us from the merciless midday sun.
The other tables outside the caf� were crowded with men sheltering from the heat, drinking tea, smoking, playing draughts and backgammon while the noise of their conversation punctuated the gloom like the buzzing of angry wasps.
Raising the glass to my lips, I took a sip of the hot tea, the bitterness eased with a hint of cinnamon.
I said nothing as I studied the man opposite me. It appeared that he had woken up that morning and decided to adhere as closely as he could to the stereotype of a traditional middle-aged Turkish man.
One of the first things that had surprised me about Turkey was the sheer number of different skin tones and hair colours of its native peoples. I'd always thought of the Turks as dark haired and wiry with naturally tanned skin, but it was just as common to see red or blonde hair, blue and green eyes, and skin so fair that it burned just looking at the sun.
Not so Erkhan Cosar. He was in his mid-forties, his thick dark hair greased back and speckled with gray. Several days worth of stubble surrounded a black moustache so thick that it seemed to take on a life of its own.
He wore a dark blue shirt with alternating bands of colour shot through it, red, yellow, orange and green, the shirt trying and failing to cover the dirty white vest from behind which sprouted a forest of chest hair.
Taking a long drag of his cigarette, he breathed out a plume of smoke that hit my face like a slap.
"So, Mr Price," he said in horrifically accented English, his R's rolling the words to the edge of understanding, "you wish to make a purchase, eh?"
I nodded, the small movement enough to send fresh rivers of sweat down my already soaked back.
"That's correct. I believe my colleague has already detailed to you exactly what I need?"
Erkhan raised his hands, palms up and shrugged.
"He was not exactly clear, no. And we did not discuss price."
I held back a smile. Every piece of business I'd ever done in Turkey was vague and slightly confusing until a price was agreed. Once that was done, the vagueness would disappear with startling speed and you'd find yourself on the sharp end of proper Turkish efficiency.
I took another sip of tea, and glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to overhear our conversation.
"I need a pistol, 9mm. Minimum of fifteen rounds per clip, seventeen would be better. Also a silencer, new. I don't want to find it getting loud on me after a few shots. Three extra magazines and one hundred rounds."
Erkhan leaned back and looked at me appraisingly. I knew that he would be desperate to find out why I needed the weapon. If there's one thing Turkish men love more than drinking tea and playing backgammon, it's gossip.
"That won't be cheap," he said with a feral smile, testing the water.
I shrugged. "Money isn't the problem, so long as the price is fair. Time is. I've been assured that you're the man to see if I need exotic goods quickly. If that isn't the case�"
I let the sentence hang and pulled out my wallet to pay for the tea, making sure that he could see the fat wodge of Turkish Lira and US dollars within.
Erkhan sighed and stubbed his cigarette out, the rickety wooden table wobbling as he stabbed the butt into the ashtray several times.
"You English," he said mournfully, "are pitifully bad when it comes to the formalities of haggling. I can get what you need right away. It will cost you," he paused while he worked out how much he could overcharge me by, "two thousand Lira."
I did a quick calculation in my head. Two thousand Lira was about �700. Cheap for the UK but horrendously expensive for Istanbul, where you could buy an AK47 for less than a thousand pounds.
"I'll give you the equivalent of fifteen hundred in US dollars," I offered.
He squinted up at the awning while his lips moved silently, then he grinned and nodded, leaning forward to shake my hand before I could change my mind.
"Done. Come with me." He dropped a five Lira note to pay for the tea, then led me out into the narrow, brick paved street. The sun hit me like a napalm strike, every inch of me too hot in the space of one burning breath.
Fishing my shades out of my shirt pocket I followed my guide through a maze of twisting streets, stepping around men with carts, shouting out the eclectic items they had for sale, from televisions to fresh fruit, and one man even selling fish from a rapidly melting pile of ice in the centre of his cart.
Women in full Burkas rubbed shoulders with teenage girls in miniskirts and crop tops, while young men with carefully styled hair and designer clothes swaggered past, silver and gold flashing at throat and wrist.
We'd only gone two streets when I picked up the tail. Two men, one in his forties with a tweed jacket over a pale yellow shirt, the other a young man with a thin fake-leather jacket, skinny jeans and a pair of oversize shades that made him easy to spot in the reflection from shop windows and cars.
Their wearing jackets in the heat wasn't particularly unusual, plenty of men here did. What gave them away was the way the older man kept his left arm stiffly pressed against his side to secure something beneath his jacket, and the way the younger man's right hand kept drifting into his jacket so that his fingers could brush something reassuringly.
Another five streets later I realised we were travelling in a wide circle. I wasn't particularly concerned. I had no doubt the men were Erkhan's, his occasional casual glances in their direction was enough to prove that, and they were most likely there to make sure I had no one following as well, in case I decided to rob them.
A call to prayer rang out from a nearby mosque, the plaintive sound echoing through the streets as I stepped aside to let a sleek black BMW pass as it navigated the tiny, pedestrian filled road.
"Just one more street," Erkhan said over his shoulder, turning to the right and leading me into a shaded road, the buildings to either side tenement blocks that blotted out the sun.
The buildings here were in poor repair, the paint peeling around cracks that ran through the outer walls from top to bottom. Halfway down the street, two men lounged against the wall on either side of the dim entrance to an alleyway. They glanced up as we approached and the nearest one came lazily to something that resembled attention.
He nodded at Erkhan and gave me a long look from behind his shades. Both he and his colleague wore light jackets, the bulky outlines of their weapons easy to see underneath.
The standing man leaned over and whispered something to Erkhan, who whispered back furiously, then shrugged. The conversation went on for perhaps thirty seconds, then abruptly Erkhan waved at me to follow and turned into the alleyway. It was wide enough for four men to walk in a line, with several doors on either side and a short flight of stairs at the far end that led up to a black metal gate.
It was to this that he led us, and it was only when I waited while he unlocked the gate that the skin between my shoulder blades began to prickle.
There was almost no sound in the alley, the cries of the hawkers in the next street muted by the thick stone walls, and the screeching of metal as the gate drew back was shockingly loud.
Behind the gate was a door, which Erkhan opened with a key, leading me into a hallway where we both stooped to remove our shoes. Once that was done, he showed me to the salon and waved towards one of the three plush red sofas that sat in three sides of a square around a small black coffee table.
"Please, wait while I get your goods," he said with a smile, and I sat back and waited, the itchy feeling now gone but a bubble of worry in my gut taking its place. Everything had seemed fine until we'd reached the alleyway, what had changed?
Could the man on the gate have said something to concern him? That was the only thing I could think of, and breaking all protocol I went back into the hallway and put my shoes back on before returning to the sofa and sitting once more.
If things went south I didn't want to be running through the streets of Istanbul in my socks, particularly not with armed men chasing me.
After five long minutes, Erkhan returned with a large box, which he placed on the table in front of me. Opening it, he gestured to the contents and stepped back with a smile on his face.
"Please, have a look and tell me if you are happy," he said as I leaned forwards and began to take out the items within.
First came a Sig P226. A fantastically reliable pistol, if a little tricky to master. Then came three magazines, a box of one hundred 9mm rounds and a silencer. Best of all, there was a shoulder holster cut so that it would fit a silenced weapon, tooled leather with two spare clip holders that sat under the right arm with the pistol worn on the left side.
I fed rounds into one of the clips and slapped it into the weapon. Pulling the slide back, I saw that the serial numbers had been filed flat. A round fed into the chamber and I screwed the silencer on before slipping the whole thing into the holster and sliding the leather on over my shirt to check the fit.
"Perfect," I said with a smile, pulling out my wallet and counting out the dollars as promised. Erkhan scooped them up with an answering smile.
"Thank you Mr Price." He held out a thin jacket, white cotton that was only a little stained. "I suggest you wear this to hide your purchase."
I nodded my thanks and put it on. It was a little baggy but that's no bad thing when you're trying to conceal a weapon. His eyes flicked down to my feet as I stood and I knew he's seen the shoes. He said nothing, instead waving me out of the front door and closing the door to leave me alone in the alley.
Well, almost alone.
The two men who had been following us stepped out of a doorway on my left as I passed, halfway to the alley's mouth. I nodded at them but they said nothing, just watched.
I'd almost reached the entrance when the men outside swung in, a wall of muscle and moustache that looked impossible to breach.
Turning back, I saw Erkhan walking down his steps, a large revolver clenched in his right hand. Even from this distance I could see that his hands were shaking and I realised that for whatever reason this was happening, he'd been too scared to try it without backup.
"OK, Erkhan, what is this?" I asked, head cocked slightly to one side as I listened for movement behind me.
He shrugged and smiled apologetically. "This is what you would call an ambush, I think," he said, then snapped out a command in Turkish. I spun around at a sound behind me and saw the two guards from the entrance had stepped into the alleyway itself, one pulling a 9mm pistol, the other drawing an MP5K submachine gun on a short sling from under his jacket.
Turning back, I saw Erkhan stop about twenty feet away, his other two men about ten feet closer and sporting the pistols they'd tried so hard to hide on the streets.
"Why Erkhan?" I said, my heart in my throat. I'd been in worse situations, but not many and not often. Five men in a small space versus myself with a weapon I'd never fired before. I was surprised that it had even gotten that far, why not just kill me before we'd reached the house?
Erkhan shrugged and walked closer, still careful to keep his men positioned between us.
"Nihat told me when we arrived that he'd found out something interesting about you, Mr Price. You see, I never enter into a business deal with anyone unless I know a little about them. You, I found out plenty about and it all seemed, uh, tiptop, do you say? But then one of Nihat's friends called him and said that you are in Istanbul to kill some people who are very important to my business, and I'm afraid I can't have that. Now, you and I are both businessmen, of a sort. Do you think we can come to some arrangement, or do I have to tell my men to pull the trigger?"
I shook my head slowly. Someone, somewhere had talked, and if I ever got out of this alive then I would find out who if it took me the rest of my life. Only half a dozen people knew why I was here, and I trusted all of them implicitly. Should one of them have sold me out, I was in very hot water indeed.
"Look, Erkhan, if you'd said something before, we wouldn't have needed to let it come to this," I said, stalling for time. No, because I would have snapped your neck like a twig the second you told me your suspicions.
Erkhan shook his head. "I'm sorry Mr Price, but actions speak louder than words. Had we but spoken, how could I have guaranteed my own safety? And besides, those same people have offered me a lot of money if I deliver your body to them."
I wondered why he was still talking. If he was going to jump me then he should have done it by now. It wasn't until I saw his eyes flicker over my shoulder that it made sense. A gunshot, even in this part of Istanbul, would draw the police like flies to a corpse.
I spun, my right arm flashing up to block the knife that Nihat was plunging towards my back. He grunted in surprise but recovered quickly enough to throw an elbow into my temple, sending me reeling as the others closed in.
I slammed into the wall, my vision blurring as all four of Erkhan's toughs approached me, guns now hidden in favour of knives and in one case a particularly nasty looking butcher's hook.
"There are 97 ways to die in Istanbul, Mr Price," Erkhan called over their shoulders, "as the saying goes, and 95 of them are stupidity. I'm truly sorry, I hate to spoil a business deal by killing the customer, but as I'll get the goods back when this is over then technically, I suppose, this wasn't business at all, so I'm OK."
I saw his smile as the thought occurred to him, and had a second to shake my head in wonder that Erkhan could be so concerned with the morality of business while watching a man get stabbed to death on his orders.
I reached for the pistol even as the first man closed in, knife flashing low in a disemboweling cut. My foot lashed out, cracking into his hand. He howled and pulled back, knocking into the man next to him.
Seeing a gap in the circle, I charged that way, ducking a vicious swing from the hook. The man I'd kicked, however, saw what I was doing and threw his knife left handed. It was a bad throw, but close enough to make me duck back to avoid the blade.
As I ducked, Nihat leapt the remaining distance between us and landed on my back, driving me to my knees. His knife flashed in reflected sunlight from one of the windows high above as he plunged it over my shoulder and towards my throat.
I threw my head backwards in a savage headbutt, catching his chin with the top of my head. I saw stars for the second time in less than a minute as pain lanced through my skull, but Nihat gave out a high pitched, bubbling scream and as I twisted to avoid the knife I saw that he had bitten through his tongue, blood spurting out as he released his grip and staggered backwards, knife dropped and forgotten.
Scooping it up I rolled forwards, coming up to my feet and spinning just in time to block another knife. Steel rang on steel as the blades met, his tiny darting lunges being stopped by my blade as I backed away, looking for a position where they could only come at me one at a time.
The man I was fighting was good, a proper knife fighter. He kept pushing at me, seeking a hole in my defenses that would allow his blade to slip through, one of the quick lunges slicing the arteries in my throat, thumb or thigh.
The others hung back, seemingly happy to let the man do his work, and he grinned from beneath his moustache as he launched a blistering series of strikes that my eye could barely follow. His blade licked out, cutting my shoulder, my wrist, my waist. I could feel hot blood trickling down my body and I knew that he was going to win, knew that I was going to die here, in an alleyway in Istanbul, because I'd been stupid enough to believe that no one would sell me out.
And then he slipped. Only for a second, but it was enough. Stepping inside his guard, I brought my blade up and buried it in his throat, staring into his eyes as understanding, then fear, then acceptance, flashed through them before they glazed.
Pushing him back towards the remaining two, I reached under my jacket and pulled out the pistol.
Without so much as a glance back, they ran, leaving me in the alleyway with Nihat, who was on his knees with both hands covering his mouth, and Erkhan, who stood, gaping like a fish while I stalked towards him, pistol in his hand forgotten.
"There are 97 ways to die in Istanbul, Erkhan," I said with a feral smile, "and number 96 is trying to kill me and failing."
Time slowed as I pulled the trigger, the empty click sounding wrong as it failed to fire.
I pulled again, the same empty click punctuating the sentence forming in my head. Fuck, fuck, fuck, he took the fucking firing pin out before he sold me the gun.
Erkhan grinned and raised his own pistol, knowing I was too far away to do anything, having dropped the knife to pull my pistol.
Left with nothing else to do as the barrel snapped up, his finger whitening on the trigger, I threw my pistol underhand, watching it desperately as it spun in lazy circles towards Erkhan.
Two things happened at the same time.
The first was a flash, a thunderclap and the hot, searing agony of a bullet tearing through the flesh of my upper arm. I staggered backwards and sideways, knocked off balance by the force of the round as it took part of my arm on its onward journey.
The second was my pistol, thrown in desperation, spinning straight into Erkhan's face, the heavy butt smashing his nose flat as he screamed with the pain.
Pushing my own pain to one side, I charged the distance between us and grabbed Erkhan's right hand as it went to his broken face, snapping his finger with a loud crack as I wrenched the pistol free and placed the muzzle against his stomach, burying the tip of the barrel in layers of fat.
I pulled the trigger twice, the rounds tearing through him as I angled them upwards, tearing through flesh, bone and organs before exiting at crazy angles.
Erkhan stumbled backwards, ending up sitting on the top step with a bemused expression on his face before he slumped sideways, the light going out of his eyes.
Dropping the pistol, I scooped up my own. A firing pin would be a lot easier to get than a new pistol, that was for sure.
I stumbled over to Nihat and grabbed him by the collar, jerking him to his feet.
"You and I," I said in flawless Turkish, "are going to have a little chat about the friend who told you about me. And if I don't like the answers I'm getting, I can assure you that you will know it. Are we clear?"
Nihat nodded as I pushed him out into the harsh sunlight. Sirens were already echoing from the walls of the tiny, twisting streets as we took turns at random, disappearing into the maze of alleyways in the city where, apparently, there were 97 ways to die.
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IT�S NOIR OR NEVER by Absolutely*Kate

She pounded a Smith-Corona like she pummeled bums in dark alleys that took her for a pretty pushover. She wrote in the shadows of the night. Just about every night. With hard booze and soft jazz. She swore she channeled Chandler best that way. And Fitzgerald. She even got snarky smirks from the Algonquin Club�s Dorothy Parker. Hail, Hail! Gang�s all here. She listened soft. She learned hard.
�In writing a novel, when in doubt, have two guys come through the door with guns.�

That was Chandler. Whispers wisecracked between them. She dubbed him �Uncle Raymond�. They were so used to each other they kept the same scrawled crime-methodology notebooks. Knew what side dice should roll in a fixed craps game, the slickest way to pickpocket a rube just off the Greyhound from Poughkeepsie, Charleroi or Kalamazoo. It was Chandler who usually led off. Took her tenacity of subconscious thought down tough trails traipsing behind hardcore hoodlum minds. The hoodlums they sent her looking for. Nelle always found her man � the one she went looking for. With some of �em, she lingered lovin� � hot whispers, sultry interludes, sassy entendr�s � before turning them in. Others, she shot in places where they�d still be good for something after she learned �em her lesson.
Clich� aside, they could run, but damn well couldn�t hide. Not too long � not with her working theory that collective thought delving into evil of an evil mind could decipher how dangerous criminals jacked up their crummy crimes in the first place.
Her name? It was her notoriety. Off the Bay where Atlantic zephyrs blew in, she was hailed as Nelle, Nelle Callahan� more precisely, DETECTIVENELLE CALLAHAN, if you angled your eyeballs, squinted your peepers, and read backwards black-painted, gold-edged serif letters through frosted transom glass over her splintered mahogany door. She didn�t care much if her door was splintered. She just liked that it was mahogany and could take a bullet. Nelle Callahan believed in things around her staying solid. She trained her mind same way. Hard. Resilient. True. Taking no guff � no way, no how.
With the help of her author-posse-of-minds in the night, Nelle garnered insight past where mere motives went to slosh back a good Jack D. Razor senses honed crime-profiling like the trigger finger of her reliable Colt 45. On target. She taught herself to freeze-frame pulse-pounding action intuitively. Play the scene over same time it�s going on.Watch where danger heats. Site your adversary�s mistakes. Make them make their dumber move first. Then put the world out of miseries they instigated. Insight-Action. Shimmied Nelle Callahan perspicaciously over, around and safe to sidelines of maniacal madness. Propelled her past what turned connivers and creeps� desperations to dastardly danger.
To comprehend �crime-in-the-mind�, was the go-to of Nelle�s know-how. The keen noggin under long, loose auburn waves knew when to stop them in their tracks, cut them off at their pass� or needle them to flub up asinine mistakes. All served to tighten numbskulls� nooses.

***

Nelle Callahan�s sturdy mahogany door � pummeled from the corridor by the double-impact of two hefty hurling bodies bent on bad intentions � surged open. Crunch and crash collided with the olive green metal file cabinet she knew was way too close to the door � but hell, who had time to move furniture? The two surging hurlers battering Nelle�s mahogany had a gun raised level from each grubby hand. The two guys� four guns made their one point more forcefully than her Smith-Corona. Got Nelle�s attention. She didn�t finish her paragraph.
�Wild West Show doesn�t roll into town for a month or so, boys,� Nelle deadpanned, shifting fingertips from F D S A and J K L;. She flexed ruby-tipped digits where her intruders could see �em. Smiled at the leering gunmen as if a light breeze had just rolled off the sea. A seabreeze she wished to face up to and linger within. If Nelle was a song, they�d call her The Breeze. She aimed serenity at the fuming armed duo. A sure shot. She pissed �em off to not wreaking the havoc their knuckleheads had primed them to wreak.
Nelle scrutinized. The two thunk her their passive prey. She drifted ruby manicure in serpentine motion down to a soft ladylike-looking clasp upon her skirted lap. Best way to charm snakes. Between folds of chocolate brown suede, best way to stroke her own trusty weapon. Likewise, she stroked their egos. Disgusting egos. She knew these bums. They were no sugar in anyone�s coffee, no cream rising desire. Their motive for busting open her mahogany? That Nelle didn�t know� Best to play �em.
�Why, if it isn�t the almost handsome Jasper Brattleboro and the brawny semi-brainiac Harvey Highwinds, darkening my doorstep, damaging my mahogany. Both lookin� pretty slick, what with oozy sweat puddling over my Aubusson.� She glanced at Highwinds, shorter, bristly brunt of the two. �That big word means �carpet�, Harv.� Nelle grinned wide. Wafted her left hand with a magician�s flourish toward the open window. �Not raining today, boys. What gives? Ya got something heavy on your minds letting loose all this liquid exertion? Makes an astute mind such as mine think you can�t even handle what you came here to muck up.� Using diversion, her right hand moved her Colt right where it might be most useful.
�Shut up Nelle,� snapped Brattleboro.
�Still the charmer-disarmer, I see, Jas,� continued Nelle. �You the brains of this swell break-in or just backing brawn?�
�Hold your wisecracks for pals who banter, Callahan,� Highwinds huffed. �We need a doc, and we need one now.�
�I got Johnson  & Johnson Band-Aids in my desk drawer here. What part of your pride�s wounded?� Nelle leaned to her right, reaching for a lower drawer�s brass handle.
Brattleboro jostled pistol and purpose. �Just keep your hands in your lap there, Nellie. Nobody gets hurt that way.�
Reflexively, Nelle�s hands centered back on the keys of the keyboard before her. Deft fingers curved, ready to pounce. Caramel eyes flashed challenge. �Aw geeeez, Jasper. Who the heck writes your material? Lemme give it a shot, will ya? Hunh? Will ya?�
�CAN IT NELLE! Can it!�
A bloody excuse of a hunched-over man hobbling from the hallway leaned sideways into Nelle�s doorjamb for balance, support or maybe bravado� Could be all three, Nelle conjectured, studying what was going on beneath his almost-stance. The guy commanded respect, despite his pitiful plight. That she gave him. Could�ve been the uniform. Could�ve been the ragged flesh hanging off his left arm and the torn burn hole encircling where she imagined his heart did its palpitations. Could�ve been the excuse that when they lived together, a long pack of springtimes ago, he always got his way. Wasn�t the way Nelle could bide livin� by. Why she got away.
�Woman, you gonna bloody up your manicured lily-whites to help us, or sit there smug, high and mighty?� rasped a gravelly voice from the past she�d never seen coming back at her. �We�ve got a bounty, an APB, a pissed off pack of troopers, a case of mistaken identity and what feels like Voodoo or Hoodoo cursing our lackluster heads.�
Adrenaline fluttered smack dab against something gone hot, sloppy and molten within. Definitely not lackluster. Nelle didn�t much like recounting �what-could�ve-beens� with the wrong man at the right time. Yet, she was ready. Three-to-one odds, but she was ready. Nelle Callahan was borne ready � turning adversity to advantage. She shot finesse ~
�I�m not sentimental � I�m as romantic as you are. The idea, you know, is that the sentimental person thinks things will last � the romantic person has a desperate confidence that they won�t.�
�Damn it to hell, Nelle! I�m half-dying on your doorstep, way I know you always wanted to ogle my tragic end. Yet here Miss Prissy-Literary-Ass sits! Spewing Scott Fitzgerald crap at me?� The hunched flesh now solely propped-up by how solid Nelle�s stalwart doorway was, lifted dark tousels of his hairy head. He roared as a lion past his prowl. Cost him effort. Lost him blood. The raging head leveled a gaze that scorched the narrow room across a broad, battered desktop into the only eyes that could strip his guard bare ass naked.
Ford Parker, professional hired gun hindrance aside, couldn�t live that way, and couldn�t live to let a woman that got under his skin, know about that way. That�s why he got away.
Parker raised his good right hand waist high. Pointed it toward his fierce gang. �This goes down as one of the most harebrained, dumb-ass, last-ditch, pitiful effort ideas you numbskulls ever thunk up. Bring me to Nelle�s.Yeah, right.� He spat. Directed his ugly spittle shot straight to a spot over the Aubusson they�d bought together. He knew she was still fond of it. He knew she wasn�t of him.
�Shit, come high-water, Highwinds, you�d be sunk. Bratt � take her out. She�s no help, no use, and on the wrong side of the law, anyhow. Ol� Sport Callahan�s duty-bound to bring us in. Kill her now for all I care � or don�t care.�
Whether inclined to follow orders, or just bad ass manners, Jasper Brattleboro immediately triggered one of his still raised guns. Nelle noted the sleek, but dated, black Browning automatic. Pistol that won�t cycle light loads. Friction piece and bronze ring are in the right places but won�t cycle far enough to kickout. Factoring in a messy guy like Brattleboro wouldn�t be all that fastidious about thorough cleanings, she had moment enough to heave her heftier weapon into trajectory�s aim. Bratt�s bullet met Nelle�s Smith-Corona, mid-air.
The crash underscored the broken space-bar angling between them. Nelle jeered �em more than she feared �em. With a cool, cocked rat-a-tat-return she open-fired dialogue, raised her Colt, held a bead on Brattelboro, kept an eye on Highwater, and tried her darnedest to ignore Parker. �Fellas, first typewriter giving way to the Smith-Corona fine line was built by L. C. Smith  & Brothers gun factory, purchased by Remington. Any weapon I use packs its purpose. Got that?�
Tipping them off-guard, she upped her rant�s ante. Skittered to her left, keeping broad, battered desk before her, between them. �Can it yourselves, crime-clowns. All three of your bedraggled posse. Didn�t say I wouldn�t help you, just indicated y�all totally disgust me. Now that�s two different factions of thought to factor. Put half-wit minds together and you�re still not part way to reckoning. G�ahead. Spit out what you came to say. I�ll hear you out. Just leave my Aubusson out of it!� Callahan studied each sweating or bleeding man. Lingered over give-aways which spoke volumes she�d not get direct from any spiel about to spill. �So what the hell d�you do? And who the heavens d�you do it to?�
Highwinds blew in first, glossing crime that made ugly lips drool as he told, �We raised a ruckus in N�awleans.� Chuckled. Dastardly chuckle. �Let�s just say we broke some figurines in a curio shop. Got uniformed southern boys and a voodoo mama madder than swamp gators gone hungry. Jasper and me hightailed North. Found Ford. The New York bomb though -
Brattleboro broke in, staged smooth as a rehearsed recital: �Fuck. Wasn�t us gone crazy like they said. Well sure, we�re crazy when we need to be, but we don�t go planting no bombs in no tunnels. And no matter how an act stinks, we don�t shoot up Radio City Music Hall. Too many fuckin� witnesses,� he sneered. �Still, we took heat. Wrong places, wrong times. Our shit luck, we�d been in vicinities when shit came down � er, blew up, as the case was made. Ford there, got burnt with the brunt of coppers� heat. They cornered us like dogs on 52nd Street � �
�Lemme fill her in now.�
A pause. Ford�s pause necessitated dramatic relating. Nelle figured that. How he got his points across. Elocution held attention. Ford had flair. Flair like that appealed to her until � another story, another time. Best focus now. See beyond illusion what these crumbums were trying to suck her into. Despite the pain he was pushing through, Parker wanted to deliver facts. Ford�s way. No pun � he was just a bullet-point kind of guy.
He surprised her. His lightening-flash mind evidently needed crib notes.
Ford Parker eased a brass button open with one gnarled finger. Unfastened the midnight-blue uniform pocket above where Nelle thought his heart might still flex palpitations. He tugged out a rectangle of shiny paper. Shook out a magazine page. It fell across his chest past the folds.
Nelle stopped him cold.
�Hold it there, Ford. Before you dangle recitation out loud, let�s call in a doc who�ll keep his silence about his smarts. That hole piercing you is close to leaking your innards. Whatta mess that�d be. Think about my Aubusson.� She hadn�t asked for permission, so she didn�t look for it. Lifted the black receiver at her side of the desk. One eye roved over three heavy breathers. One eye glanced at the phone. Her steady hand brandished gun. Her purposeful hand dialed. TUXEDO-4514.
She listened.
�Hey Uncle Nelson, it�s me. Glad you�re in town. I was expecting Aunt Wendy Mae picking up from the front office. Need a quick favour.� She paused, taking in a sharp fired rat-a-tat-tort shooting out the other end of the line. �What�s that? You knew? Ol� gang was holed up in town? Yep, sure as shootable, Ford an� his stunningly handsome henchman-gents.� Slowly, she shared her grin � nice and easy between three pairs of hard-focused eyes. Swiftly, she listened � tough and hard to what Doc Nelson was warning. His patter? Jagged. Fast. He knew time played on the listening-end before suspicions raised. Nelle gave outer grin over inside cringe. Damn. Two of these fellas were downright nasty. More�n she originally thought.
With amiable tolerance, as if wondering why the cookie jar lid was on the kitchen floor, she wafted feminine ease, �Sure. Right. But I�m hearing out their side of the story.� Another pause. �OK, thanks a million. See him soon as he hustles over. And Unc � let�s keep a lid on this.�
Nelle took a deep breath. Let it out somewhere above her solar plexus. Looked across at Ford, slumped now in her straight-back client chair � �Shoot.� Whipped her head round to Brattleboro. �Y�know what I mean wise-guy. Lower your tricky trigger finger in my office. Why don�t you guys cop a seat while you�re at it? We�ll have Ford patched up in an hour and � �
Impatiently, Parker flexed his magazine page so it crackled. Cleared his throat � so it didn�t. Took over, way he always did. Nelle caught a New Yorker byline as his voice began its beguine -
�On November 16, 1940, workers at the Consolidated Edison building on West Sixty-fourth Street in Manhattan found a homemade pipe bomb on a windowsill. Attached was a note: �Con Edison crooks, this is for you.� In September of 1941, a second bomb was found, on Nineteenth Street, just a few blocks from Con Edison�s headquarters, near Union Square. It had been left in the street, wrapped in a sock.
A few months later, the New York police received a letter promising to �bring the Con Edison to justice-they will pay for their dastardly deeds.� Sixteen other letters followed, between 1941 and 1946, all written in block letters, many repeating the phrase �dastardly deeds� and all signed with the initials �F.P.� 
In March, a third bomb-larger and more powerful than the others-was found on the lower level of Grand Central Terminal. The next was left in a phone booth at the New York Public Library. It exploded, as did one placed in a phone booth in Grand Central. The Mad Bomber-as he came to be known-struck ten more times, once in Radio City Music Hall, sending shrapnel throughout the audience. The city was in an uproar. The police were getting nowhere. In desperation, Inspector Howard Finney, of the New York City Police Department�s crime laboratory, and two plainclothesmen paid a visit to a psychiatrist by the name of James Brussel � �

�Jim!� Nelle�s voice recognized more than the ramification of false identification. Accusations more dead than alive.
�Yes indeedy Nelle. Brussel�s the only crime-profiler that has a mind sharp-as-a-whip as yours with solid successes under how he belts his buckle. Way I figgered, if he was pegging me for this New York transgression, it had a most problematic chance of sticking. Right or wrong. I roused up the boys, thinking a threesome could throw him off track. However, my gut knew only real challenge that could do any standing up to Brussel�s media indictments was � much as I hate to need anything from a woman � yours. So, Kid � Would you put together a body-of-proof testifying to proper agitated authorities I couldn�t be this Mad Bomber psycho they�re manhunting?
Outwardly, Nelle nodded she was hearing Parker out. Inwardly, Nelle listened. Listened to strangled screams, which came from two tortured women. Scarred women, viciously raped. Left for dead or headed-to-getting-there by Parker�s heinous henchmen.
Just as her surrogate uncle, Doc Nelson � former bootlegging partner of her deceased mother, Eastern seaboard�s daring Angel Towse � had informed her one of the New Orleans maimed ladies had lived and named names� he coolly counseled to play these three, stretch for time while he arranged to send over a keep-quiet medical man. One from the old bootlegging gang. One packed for pressure moments and how to break them in.
Indeed, Nelle kept cool. Kept undecipherable eyes pinned on Parker. Cringing inside though at vile sexual crimes against women was hot, hotter than -
Nelle put thoughts on hold to better to get hold of current situation. �There�s more to that article, right Ford? G�head. Read it out. Lemme get their facts straight �fore I figure how best to convey yours.� She plopped absorbed nonchalance to her chair. Pulled canary yellow pad closer to ruby red manicure. Poised her Parker fountain pen, smiling at the irony. Nodded him to read on.
Nelle Callahan wrote notes, though not pertaining to what Parker read. Should something happen to her in crossfire sure-as-shooting to ensue � (Smiled at puns popping, even at terse times) � she was going to identify two hard-core rapists who thought they�d outrun terrors they�d ravaged. She did. Signed. Dated. That would hold them up until justice caught up. Sometimes the most you can do is the least you can do.
Ford Parker�s articulate voice orated his pre-condemning article. Nelle had no idea how he got fingered for this, but it didn�t look good:
�Brussel was a Freudian. He lived on Twelfth Street, in the West Village, and smoked a pipe. In Mexico, early in his career, he had done counter-espionage work for the F.B.I. He wrote many books, including �Instant Shrink: How to Become an Expert Psychiatrist in Ten Easy Lessons.� 
Finney put a stack of documents on Brussel�s desk: photographs of unexploded bombs, pictures of devastation, photostats of F.P.�s neatly lettered missives.
�I didn�t miss the look in the two plainclothesmen�s eyes,� Brussel wrote in memoir-notes, �Casebook of a Crime Psychiatrist.� �I�d seen that look before, most often in the Army, on the faces of hard, old-line, field-grade officers who were sure this newfangled psychiatry business was all nonsense.�
He began to leaf through the case materials. For years, F.P. had been fixated on the notion that Con Ed had done him some terrible injustice. Clearly, he was clinically paranoid. But paranoia takes some time to develop. F.P. had been bombing since 1940, which suggested that he was now middle-aged. Brussel looked closely at the precise lettering of F.P.�s notes to the police. This was an orderly man. He would be cautious. His work record would be exemplary. Further, the language suggested some degree of education. But there was a stilted quality to the word choice and the phrasing. Con Edison was often referred to as �the Con Edison.� And who still used the expression �dastardly deeds�? F.P. seemed to be foreign-born. 
Brussel looked closer at the letters, and noticed that all the letters were perfect block capitals, except the �W�s. They were misshapen, like two �U�s. To Brussel�s eye, those �W�s looked like a pair of breasts. He flipped to the crime-scene descriptions. When F.P. planted his bombs in movie theatres, he would slit the underside of the seat with a knife and stuff his explosives into the upholstery. Didn�t that seem like a symbolic act of penetrating a woman, or castrating a man-or perhaps both? F.P. had probably never progressed beyond the Oedipal stage. He was unmarried, a loner. Living with a mother figure. Brussel made another leap. F.P. was a Slav. Just as the use of a garrote would have suggested someone of Mediterranean extraction, the bomb-knife combination struck him as Eastern European. Some of the letters had been posted from Westchester County, but F.P. wouldn�t have mailed the letters from his home town. Still, a number of cities in southwestern Connecticut had a large Slavic population. And didn�t you have to pass through Westchester to get to the city from Connecticut?
Brussel waited a moment, and then, in a scene to become legendary among criminal profilers, he made a prediction:
�One more thing.� I closed my eyes because I didn�t want to see their reaction. I saw the Bomber: impeccably neat, absolutely proper. A man who would avoid the newer styles of clothing until long custom had made them conservative. I saw him clearly-much more clearly than the facts really warranted. I knew I was letting my imagination get the better of me, but I couldn�t help it.
�One more thing,� I said, my eyes closed tight. �When you catch him-and I have no doubt you will-he�ll be wearing a double-breasted suit.�
�Jesus!� one of the detectives whispered.
�And it will be buttoned,� I said. I opened my eyes. Finney and his men were looking at each other.
�A double-breasted suit,� said the Inspector.
�Yes.�
�Buttoned.�
�Yes.�

�Fordham Paarch�zkov�,� Nelle interrupted, �you always dress to-the-nines. Like a dandy, you preen attention. You express literary flair. Why, you still keep your address as mama�s boy � �
�Like I said when I stumbled into your tacky office with the classy Aubusson � Can it, Nelle! What you know and what flatfoots swarming New York and New England have dug up is precisely that. My history�s my history and when delved through time, precedes me. But these event dates � particularly West 64th, Grand Central, Radio City � You�re my alibi, Babe. Got no grumbles with payin� electric bills either, both my mother�s and when holed up in a bonafide apartment, kinda like when we � �
�Can it yourself, comrade,� Nelle cut in. �Much as I hate to be the damsel coming to de-distress your distress, I�ll vouch what you need vouching for.� She paused, considering her former mentor. �Jim�s good though. He�s on to someone, somewhere. I think the boys-in-blue just read his call wrong.� She up-and-down eyeballed Ford�s chest, took note of dark splotches splotching splotchier than when he�d first struggled in. �So this explains the flashy vintage uniform look you�re sporting now, Ol� Sport? How�re you strutting official stuff now? Major? Lieutenant?�
Nelle�s laugh spiraled to cover sounds climbing the back staircase. �Forgive me if I don�t deliver a snappy salute.�

* * *

Doc Matty Heltone didn�t knock. No need to. Door was open. He came in with a raised shotgun and a battered black leather bag. Threw off Jasper Brattleboro and Harvey Highwater for just a split. Fast enough though, those boys were up. Rugged. Action-ready. Chairs toppled, but guns steady.
Ford Parker signaled his men to chill. �S�all right. Nelle did good. I�m real acquainted with Doc. Heltone�s seen plenty rough action himself. He�ll fix me up.� He peered at the grizzled force leaning in before him. Nodded recognition to knowing eyes that likewise roused places best not spoke of� �Doc.�
�Ford.� Matty Heltone was all business, it seemed. Gripped Parker�s shoulder. Ripped open splotched uniform fabric above his heart. Thought fast. Worked faster from what came out of his battered black leather bag. Stitches in time. Then a small brown bottle. �Going to apply astringent now, Parker. Gonna sting. But hell, you�ve felt worse.�
Parker grabbed at the bottle. �Whatcha got there, Doc?�
Heltone pulled it from the pained man�s reach, twisted off a small black cap. Poured liberally into Parker�s open wounds. �Settle down, tough guy. Styptic tonic of stinging nettle here. Coagulates blood. Iron absorption guards against anemia against all you�ve lost. From stains on Nelle�s Aubusson, I�d call that no short supply. You got prostrate problems, hell, we just fixed that up too.�
Harvey Highwater guffawed. �Imagine that. Ford Parker with manly malfunctions.� He hunkered down, curious at Doc�s side. �This bubble up like when Ma put peroxide on cuts? All white and foamy and � �
Parker gasped at overwhelming burning sensation. Clamped hand over heart. Doubled over. Doc Heltone spun sideways. Flung deep green sulphuric phosphorus to Harvey Highwater�s eyes. Highwater�s vision faltered. His hands clutched his face. Frantically. His revolvers dropped. Losing balance, so did Harv.
Jasper Brattleboro fired two guns at once. To Doc Heltone�s chest.
The battered black bag, doctored with metal-plate linings, raised in place in time. Diverted bullet one. Highwater�s fall took the next.
Nelle�s Colt shot low. Rage has no lowdown fury like a woman knowing how a man has raped:Titillation � Sexual advance � Violent disregard for passion of the moment having its way � Forcefully taking its way.Integrity ravaged in rape is worse than torture.There�s a shadow-side to crimes� but vile complacency to victimizing women by blaming allure. Brattleboro would do such no more. Nelle�s shot was sure. The detective shot the dick.

* * *

�There are two kinds of truth: the truth that lights the way and the truth that warms the heart� Neither is independent of the other or more important than the other.� 

That was Chandler too. Enlightened reflection. Lesson learned. Nelle pummeled her Smith-Corona, comprehending noir-candescent nights, where one mind takes another. How it packs for the journey.
Both short-sighted Harvey Highwater and emasculated Jasper Brattleboro took a journey. To the state of Louisiana. Extradited by none other than Detective Callahan�s proud pop on the Narragansett police force. Officer Patrick Callahan waiting in back wings on back stairs to give Matty Heltone time to not heal wounds. Guy was a pro.
Callahan shot in when guns did. �Justice, Kid?� he�d quipped to his daughter. Professional pride ranged as far as parental.
Naturally Ford Parker healed up. Doc Heltone�s a pro, y�know. No charges incurred from two New Orleans vicious rapes to a dapper man strolling streets of New York at time of the crime. No indictments either, once Detective Nelle Callahan provided testimony to Inspector Howard Finney�s NYC crime-laboratory.
Professional curiosity sparked Nelle to consult on the Mad Bomber case. Absolutely. Likewise, she wanted to see Jim Brussel taken seriously. Successful psychological crime-profiling leads insights past the shadows which rough up innocent folks on evil nights. Nelle knew illusions were never all they�re cracked up to be, but Insights? They fathom further gleanings.
She was gratified to read the following follow-up:
�George Metesky was arrested by police in connection with the New York City bombings. His name had been changed from Milauskas. He lived in Waterbury, Connecticut, with two older sisters. He was unmarried. He was unfailingly neat. He attended Mass regularly. He had been employed by Con Edison from 1929 to 1931, and claimed to have been injured on the job. When he opened the door to the police officers, he said, �I know why you fellows are here. You think I�m the Mad Bomber.� It was midnight, and he was in his pajamas. The police asked that he get dressed. When he returned, his hair was combed into a pompadour and his shoes were newly shined. He was also wearing a double-breasted suit-buttoned.�

* * *

Ford Parker met up with Nelle Callahan once more. In Newport, on a fine day in June, at the best little caf� between Bar Harbor and Key West � Zelda�s on Thames Street. Well yes, of course, he tried to kindle spark or spark kindle, pitch woo. My Nelle? She gave him the ol� 23-Skidoo. Sent him packin�. Recited a Dorothy Parker verse, is what I heard:
�By the time you swear you're his,
Shivering and sighing,
And he vows his passion is
Infinite, undying.
Lady make note of this -
One of you is lying.�

Zelda�s Caf� has entertaining history. Certainly entertained me. Nothin� like a day in June, eh? And isn�t my Nelle swell? Her moxie�s the cat�s meow.
Regaled one of the finest brick and brownstones ever built in Newport, Zelda�s was constructed in 1895 to be bustling brewery and liquor store. Function-designed, the roof slanted to collect water to cistern in the basement. Boosted brewery business, bountifully.
Did double-duty as a private function hall. Big shindigs there. I�ve been. My partner, Doc Aloysius Nelson � we called him �Doc� cause he could �fix things� � gambling-odds, horse races, rum-runnings, leaky faucets, even broken hearts. He never broke mine. What I did to his - Another story, another time. Anyhow, Doc told me his daddy drove Clydesdales loaned from the stables of mansions on Bellevue Ave. Delivered beer direct to the good folks of Newport. Now that�s caring for clientele! You see, proprietor Ernst Voight invented the tradition �Treating Customers Right�, even believed in giving good customers complimentary meals. Great business builds on the hallmark of gratifying worthies. I admit putting a thought into the present day pubkeeper�s mind. Our Nelle finished up her Oysters Rockefeller in style, gratis. Rockefeller? That too � another story another time.
Doc and I ran our operation there as the local speakeasy. Joint was hailed McGee�s Pub. Bootlegging grew and we set up our own place �cross the Bay ~ The Narragansett Social Club. Heard of it? Lordy, those were the days!
When McGee retired, the establishment got dubbed Caf� Zelda, after F. Scott Fitzgerald�s wife, darling of our roaring 20�s lifestyle. By Gatsby, doesn�t this story serve up its own on-the-house round of poetic justice?

* * *

My name? My notoriety too. They still hail me, I hear ~ �Charm  & Courage Bootlegger�. I like that, absolutely I do. I�m Angel Towse Callahan and by Gatsby and gumption, that�s another story too.

END
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PUSH By Kevin Michaels

�It�s your fault,� Ray screamed.
Archer wanted him to calm down and shut up. Nothing more than that.
�Put the gun down,� he said, trying to maintain his cool.
�Not until you lower yours.�
Archer shook his head. �Ain�t happening.�
�You acted like a cowboy and now they�re dead,� Ray said.
Archer kept his forty-five leveled at Ray. The throbbing pain in his shoulder made it impossible to steady his aim. He felt blood soaking through the shirt, warm and wet against his skin, and wanted desperately to rip off the jacket for a closer look but he couldn�t risk it.
Ray was a loose cannon. No telling what he would do.
�Listen to me,� Archer said. �Right now we�ve got to stay cool.�
�Don�t tell me to stay cool,� Ray said. �If you had been cool back there, none of this would have happened.�
Archer shook his head slowly but his stare never left Ray.
Things were fucked up and getting worse.
Time was slipping away. They had to switch cars, dump guns, and change clothes � not waste minutes arguing like a couple of bitches. Too many things had gone wrong. Porter was dead. Their getaway plans had fallen apart. The Atlantic City cops were close behind. Archer�s face and hands were splattered with blood; he wasn�t sure how much was Porter�s or somebody else�s but it wouldn�t make a difference to the cops once they looked inside the Pontiac. No way to explain the blood soaked interior, the cash in the back seat, or the guns they had pointed at each other. At least no way that made sense.
�Just take a deep breath and relax,� he said. �What we got to do now is stay calm and stick to the plan.�
�The plan didn�t call for anybody getting shot,� Ray fired back.
�Porter got sloppy,� Archer said, �and careless.�
Ray shook his head. �He got shot because you took too much time inside. You�re the reason Porter�s dead.�
There was no use arguing.
Everything had fallen apart in an instant. Archer still remembered Porter�s throat exploding with blood and the bits of flesh that sprayed everywhere. Remembered the explosion of his own forty-five, Ray�s screams filling his ears while the guard emptied his gun, and the acrid smell of smoke and gunpowder. Felt the bullet ripping into his shoulder. And the way his hand trembled just before he fired a bullet into the back of the guard�s head.
But none of that mattered.
�Cops gonna� find us if we stay here much longer,� he said. �Got to dump this car. Do it the way we planned.�
�Shut up,� Ray snapped, pushing two fingers against his temple to squeeze away the pain. �Shut up and let me think.�
�We don�t have time to talk and we ain�t got time to think!�
Ray turned, bracing his back against the car door and wiping the sweat off his face. His finger was wrapped around the trigger of the thirty-eight pointed at Archer.
Archer took a deep breath.
He could have used a smoke � something to calm his nerves, but he didn�t want to reach for the pack of Camels inside the Pontiac�s glove compartment � didn�t want to do anything to make Ray twitch.
He met Ray�s stare, looking for something to save his ass before things got worse.

* * *

Porter sat back in his chair, edgy and tense with a forty-five tucked in his pocket and a cigarette between his fingers. The morning sun was hot � there wasn�t much of a breeze to cool the sweat inching down his face. He eyed the cop walking the Boardwalk. When he finally turned down Baltic Avenue and disappeared, Porter slowly let out a breath.
�What do you want?� he asked.
�Go for a beer right now,� Ray said.
Porter stared at him. �It�s eight o�clock. Nobody�s gonna� serve you beer.�
�It�s so damn hot,� Ray grumbled, opening his jacket and pulling the tee shirt out of his pants. He pushed up his sleeves and shook the long blond hair out of his eyes. �Who would�ve thought it could get this hot in October.�
Porter stubbed out his cigarette and stared at the ocean.
�Couple of beers would cool us off, huh?�
�Get yourself a cup of coffee,� Porter said. �You can have a beer later.�
They were outdoors at a small caf� in the shadows of the Tropicana. An old guy in a grease-stained shirt worked the counter and a twenty-something blonde handled the tables. No other customers. The Atlantic City boardwalk was barren and bleak, littered with plastic bottles, papers, and scraps of trash. A handful of senior citizens drifted in and out of the casinos while vagrants ripped through trash cans and a jogger started his morning run.
�Two coffees,� Ray called.
The waitress brought their coffee in large Styrofoam cups along with a handful of creamer containers and sugar packets, cracking her gum as she turned away.
Ray watched the waves pounding the beach. The October surf was strong and the waves broke hard, hammering the sand with each advance.
�There�s so much power in the ocean,� he said, stirring little drops of cream into the cup. �How it pulls out to sea like that then slams back.�
Porter shrugged and sipped his coffee. �I never noticed.�
�You don�t see things like that,� Ray said.
�Because it don�t matter,� Porter said. �I don�t go through life, watching the tide. It�s not important to me.�
�That�s for sure,� Ray said.
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�Means you�re always preoccupied with something more important instead of seeing the things right in front of you,� he said. �Always thinking about the next job or planning the next score. Miss out on a lot that way.�
�If you don�t plan the next score, you won�t ever get ahead,� Porter said. �That other shit ain�t important.�
�Maybe to you.�
�Cut it out.�
�You started,� Ray said with a pout.
Porter sighed and leaned back, squinting in the bright sunlight before slipping on his Wayfarers.
Ray blinked away the sweat streaking his forehead and smiled when the waitress returned with two menus. �Coffee�s good.�
�Knew it would be the right choice,� Porter said. �You hungry?�
�Never hurts to look.�
Porter�s tone changed slightly as he pushed away the menu and leaned forward, his elbows digging into the table. �You clear on this?�
Ray didn�t say anything and Porter felt the small hairs on the back of his neck bristle. The silence was telling.
�We�ll be in and out in no time,� Porter said.
�What�ll we do afterwards?�
�Just like we planned,� Porter said. �In and out, then we split up while you and Archer trade cars. We�ll meet back in the room once we�re done.�
Ray crossed his arms. �What if something goes wrong?�
�Ain�t nothing going wrong,� Porter said.
Ray stirred his coffee as sea gulls circled overhead. �And you think we can pull this off?�
�I know we can,� Porter said, nodding and smiling. �Nothing to worry about.�
�Next you�re gonna tell me it�s an easy score.�
�No such thing as an easy score. You ever hear me say that?� Porter asked.
Once again Ray turned away. �But what if something goes wrong? Something happens we didn�t anticipate?�
Porter shook his head and his attitude hardened.
�Don�t think too much,� he said. �You stay cool and focused and it�ll be fine. Do this right and you won�t even need to show your thirty-eight.�
�Then what�s the point of carrying it?�
�We went over this a million times,� Porter said, his voice rising. �You�re on the outside. The outside guy is the lookout. You don�t need to pull your gun.�
�No reason to pull your gun if you don�t have to,� Porter added as an edge crept back in his voice. �Shit like that increases the odds of something going wrong.�
�And once we do this job, we can get out of here?�
Porter smiled. �We do this score and we�re gone,� he said. �Get on the Turnpike and head anywhere you like.�
�As long as it�s warm. I don�t want to be up here for the winter,� Ray said. �Really don�t like the cold.�
�Any place you want,� Porter said again, reaching for the pack of Camels.
�Maybe California,� Ray said. �Got a sister out there I haven�t seen in years.�
�That�s okay by me,� Porter said.
Ray walked to the railing at the edge of the boardwalk.
�We can have it all,� Porter said. �Anything we want.�
�Just don�t want to lose,� Ray replied. �Every time I think I�m winning it�s just one more thing to lose. Something else they take away that I can�t get back.�
Porter got to his feet, reaching out a hand. �You got to stop thinking that way. It�s different this time.�
�It�s always different,� Ray snapped, turning a shoulder. After a long silence he asked, �Okay if I get more coffee?�
�We got time.�
They went back to the table and sat. Ray stared at the ocean while Porter looked for clues in his expression. He struggled for something to say but came up with nothing, so he let the moment drift away and sipped his coffee instead.
Ray leaned back in his chair and sighed, laying his hands across the table and tapping his fingers on the menu while the waitress refilled their coffee.
Ray smiled brightly to thank her.
Porter reached into his jacket and felt the forty-five. The weight of the gun pulled on his jacket and he buttoned up, distributing the weight evenly to minimize the bulge. He could feel the ski mask inside the other pocket and tried smoothing out the wrinkles. His tee shirt was moist and damp, and he wiped the sweat from his face with one of the paper napkins.
�You okay now?� he asked.
�Better,� Ray nodded. �Maybe we got enough time, we can hit the slots again. Kill a little time?�
The gun was comfortable in his hand and Porter liked the way his finger felt against the trigger.
�Sure. Why not?�
�Good,� Ray smiled as he reached for his coffee cup. �I�d like that.�
�It�s gonna be okay,� Porter told him again. �Nothing to worry about.�

* * *

On the last morning he would ever know, Jimmy Waters hit the snooze button too many times until he woke in a late-for-work panic. His boss was a no-nonsense company prick. Everything was important � from the black polish on his shoes to the way each guard uniform was pressed to the creases in their pants. An ex-state trooper who forgot sometimes he was running Boardwalk Hall�s security detail � not pulling guard duty for the Governor. Waters had been late three times this month and was out of excuses � this time the guy would be all over his ass, especially with the concert that night.
Waters had covered for somebody the night before, picking up his shift so the guy could celebrate his wedding anniversary.
He made it to the shower, thinking that marriage was still one big pain in the ass. Nothing good about it for anybody.
The hot spray brought him back and Waters remembered his own anniversary a year earlier. It had been a romantic dinner, a long walk on the boardwalk holding hands and talking quietly, then slow dancing at one of the clubs off Pacific Avenue. He remembered the scent of Angel on Donna�s neck and the way her hair smelled when she buried her face in his shoulder while they danced. Like they were the only two people and nothing else mattered.
Like their love was so strong it would last forever.
Didn�t last another month.
All he had now were angry texts, late night messages, and letters from lawyers. His mailbox bulged with envelopes filled with motions or interrogatories demanding answers he didn�t know. Or letters from lawyers wanting money he didn�t have, for fees he couldn�t afford. Once Waters believed he would love Donna deeply and forever.
Now he felt only anger, bitterness, and betrayal that left an emptiness in his chest and a hole in his wallet.
Love wasn�t all it was cracked up to be.
Waters tucked his shirt in his pants, grabbed his keys, and hurried out of the house. He just wanted to get through his shift.
He wasn�t a real cop but he wasn�t one of those guys pretending to be more important than he was, either. Other than breaking up fights and tossing out drunks, he spent his shifts patrolling the hallways and checking the ID�s of kids trying to sneak beers from the concession stands. Over a year on the job and he had never even drawn his gun.
The last thing he wanted was stress or aggravation � marriage had given him enough of that to last a lifetime.
He wanted the day over before it began.

* * *

Five minutes.
If everything went right, they would hit the cash room inside five minutes and get away without attracting attention.
Noise from the morning news program echoed throughout the hotel room until Archer hit the MUTE button � the sound disappeared although the images continued silently across the TV screen. Lady GaGa was in town. It was all over the news and on every channel. He took a final drag on the Camel, holding the smoke in his lungs until the nicotine burned, then let it out before crushing the butt in the ash tray. The whole time he was thinking about Ray instead of the job.
Something about him was slightly off � hard to put a finger on exactly what that was, but it was the kind of thing that could create problems.
Archer stood naked in the center of the hotel room and watched TV. Boardwalk Hall was sold out, with twenty thousand teenagers ready to drop cash for tee shirts, jewelry, caps, and all kinds of crap with GaGa�s name or face on it. What they didn�t spend on souvenirs was going towards snacks, food, and drinks at the concessions stands.
All that money in one place.
It was a perfect plan.
Simple, well-thought out, and so precise in detail there was no way it could go wrong; as long as they didn�t get sloppy or careless.
�Hit the place before the doors open,� Porter had said. �Nobody�s gonna expect that.�
Porter had worked in Boardwalk Hall for eight months; he knew where the money was counted before they dispersed it and how the guards patrolled. Knew where the hidden security cameras were located. More importantly, he had a master key pass card that opened the cash room door.
They never expected anybody to walk in and rob the place before the show. Certainly not two guys with guns and bad intentions.
Boardwalk Hall didn�t have a security plan for that
They would be in and out quickly if everything went down the way Porter said it would. They had to head across town to change cars and dump their clothes, then drive back to the Tropicana and pretend to be like every other guest going to the concert, but none of that was a problem. Nobody would look for them inside Boardwalk Hall, especially if they were last seen disappearing down the boardwalk.
They would hide in plain sight at the scene of the crime while the cops chased ghosts.
Archer shook out another Camel.
But it all came back to Ray � he was the one outside the room; the guy who had to make sure there were no security guards around while Archer and Porter took down the cashiers and stole the cash. The guy responsible for making sure they got away. It was only five minutes. But five minutes could turn into a lifetime if something went wrong.
Five minutes in the hands of an idiot could be fatal.
Archer checked the clip in his forty-five; he didn�t like the knot that gripped his insides. He ran his fingers through his hair then lit another Camel to pass the time, hoping it would calm the uneasiness in his gut.
He stared at his watch and counted the minutes as they dropped away from the hour.

* * *

They entered Boardwalk Hall through a service entrance with fake IDs, wearing dark phone company jackets over black tees, forty-fives and thirty-eights tucked in the waistbands of their pants. Lightweight canvas bags stuck inside their jackets. Wayfarers hid their eyes as they separated and made their way towards the cash room deep inside the bowels of the Hall. The money was in a concrete room behind an unmarked door, down a long corridor beneath the arena. Nobody outside and a lone security guard inside, with three clerks counting the bills and wrapping them in bands. Porter knew nothing happened until an hour before the doors opened and teams of armed guards showed up to wheel the money to the concession stands.
They planned to keep their ski masks and guns hidden until they hit the room. As long as they didn�t do anything that called attention to themselves it would be okay.
�Guards don�t pay attention if you don�t do anything out of the ordinary,� Porter told them.
�Why�s that?� Ray asked.
�Because they�re like cops,� he said. �They�re trained to look for little things that don�t add up. If you�re driving down the road, doing the speed limit in a clean car, most times a cop never notices. But if a guy is doing twenty over the limit, in a car with a busted tail light, the cops are all over him.�
�What�s that mean?� Ray asked.
�It means you don�t take unnecessary risks,� Archer said, �or do something stupid.�
Ray didn�t say another word.
The only thing that changed was who went inside the room and who stood guard by the door � Archer wanted Porter outside while he and Ray worked inside. Porter knew the routines better than anyone; he would know if something was wrong, and that was more important than the extra money they shoved in their bags.
�That�s not how we planned it,� Porter protested.
Archer shrugged.
�Just makes more sense,� he said. �The outside man�s the guy who needs to be sharp and on top of his game.�
�What�s that mean?� Ray asked indignantly.
�Don�t mean nothing,� Archer said.
�That mean you think I�m stupid?� Ray said. �Don�t think I�m smart enough?�
Archer let a grin ease across his face and shook his head. �Just means Porter�s the best one to do the job,� he said. �He worked there. Knows how the place works. Knows what to look for. Little things like that make a difference.�
�Little things like that can keep us from getting caught.�
Archer was first through the door � when he got inside, he knew it was the kind of score he always dreamed about. Large stacks of bills were spread across a long table and the drawers beneath it were filled with more cash and coins. Bundles of bills were banded together � thousands of dollars in twenties, fifties, and hundreds. Like heroin to a junkie. An older woman, late fifties with tanned, weathered skin and frosted streaks running though a bad dye job sat quietly stacking packets of bills by denomination. Two other women, younger and pale, fed bills into a currency counter that sorted the money then spit it out in a rapid stream. They wrote down numbers on long sheets in a log book, placing the bills in piles when they came out of the machine. A lone security guard, late forties, heavyset, with thinning salt and pepper colored hair, stood impassively in the corner. He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed lazily against his chest.
All four looked up in surprise as two masked men stepped into the room.
Archer raced across the room and slammed the barrel of his forty-five across the guard�s face � blood gushed from his nose and mouth before he dropped to his knees. The guard�s Glock never left its holster. Archer slid behind him and brought down his forty-five on the back of guard�s head, sending him to the floor. When he was face-down Archer kicked him in the ribs for good measure.
�Don�t nobody say a fucking word,� he said.
Ray pulled out his thirty-eight and swept it back and forth across the room.
Archer pointed his gun at the woman. �Get down on the floor,� he said. �Keep your hands where I can see them.�
�What�s going on?� another woman asked.
�Quiet,� Archer said.
�What are you doing?�
Archer backhanded her across the face.
The blow knocked her to the floor. She curled into a ball next to the security guard as blood spurted from her mouth and tears burst from her eyes. �Not another word,� Archer warned.
�You didn�t have to do that,� Ray said.
Ray dropped a canvas bag on the table and pulled out a roll of duct tape; taping their mouths shut then quickly binding their hands and feet. Archer pulled out his own canvas bag and tossed it on the table. Leveling the gun at the two workers on the floor he used his free hand to shovel bills into the bag. The security guard stirred until Archer buried another foot in his midsection. When Ray finished taping the women he turned his attention to the lady whimpering on the floor. Blood streamed from her nose and he gently wiped away what he could before covering her mouth in tape.
�How�s it going?� Porter whispered from outside the room.
Ray eyed Archer cautiously. �All�s good.�
�Keep an eye on the clock,� Porter told them.
�Just pay attention out there,� Archer barked. �You keep your eyes open.�
Porter turned away, his back to the door, knowing they didn�t have time to waste. The way the guards rotated patrols gave them no more than six or seven minutes before someone passed through the corridor.
Archer looked at Ray. �Finish packing the bills,� he said. �I�m checking the drawers.�
�What for?�
�More cash.�
�There�s no time,� Ray said, panicking.
Archer shrugged. �Couple more seconds won�t hurt.�
�That�s not how we planned this,� Ray said.
Archer stepped over the gagged woman beneath the table, yanking open a drawer. Inside there were rows of bills, sorted in different denominations � twenties and fifties and even some hundred dollar bundles. At least an extra twenty or thirty thousand.
�That�s not part of the plan,� Ray hissed.
�It won�t make a difference,� Archer said.
By the time Archer filled the other bag at least another minute had passed.
Porter cracked open the door, whispering, �Hurry the fuck up!�
It was then that Jimmy Waters came hurrying down the stairs through the fire exit into the corridor. When he opened the door he saw Porter and knew something didn�t feel right. It looked wrong. He could feel it. In one quick motion Waters slid his Glock from its holster and aimed it at Porter.
�Hold it,� he said firmly. �Don�t move.�
Porter froze.
A pause as they assessed each other.
Then everything fell apart.
Porter reached for the forty-five inside his jacket at the same time Archer and Ray burst through the door, ripping off their masks and shoving guns inside their jackets.
Neither saw Waters until it was too late.
For a guy who had never drawn his gun and whose only experience firing a pistol had been target practice at a gun range, Waters was calm and poised. He slid into a two handed stance and braced the Glock as Porter tried drawing his gun.
Waters squeezed off a shot that hit Porter before he finished pulling his forty-five.
The bullet caught Porter under the chin, spraying a wide arc of blood as the bullet tore through his neck. His hands fell away from the forty-five and he grabbed for his throat, eyes open wide in horror and disbelief. Unable to breathe, there was a moment of panic as the pain seized him and then everything went numb. He was dimly aware he had lost control of his bladder and a warm stream soaked through his pants. His legs turned to jelly � there was nothing he could do and no way to stand.
There were no last thoughts.
No sudden revelations or bright lights.
Porter staggered backwards before twisting and falling, already dead before he hit the concrete.
Behind him Archer dropped the bag and yanked out his own forty-five. Waters saw the gun and fired off more shots in quick succession.
Something tugged at his shoulder and Archer was suddenly aware of a sharp, shooting pain that ripped down his arm as he brought up his gun. In that moment, time slowed and he felt every breath and every move. He stepped over Porter�s body and pulled the trigger again and again.
His first shot hit Waters in the chest, and the next three tore holes across his torso in rapid succession. The guard emptied his clip and fired wildly in every direction as he grabbed for the wall with one hand while trying to shoot with the other. The room spun as Waters staggered backwards, slamming into the wall before tumbling to the ground with his chest on fire. His breathing grew shallow and the room darkened.
The gunfire attracted attention and they heard voices from other parts of the corridor. Ray was sobbing hysterically beside Archer, sucking in breaths of air in huge, uncontrollable gulps and trembling as the life left Porter�s body. The sound of bells and ringing alarms echoed in Archer�s ears. He forced himself to ignore the searing pain in his shoulder. He moved forward a step, put a foot on Waters� neck that pinned the guard to the floor, and fired a round into the base of his skull.
Ray stood frozen in place, the sobs dying on his lips.
In that instant everything changed.
Archer turned and hurried quickly back to the room, sliding open the door again with the master key. The guard was still unconscious on the floor while the three women were huddled together; straining against the tape to get free. Their eyes were filled with fear and panic, knowing what was coming and pleading for their lives in the silence of the room. Coldly and methodically Archer aimed his forty-five, and without hesitating, fired bullets through the duct tape covering their mouths. Then he turned to the security guard, face down in the corner, and put three slugs in his back before running out of the room.
He snatched his bag and pushed past Ray. �Let�s go!�
Ray sobbed as rivers of blood streamed from Porter�s lifeless body.
Archer grabbed his arm, yanking him forward.
�We can�t leave him,� Ray cried.
�He�s dead,� Archer said. �Ain�t nothing we can do for him now.�
Ray stared at Porter�s body but Archer pulled him forward, and they raced together towards the stairs leading out to the Boardwalk. Nobody stopped them. While workers drifted around the arena, unaware of the carnage or what was happening, Archer and Ray pushed past them and disappeared into the late day sunshine without a backwards glance.

* * *

�You didn�t have to shoot them,� Ray cried.
Archer noticed the thirty-eight shaking in Ray�s hand. He tightened the grip on his own gun, keeping his other hand wrapped tightly around the Pontiac�s steering wheel.
�Didn�t have a choice,� he said with a shrug. �Witnesses.�
�Witnesses?�
�Yea, witnesses,� he said. �They could identify us.�
Ray blinked back tears. �We were wearing masks,� he said. �How could they recognize us?�
�Didn�t want to take any chances,� Archer said.
He could feel the pain cutting through muscle and bone like a knife blade, sharp and serrated. He concentrated on the situation with Ray. They were out of time. There were only a few ways this could play out if the stand-off continued and none promised to get them back to their rooms in one piece. Every cop in Atlantic City was hunting for them. They had over one hundred grand in cash in the back seat of the stolen Pontiac as well as six dead bodies back at Boardwalk Hall.
Too much blood on their hands.
�You got to remember it comes down to protecting yourself and eliminating risk,� Archer said. �You take out anything you can�t control.�
�Anybody you leave breathing is somebody you can�t control.�
�Nobody was supposed to die. That�s not how we planned it.�
�Things change,� Archer said.
�Sounds like something Porter would say,� Ray said, shaking his head.
Archer nodded. �You can�t leave loose ends.�
He looked at Ray for a sign of understanding or recognition but Ray was too deep in his own thoughts to respond. It could have been fear or even something more � whatever it was, it wasn�t releasing Ray from its grip. Archer was out of patience and done waiting.
Ray shook his head and shut his eyes, letting the thirty-eight drop slightly.
It was barely noticeable but Archer saw an opportunity. He swallowed a smile as he thought about the hundred grand in the back seat that could be all his.
It was Archer�s last thought. The silence was shattered by Ray�s thirty-eight. Ray�s arm jumped and the explosion jerked Archer�s head backwards against the glass.
Ray opened his eyes and let out a deep breath, numb from the noise filling the car.
A red dot had appeared in the center of Archer�s head where the bullet entered � the back of his skull exploded where it came out. Blood was splattered against the window. Archer�s mouth was open but no sounds came out. His arm fell to his lap and his head sank into the driver�s seat, the forty-five slowly dropping from his grip. Archer stared at Ray but his eyes turned dull and lifeless.
No loose ends, Ray thought, lowering his gun.
Porter would have said the same thing.
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YOU ONLY DIE ONCE By Rhesa Sealy

There�s something in the air today. The gentle caressing of something dark, Jaxx feels as he props against the tombstone watching the casket slowly sink into the hole. That�s the thing with death, eventually it claims you; there are no exceptions. Popping the collar of his coat, he scans the group wondering once again if any of them really care or if it�s just all an act.
�You shouldn�t sneak up on me,� he says, turning to look at his broker, bodyguard in tow.
She gives him a seductive look before flicking her hand, dismissing her man. Stepping closer, she looks past him to the group. Jaxx looks up to sky, waiting.
�What can I say, Jaxx, it would only be a lie.�
A snigger comes from him, knowing he�ll never trust her. He can always rely on her to tell the truth, most of the time, that�s why she brokers the jobs.
�Interesting place to have a chat, don�t you think?�
She smiles, but says nothing. She leans against the tombstone watching as the priest flips open the bible.
�Funerals are interesting, you can learn a lot from them,� she says, to no one in particular.
Jaxx glances back at the scene again, �Who�s the body?�
�No one you need worry about.�
�Fine, so why am I here?�
�Interested in doing some work?�
�What�s the job?�
She pulls out a tablet and hands it over, �Nothing too complicated. A bullet to the head and the pay is good.�
He scrolls through the file. Jesus. The pay was more than good. This job would have him set for life, if he took it.
The woman turns away from the scene as someone begins to speak. Jaxx tears his attention away to look back at the woman beside him.
�When?�
�Three days from now. All you have to do is make it public.�
�I want half upfront, the rest upon delivery.�
She lays a hand on his shoulder, looking up, �Now that our business is concluded, I�ll see you around.�
He grabs her wrist as she starts to walk away and pulls her close, �Not so fast.�
A smile comes to her lips. She gets to her tiptoes and plants a kiss on him.
Three days later�

It is all about the feel of the trigger pull. The sound only a precision suppressor can make as a bullet travels through the chamber, exiting. The beauty is in the art of the kill not the kill itself. For Jaxx, it is all about the visceral act. The cash is just the bonus.
Double-checking the sight and the wind, Jaxx takes a calming breath and settles in. A twitchy finger means death in Jaxx�s business. A twitch means a man is too old for the game, and Jaxx can wait all day for this target. I could hang up the gun.The thought of retirement seems odd to him, but a few years off-grid, it�s a much better idea.
The woman comes to his mind, and he wonders if perhaps he shouldn�t have vetted this job a little more than clothes off. It�s too late now. Bora Bora here he comes, and with a couple of busty beauties. He adjusts the scope and re-checks the wind, and waits.
Fifteen minutes later, an understated black Escalade pulls up across the street. Looking through the scope as the target comes into view, Jaxx breathes. The trigger pull, and the target is dead. The woman holding onto his arm stares down at the body for a moment. The scream escapes seconds later.
Jaxx doesn�t stay to watch the scene as the gun is dissembled in seconds, and is shoved into a bag. The single casing near his foot, retrieved. Slinging the duffle over his shoulder, Jaxx exits the room two minutes later. A block away, he hails a taxi.
�Where to buddy?�
�Union Station.�
The driver pulls the vehicle back into traffic. Jaxx grabs his cell from his back pocket and slumps into the seat. He presses send. A few minutes later, a smile comes to his face as the remaining cash appears in his account.

Two years later�

He had long put this city in his rear-view mirror, long since hung up the gun. Yet, some cities have this way of sucking a person back in. Some for the romance of it, others for the sheer sadistic pleasure of watching you squirm. This city was the latter and happily twisting the knife.
Jaxx counts the windows of the condo across the street. It helps him stay in control; but nothing stops the gut-burning rage in his belly. He wants to kill someone in the worse way. He�s growing restless. The sound of the door opening and closing causes him to look round.
She�s wearing leather and high heels, walking authority as she approaches. Her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail giving the impression of a classy, sophisticated dominatrix, but he knows better. She�s not a woman you submit to unless you have a death wish. She�s not a woman to cross.
Behind her, her right-hand man: Sergey. The Russian soldier with the stars to prove he wasn�t to be taken lightly. With the slightest of nods from his boss, he is ready to kill.
Sergey stops a few feet away as she continues towards Jaxx. When she reaches, a hand slides up his arm and along his shoulder stirring old, pleasant memories.
�Been a while, Jaxx.�
�Maybe too long.�
�Perhaps, but you may make appropriate apologies for it,� she purrs.
Lowering his head, he captures her lips. She parts them invitingly. GodI want her, he thinks, but this is a business call, not a personal one.
Pulling back, she gives a throaty, sensual chuckle that always manages to get under his skin. Goddamn, thinks Jaxx. The snapping of her fingers pulls him out of his fantasy.
Sergey steps forward, producing a tablet and scrolls through until he finds what he needs and hands it over. The woman smiles reviewing the contents before handing it to Jaxx, but as he reaches for it, she playfully pulls it away.
�Thought we had a deal?� he asks.
�Not � so � fast, sweetheart.�
�What?�
�I have a proposition for you.�
�Another one.�
�A better one, darling.�
�I think you should stop trying to offer me better ones.�
She pouts, �You can�t honestly blame me for that, can you?�
Jaxx eyes the Russian while wondering what game she is playing as the twinkle in her eye only provokes him.
�Name it.�
�It would appear the immovable object you are gunning for has a mutual benefit for me,� she says, handing the tablet over.
He looks at the screen, �You can�t be serious.�
�I never joke about a business opportunity. Do this for me, darling and I�m your debt.�
�Brave move.�
�Strategically sound. No one will consider my involvement in this shit show. They�ll see you coming. Besides, if there�s going to be a head bitch, it may as well be me. I don�t see the problem for you,� she says.
�You don�t?�
The conversation is over. She spins on her heel with the bodyguard close behind. He glances out the window. Looking back over his shoulder in time to watch her stop at the door and smile back.
�I always knew you were the man to bet on, Jaxx. So if you have doubts, don�t. I always say vengeance is best served with a side of payback, and what pay back it�ll be at your hand. Besides, they deserve what�s coming. Ciao.�
She blows a kiss as she struts out of the room. Jaxx looks at the information on the tablet again. Scrolling back to the image of the two men shaking hands only strengthens his resolve. The woman is right; they both deserve what he is about to do.
Jaxx reaches his apartment when he notices the guy suddenly, turning around heading in the opposite direction, taking off out the exit stairwell door. Jaxx gives chase, realizing the guy was probably supposed to watch him. Slamming through the door a second later, and giving a quick listen, he hears feet running downward. Jaxx heads down two steps at a time.
�Hey!!�
Jaxx doesn�t expect the guy to answer, to stop for a quick chat followed by a pummeling. He just keeps running. Surprisingly, the sounds of ricocheting bullets don�t follow. Obviously, his orders were only to spy on Jaxx.
Emerging outside into an alleyway, Jaxx catches an unexpected fist to the side of his face. Spitting blood, a pissed off Jaxx realizes his recklessness could have cost him his life. The other guy gives Jaxx a sinister smirk, throwing another fist. Jaxx gets a hand up to block the punch, placing a solid upper cut to the guy�s chin. He follows it up with a left jab, a right straight and a left hook.
The little shit stumbles back, wiping the blood from his nose.
�That all you got old man?�
�Got more than you think, you piece of shit.�
The kid laughs, shuffling forward, raising his fists.
�Bring it on,� Jaxx growls.
Jaxx ducks the first swing, but takes a solid shot to the gut. The kid has some skills, Jaxx notices as the little shit lands another combination. Jaxx shoves him back earning an amused laugh from the punk-ass kid. Jaxx next blocks an onslaught of ill-placed fury blinding shots, while staying low.
�Come on, old man! Show me what you got!� the kid shouts.
Jaxx steps back, grinning, �Your death.�
He gets low, staying under the swinging fists of the punk kid. Seeing his opening, Jaxx shoves the guy away and in the same move, reaches into his back pocket, clicking the switchblade out and jams it straight into the kid�s belly, giving it a twist.
The kid�s eyes widen as Jaxx grabs him by the throat, jamming him up against the wall. Jaxx twists the blade again, and the kid starts to pale.
�Who sent you?�
The kid shakes his head as a grunt escapes his mouth. Jaxx twists the blade yet again.
�Tell me.�
The kid has balls, Jaxx realizes, pulling the blade from his gut and stepping back. Catching his breath, Jaxx watches him.
�You think you should be afraid of your employer and what they�ll do if you talk?�
�I got nothing to say,� he says.
�Okay, but for the record, you should have been more afraid of me.�
The kid�s eyes bulges, as he slumps down the wall. Jaxx steps forward, crouching down in front of him, grabbing the punk by the cheeks and lifts his head.
�Kill me,� he whispers.
Jaxx smiles, �That�s the plan. I�ll kill you all, you goddamn bastards.�
Back in his apartment, the kid didn�t give up anything. Jaxx stares at his reflection in the mirror. Despite how barbaric hand-to-hand combat was, it felt good killing someone connected to his would-be assassination and to what happened to his sister. Drying his face, Jaxx exits the washroom heading to the kitchen. He grabs a beer, walks over to the window, looking out. He�s alert, scanning everyone on the street, making certain no more attackers are lurking.
Thinking back, Jaxx recalls how quickly his life changed. One moment he�s in Bora Bora in bed with an exotic beauty, the next he�s taking cover as the hut is sprayed with bullets. Amateurs, he thinks.
Jaxx sighs, remembering when he woke in the hospital. A petite brunette in a white doctor�s coat looked down at him. Her green eyes weren�t the typical plain-Jane green. There was depth and glints of what appeared to be lavender in them. Closing his eyes, he can picture her body, liking every curve of it.
�Mr. Drake.�
�Yeah.�
She walked over to the chart stashed in a bend at the front of the bed and skimmed it. Jaxx watched her until she flipped it closed and then pulled a stool close to his bed. The scent Chanel 5 assaulted his senses and for a moment, he couldn�t help think about what she�d be like in bed.
He smirks, watching a car drive down the street below as his thoughts drift back.
�I�m sorry,� she said.
�Not your fault. So?�
�It�s what we in the profession call a miracle. We are still not sure how or why, the bullet didn�t penetrate the skull into the soft brain tissue. From what we know, you should be dead.�
�Sorry to disappoint.�
She flushed, �I didn�t mean��
�No worries, tell me the rest.�
She was quiet for a moment, but nodded, �Of course, you suffered severe intracranial hemorrhaging. Which we managed to stop and you lost a lot of blood. This is why you lapsed into a coma.�
�How long was I out?�
�Six months. I�ll be honest. You have some difficult days ahead to make a full recovery, but I think there�s a strong possibly of you doing just that,� she said.
Jaxx tears his thoughts away from that time. He understood the risks, one day you do the hunting the next you�re the hunted. Messages that had to be delivered, but this didn�t bother him. He too delivered messages, deadly ones; no this is life pure and simple, an assassin�s life. It didn�t mean he had to accept it, especially when lines were crossed. They shouldn�t have touched my sister. Moving away from the window, Jaxx heads to his room. Grabbing a burner phone from off the dresser, he punches in a number.
�It�s me.�
Patri shifts looking over at the desk where his father sits, letting a smile creep onto his face, knowing soon the old fucker would be dead. The thought excited him.
�Idiot, you idiot,� his father roars in Russian.
�Father,� Patri says.
�Don�t father me, you are no son of mine,� Vicktor Nikoliski yells, slamming a fist on the desk. He jabs a thin finger at him, �A friggin� disgrace, you are a disgrace.�
�I��
�Fucked up everything, you and your stupidity.�
Vicktor glares at him. Patri shrugs.
�Calm yourself Vick,� American born, Wentworth Jordon, says as he pockets his Blackberry. �So the dimwit slaps around some little bitch. These things will blow over, and if she causes trouble, she can always meet God.�
The man gives a sinister chuckle. Patri hates him, even more now that they are grown. Vicktor sighs heavily. Wentworth grins at him and Patri feels the urge to get up and bash in his face, but remains seated.
�Wentworth, our business partners will not want to push ahead with our arrangement if they think we are associated with abusers, my own fucking blood,� Vicktor counters.
The entrepreneur chuckles retrieving the Blackberry, typing, �You worry too much. I�ve already arranged to have someone chat with the girl. I do suggest you put your incompetent son some place where he can�t do any more damage until we close this deal. We�ll make a billion with the Chinese when it�s done.�
�I�m not an idiot,� Patri says.
�Of course you are, Patty. I bet you even got off on it, huh? Sick bastard you are. You did, didn�t you?�
�Enough,� Vicktor says, pressing his fingers together, looking over at his son.
This is who will take over upon my death? The thought sickens Vicktor.
�Son, it would appear you will be taking a vacation.�
His father�s words did not faze him. Patri merely smiles, because at least Maxine knew the truth, so he held his tongue. For he knew he would soon be King.
Late that night, Jaxx rides through the busy streets, until he reaches the rendezvous. Kicking the stand down on the motorcycle, Jaxx takes off his helmet, surveying the area before starting down the alley. A man�s face flashes crimson as he strikes a match to light his cigarette. He looks up when Jaxx clears his throat.
��Bout time, man.�
�Yeah, well I�ve been busy,� Jaxx says, reaching into a pocket and producing an envelope.
The other man checks the cash, gives a nod, tucking the envelope away. He next reaches inside his jacket, producing a manila file. Jaxx opens it up and reads.
�You sure, you want to do this?�
�Got no choice, they messed with my blood.�
�Copy that. It�ll be like a great wall of China to get to them,� the man says.
�It won�t matter, they�re all dead,� Jaxx growls slapping shut the file.
�Well rumour is Wentworth and Vicktor are planning a deal with Tao Chan.�
�Tao Chan, the property developer?�
�Same one. It�ll legitimize them, so goes the rumour mill. Those two are all about the money and Chan brings boat loads to the table, plus the legitimacy of it.�
Jaxx folds his arms. �It�s always about the money. So where is he?�
The guy flicks the cigarette away, �Wentworth? He�s staying at the Skylark.�
�Thanks,� Jaxx says, walking away.
Jaxx gets in the Skylark Hotel with no difficulty and heads up. Pulling free his guns, he steps onto the floor, carefully making his way to the villa suite. Staying pressed against the wall, Jaxx moves to the door. He gives a quick listen at the door as he screws on the suppressors. Facing the door, the air stills as he lifts his leg and smashes it open. Two bodyguards are taken out first, as Jaxx tucks and rolls as another guard comes out from the kitchenette managing to get a round off, but not before Jaxx comes up to his feet and leaves a burn third-eye tattoo on the guy�s forehead.
The silence is deafening as he surveys the room, finding a thin blonde looking wide-eyed at him. She is huddling in a corner of the kitchenette.
�What the hell?�
Jaxx slams the butt of the gun into Wentworth�s face as he flies out of the bedroom. The drunken man falls back, landing face down on the floor. Inside the bedroom, Jaxx spies three other women. Something stirs inside him, and the rage he feels dissipates a little as he thinks of his sister.
�Get out of here, now.�
The women scramble to their feet, grabbing clothes, shoes, purses and run from the suite.
Jaxx reaches down, hoists Wentworth over his shoulder.
The moon illuminates the sky, as Jaxx listens intently on the line as the man talks.
�Vicktor�s men just put Patri on a plane bound for nowhere land. I can make a few calls, set something up for you.�
�Fine, I�ll kill him later.�
Jaxx clicks off, pocketing the phone. He returns his attention to Wentworth. Clicking the blade out, he slides it across the cheek of the young man.
�Wake up,� Jaxx says.
�You fucker, you have any clue who I am?�
�You have any idea who I am?�
Getting a blank stare, Jaxx slides the blade across the soft side of Wentworth�s neck.
�What do you want? You can ask for it, but you�ll never live long enough to enjoy it,� Wentworth says.
Jaxx chuckles, �I want your skin. I think you�ll fork it over.�
Wentworth�s eyes pop as Jaxx tears the shirt from his chest. He lifts the blade for the smug bastard to see. Jaxx isn�t one for slow and methodical torture, as he�s a bullet through the eyes man, but a point needs to be made. No one touches my sister.
Returning the switchblade to his pocket, Jaxx walks up to the table where he has a scalpel waiting. He slides it along his thumb watching the blood ooze, turns holding it up for Wentworth to see.
�Shall we begin?�
�Look. Hey. Look. Maybe we can make a deal.�
�Of course,� Jaxx says. �You can scream all you want and I promise to kill you, when it�s over.�
The phone call comes to mind then, no matter how he tries to shove it away. He can still hear his sister�s voice filled with fear. Someone had slapped her around, brutally. They could come for him, but he never thought they�d use her to get to him. Was I naive?
The screaming would last for an hour until Wentworth passed out. Setting the bloody scalpel down, and pulling off his gloves, Jaxx walks over to the table where Wentworth�s jacket is. Digging through the pockets, he finds the vibrating Blackberry.
�Wentworth?�
�No.�
�Who the hell are you and what have you done to my son?� the female asks.
�You�ll learn soon enough.�
�You -�
�Hold your tongue bitch, I�m coming for you next.� Jaxx clicks off, walking out of the room onto the balcony.
Jaxx leans against the wall, watching as dawn arrives and last embers of night die away. He sets the phone down, heading inside. Removing his shirt and pants, he slides his hands into some non-stick gloves before walking over to Wentworth to drag the skinless man out.
�Wh-wh-�
�It�s okay, I hear it�s like floating,� Jaxx says, lifting him onto the ledge. �See ya sport.�
Vicktor holds Maxine as she trembles. She stares at her son�s lifeless, unrecognizable, skinned face. The revulsion is nothing compared to the maternal roar that escapes her. Maxine pushes Vicktor away, screaming. Who would dare? she wonders. Eventually, her tears stop, replaced with soft authoritative clicks. Looking over her shoulder, Maxine watches as the woman and her bodyguard approach.
�Thank you detective,� the woman says.
�No problem.�
She next focuses her gaze on Maxine and simply smiles.
�You think this is funny?� Maxine asks.
�Never.�
Fed up, Maxine leaves, heading back to the waiting limo, thinking about the voice on the other end of her son�s phone. She whirls around jabbing an angry finger at the leather-clad woman.
�This must not go unanswered,� Maxine yells in Russian.
�I�ll find the person responsible for this,� the lady in leather purrs, also in Russian.
Maxine�s eyes grow calm. �Bring me his lifeless corpse.�
�But of course,� she says.
Maxine watches the woman and her bodyguard stroll to a waiting town car, climb in and drive away.
�She had better not fail.�
Vicktor offers her his arm. �She will not.�
Around mid-day, Jaxx ends up in an alley between two financial buildings coming out in front of a storage unit complex. He slips by the guard making his way to his locker.
A gentle smile comes to him as he enters the unit. Here he keeps his prized weapons. These aren�t the average old world Lugers or vintage samurai swords; no these are weapons one would never hear about unless you were deep in the Amazon or other such places. It seems like a strange place to keep such items, but Jaxx has an arrangement. However, he�s not here to reminisce, here he has come for a specific gun, a sniper rifle to be exact.
He had held on to this particular piece, uncertain as to why until now. The city had been wrong to taunt him, he realizes, but nonetheless he would need her for one last job, one last time in this city, and so snapping shut the case, he leaves.
6:15, her watch says. Maxine scrunches her nose into the tissue, glaring at the woman across from her desk. Maxine despises her, but in this game, a woman with her talents is needed. Sighing as she swivels in her chair, Maxine forces herself to remain calm. Being in this office, so high up, makes no sense to her, yet Victor had insisted they would be safe.
�Relax Vicktor,� the other woman purrs.
�Oh please,� Maxine says. �There�s a fucking psycho on the loose. He has killed my son and you want us to relax?�
�Mrs. Jordon, you said he made it clear he was coming for you. I will suggest once again until he has been��
�Run? Do I look like a coward?�
The woman glances up at Sergey. The man remains expressionless.
�I am not running,� says Maxine.
The woman raises a hand to check her nails. �Very well, Mrs. Jordon. If you�ll excuse me I�ll go check with my contacts, and see if there is a name to this assassin.�
The bitch thinks she�s clever, but she isn�t, Maxine thinks, brushing a hand at her. The woman gives a snide smirk taking Sergey�s hand and stands.
�Come, Sergey.�
Maxine looks over at Vicktor, hating him more as he paces. Fucking weak man.
Outside the office, the woman in leather smiles to herself, having every confidence in Jaxx�s ability. He would do what he does best and soon she would be queen.
�I wish to God I could be a fly in this building, Sergey. I would love to see Maxine bleed, and that husband of hers� Oh well. Shall we exit?�
Sergey pushes open the emergency exit door and she walks by, descending the stairs, chuckling.
�Isn�t this a beautiful night for bloodshed?�
Jaxx watches the woman climb in the town car and leave. Moving towards the building she has just exited, his favourites are close to hand- knives, spare clips, extra handguns along with his two specialized Walther P93s -he checks his watch, when the minute hand reaches twelve, he watches as a courier leaves the building next. He then enters.
Maxine eyes the box the mercenary sets down in front of her, a special delivery from her son, which brings tears to her eyes even as a strange sensation creeps up her spine. Maxine pushes back from her chair, pointing a manicured fingernail at one of the men, �Bring me that bitch and her shadow�s goddamn bodies. I�ll make it worth your while.�
Several mercenaries exit the office. The rest fill in the missing gaps of the perimeter even as Vicktor remains in his spot. Vicktor tries to say something, but she cuts him off.
�You,� Maxine says pointing to another mercenary. �Open it.�
She glares at the box as the man steps forward, tearing it open. Inside: a silver case. Fat fingers snap the clips up as Maxine watches. He turns the case to face her.
�What the hell?�
The stun grenade explodes in the hall, as Jaxx comes out of the elevator shooting and moving fast towards the barricaded office. He fires, killing every shadow in his path.
Jaxx jabs a wrist into the mercenary�s throat, following it up with a blade to the jugular. As the smoke clears, only bodies lie at his feet. Steadying his heart rate, Jaxx looks at the door to the office. He slaps C4 on it, and turns down a corridor. The door clicks open. He smiles, pressing the button in his hand.
Smoke and debris fill the corridor as Jaxx advances. Some asshole gets in a lucky shot, hitting first the bulletproof vest, and then putting a bullet into his thigh. Jaxx doesn�t miss as he pulls the trigger, placing a bloody hole in the center of each man�s forehead. He dispatches the remaining mercenaries in a matter of moments.
He pivots in order to shoot the Glock out of Maxine�s hand. She screams in pain as he limps over, giving a swift punch to her face and knocking her out. She would be last. Vicktor raises bare knuckles at him. Funny, Jaxx thinks.
Jaxx shrugs, holstering his guns. He raises his fists, stepping forward jabbing. Vicktor has some moves, but he�s old. Jaxx plays with him a while before slamming an uppercut into Vicktor�s chin, a gut shot follows before a hard fist connects with his temple. Wanting to end this, Jaxx takes the man by the head. �The sins of the son,� he whispers, snapping the man�s neck.
When Maxine comes too she finds herself tied to her chair, a sniper�s bullet on the desk and the killer across from her with a strange smile on his lips. He lifts something and sets it beside the bullet. It�s a tablet with an image of her; a younger version of her with her first deceased husband and the newly deceased Vicktor shaking hands, between then Tao Chan. Maxine is in the background a smile on her lips.
Jaxx taps the screen, showing another picture of her a few years older, her first husband dead at her feet. A smirk unconsciously spreads across her lips. He taps again, and a series of photos of her with her dead husbands and Patri follow. Goddamn bastard, she thinks wearily, before looking back at Jaxx.
�I guess it�s all in a night�s work for you,� he says.
�Go to hell.�
Jaxx laughs, �The money was too good, but I�ve never been paid to think. Then a year later, someone tries to murder me. I still didn�t see a connection. I do have enemies. I probably wouldn�t have cared until that little prick, Patri, slapped my sister around. Then � then I saw these pictures and it began to make a lot of sense.�
Maxine shrugged, �I couldn�t afford to let you stay alive.�
�You ambitious little bitch.�
Maxine looks away, �Someone had to be. I did what needed to be done. I had played the dutiful wife, suffered, and given up everything and for those weak men.�
�Both your dead husbands wanted to legitimatize their businesses. I guess that must have burned you. Nevertheless, their deaths ensured only one thing, you would gain power or Wentworth would. You already had Patri. You thought I would care if you became head bitch? Well I wouldn�t. I didn�t.�
The woman said nothing for a moment. �You needed to be eliminated. You had knowledge. I couldn�t risk you coming back.�
�So you go after my sister to bring me back after your assassin fails to kill me in Bora Bora. Figure I�d come back seeking retribution, and you�d have me killed by your cheap mercenaries? Shouldn�t pay children to kill their parents, it never works out well.�
Maxine scoffs. �What can I say, I underestimated your skills.�
�That you did,� Jaxx responds, lifting the Walther from the holster, and pulling the trigger.
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MAN ABOUT TOWN:

A Jonny Hustler Story by Alan Griffiths
I read about Archie Knox shortly after I�d put my papers in. Red-top headlines shouting:
�Macabre Slaying of Petty Thief�
�Crook�s Grisly End� 
��Armless Villain Left Legless� 
Archie was a villain you see. A habitual criminal. A light-fingered Tea-Leaf who had a rap sheet that repeated like a scratched vinyl disc.
Me? Until recently I was a Detective Inspector in the Flying Squad. Archie was an underworld contact; an informant and a friend. What can I say? In the job sometimes demarcation lines get a little blurry.
Somebody had taken Archie for an early hours ride around the M25. Along the way the bastards chucked out bits of his body. Nice, eh.
Archie�s legs were discovered in Leatherhead. Arms in Watford. Torso in Romford. And his head, resembling a Halloween pumpkin with seven kinds of shit kicked out of it, rolled up in Sevenoaks.
You could say Archie was a Man About Town. Now there�s a headline.

* * *

Amid the tabloid brouhaha of Archie�s demise his daughter Lucy left a message on my ansaphone. Short and Sweet:
�Mr Hustler, my dad always said to call you if ever I was in trouble. I think I am��
Needless to say she sounded lonely and frightened.
Lucy�s address is the arsehole end of South East London. If truth be told there�s no better end.
Parking my Ford I get out and survey my surroundings. A dull, drab and dilapidated concrete monstrosity rises above me. Hilton Heights is the pus-filled pimple on South East London�s rear-end and a million miles from the plush Mayfair hotel.
A bitter autumnal wind whips me like a cat o' nine tails as I approach the building. Storm clouds are brewing over the high-rise block; an omen for bad things to come.
The first heavy drops of rain fall, splattering the pavement as the piss-stained entrance doors suddenly swing open revealing two Neanderthals. Lucy is between them.
I flick the butt of my B  &H, shouting �Lucy!�
I close on them fast as Lucy pluckily kicks out at the gorilla holding her, catching him on the shin. I pull a police issue truncheon from the inside Sky Rocket of my car coat. As Tweedledum prepares to backhand the struggling Lucy I crack it down hard on his elbow. He lets out a scream like a wonky fan belt. I cut it off by striking him again, across the throat.
Tweedledum gurgles like a blocked drain and collapses. His face mimics a traffic light, turning red, amber and green. He�s out of the game.
Tweedledee looks at his prone partner. Confusion is writ large across his Boat Race as if he�s attempting a junior crossword. He raises an eyebrow, grunts, and telegraphs a haymaker. I step inside the swinging fist and lift my knee into his groin. The grunt turns into a groan as the wind leaves his sails and he doubles over, comically cross-eyed. Then I kick his kneecap, hearing it pop. I wear Doc Martin steel toecap boots so it must�ve hurt. Tweedledee yelps like a schoolgirl as I grab his wrist, twist his arm sharply and spin him around. His pug ugly mug French kisses the entrance door, smudging badly spelt graffiti with claret.
Tweedledee is gonna be even uglier when he wakes up.
�C�mon,� I say.
Lucy holds my hand as we run to my Ford. The two hoods are out of action but I need to put distance between them and us before I start to ask questions.
So I gun the Ford�s engine, burning serious rubber and do just that.

* * *

By the time I get Lucy to my tiny bachelor flat her eyes are red from weeping. She sits on my sofa. Her face is pale. She�s petrified and as fragile as delicate porcelain. A fury towards the people who�ve done this twists my guts.
I get a bottle and two glass tumblers from a cabinet in the kitchen. Take them through to the living room and pour generous measures of malt.
�Here, sip this slowly,� I say.
I sit next to her on the sofa, drink some whisky and listen to her tale.
Her father�s death is a raw wound. She has no idea who killed him or why. She tells me after his demise she�d found a note from Archie saying that I could be trusted in the event of anything untoward happening.
Lucy gives me a smile for the first time. �Dad used to say Jonny Hustler, he likes to hunt with the hounds and run with the hares.�
It�s my turn to smile. That sounded like the old bugger.
�How long have those goons been harassing you?� I ask.
�They�ve been calling for the last few days.� Lucy blows her nose on a small, monogramed handkerchief. �I was at my wits end with worry. Then this afternoon they forced their way in.�
Lucy reminds me of my own estranged daughter. The Met always came first and my family paid a high price. I know I have to help Lucy; if only to exorcise a few personal demons.
�Did they say what they wanted?�
She shakes her head.
�Did they say where they were taking you?�
�No,� Lucy dabs her nose with the handkerchief again, thinking� �But I did overhear one of them mention something when he was talking on his mobile.�
�Go on,� I say.
�The Black Mamba Club.�
I pour myself two fingers of whisky. Sit back and light a B  &H, thinking things through. I was going to need another motor, clean hardware and a pair of balls the size of grapefruits.

* * *

I�d arrested Sylvester Pope on numerous occasions. He�s a career criminal with a vicious reputation. Sylvester is notorious, ruthless and as slippery as an eel. Each time I�d felt his expensive tailored collar a fast-talking lawyer found a legal loophole for him to slip through. The prerequisite of a successful gangster is highly paid legal expertise that�s as bent as a nine-bob note.
But this time it was just me and him and I was operating outside the law and its asshole regulations.
The Black Mamba Club is a glitzy West End casino and Sylvester�s centre of operations. Luckily for me viciousness and ruthlessness has led to over confidence and carelessness.
Security at The Black Mamba Club is sloppy. The alarm system is outdated and piss-poor. Before dawn breaks over the capital I break into the basement through the delivery entrance and quietly make my way up to the living quarters. Exhilaration and adrenalin flushes through my veins. I feel alive, taking the bad guys down while the due�s still on; just like the good old days.
In a dimly lit hallway I wait, as patient as a saint, as still as a statue, while Joe Vincent, Pope�s master of arms and enforcer takes a four thirty a.m. pee.
Through the half open bathroom door and jamb I watch Vincent, a steroid popping bodybuilder with a tattooed body shaped like a sparkplug. He yawns, squeezes out a fart and stoops to pull up his big white baggy Y-Fronts. I ease the door open with my Doc Martin boot. The door hinges creak and as Vincent turns towards the sound I club him across his close-cropped head. Two quick blows with the truncheon in my gloved right hand: Thwack! Thwack!
The fat lady sings her song for Joe. He slumps and falls off his throne. I lower him onto the tiled bathroom floor and pull a length of nylon rope from my backpack. Within a few minutes I have him trussed up like a turkey ready for Christmas. As I shut the karzie door and continue along the hallway the irony is not lost on me. The feared, big Joe Vincent caught with his pants down.
I switch on a bedside lamp. Sylvester Pope rouses from his slumber with a start. Not surprising really. I�m a big angry bastard and pointing a Smith  & Wesson.38 revolver.
�Jesus Christ,� Pope hisses.
Lizard eyes blaze. Pope raises himself on one elbow and the king size duvet falls away revealing a mass of grey chest hair. Stomach muscle turning to flab sags above the waistband of his boxers. His washboard stomach is washed up. Sylvester has been enjoying a touch too much of the good life.
�Sylvester.� I stick the.38 into his mush. �Tell me everything you know, and I mean everything, about Archie Knox.�
Lizard eyes give me the stone-eye.
I crack him across the mouth with the barrel of the.38. I�m not taking prisoners and need to loosen his tongue sharpish.
He curses and drips blood onto the expensive Egyptian cotton sheets.
�You�re not the law anymore, Hustler.� Pope spits broken teeth and, �Your Sweeney Todd days are long gone.�
I place the muzzle of the.38 on his forehead. His eyes grow big. �Not the law, Pope but judge and jury all rolled into one.� My finger caresses the trigger.
He cracks, starts to blub and spills the beans. They always do.
Pope denies anything to do with Archie�s gruesome demise. He throws me a curve ball saying Archie had recently pulled off an audacious robbery, way out of his league.
He�s got my attention. �Tell me more.�
�I�m talking about a half a million pounds worth of jewels,� Pope says through puffy lips. �Knox plundered the treasure from an East European geezer called Kozlov. A real heavy bastard.�
I can�t believe it. Had Archie really hit the big time?
�Then why sic your two dogs on his daughter?� Touching the shooter against his busted lips I add, �I�ll know if you�re lying.�
�I was after the bloody Tom Foolery, Hustler!� Pope pleads. �I wanted the friggin� gems.�
That figures. This bastard would steal the gold from his late grandmother�s teeth before she�d gone cold in her coffin.
�Tell me more about this Kozlov character?�
I listen as Pope blubs and spills more beans.
The mysterious Kozlov likes to play the casino tables. Albeit badly; owing Pope a small mountain of rubles.
�I can show you.� Pope points a shaky finger. �His I-O-U is in the safe.� He spits blood and, �I only wanted what was rightfully mine.�
�Where�s the safe?� I ask.
�In the study.�
I drag Sylvester through to the study. He lifts a mirror down from the wall and I cover him with the.38 as he spins the dial of the safe backwards and forwards.
�Here it is,� he says excitedly, reaching into the safe.
Pope turns with a Browning 9mm semi-automatic silenced pistol in his right hand. Instinctively I grab his wrist and the.38 falls to the floor. We sashay together like a couple of poncy ballroom dancers, doing the hokey-cokey back and forth until I put my right foot in and stamp a Doc Martin down hard on his bare foot. The Browning coughs once. Something wet and warm splatters my cheek. Pope falls to the floor, minus half his kisser. I can tell it�s gonna take a lot of scrubbing to get the goo out of the shag-pile.
Kozlov�s I-O-U is in the safe as well as a few grand in cash and if I�m not mistaken a large quantity of Bolivian marching powder.
Pulling a hole in the wrapping around the Charlie I sprinkle nose powder across Pope�s body and the blood stained carpet. For good measure I scatter a few crisp fifty-pound notes. That should muddy the waters nicely.
I stuff the I-O-U into my backpack, along with the remaining readies, the rest of the cocaine and the Browning.
Then I get the hell out of there.

* * *

I�ve been Kozlov�s second shadow for the last three days. Bodyguards have chauffeured him around London in a rented Mercedes. I watch as dodgy low-life faces are leaned on and dirty coppers oiled with rolls of greasy bank notes. Kozlov is hunting something or someone.
A little digging reveals Kozlov is ex-military with a murky, chequered past. A reputation for slaughter and pillage kept strictly on the QT. The jewels rumoured to be the ill-gotten gain of a hushed up Eastern European war crime atrocity.
Kozlov and the bodyguards are staying at a Knightsbridge hotel. It�s gone nine o�clock in the evening when Kozlov returns to his first floor room. I�m behind the bathroom door, peaking through the crack. He takes off his jacket and hangs it up inside a closet. Then he works the combination lock on a black Samsonite trunk and rummages inside.
Two strides across the carpet and I clasp my gloved left hand over Kozlov�s mouth, feeling his body stiffen, like a coiled spring. I put the.38 against his lughole. The cold steel barrel keeps him quiet.
I count the beating of my heart, loud as a drum inside my chest until I reach one hundred and twenty then ease the Glock 19 semi-automatic pistol from Kozlov�s waistband. The bodyguards are now out of earshot.
I shove Kozlov into the main area of the plush suite, throwing the Glock onto the bed out of reach.
Kozlov is tall, blond and muscular with a confident military swagger. He�s casually dressed in a pale blue denim shirt and Chinos. A smile doesn�t get close to reaching blue grey eyes that show no fear and are as cold as a freshly cut grave.
�I assume you�re the gentleman that killed Sylvester Pope,� he says in impeccable English.
�I�m no gentleman, squire.� I point the.38 at his chiselled face, �And I�m asking the questions. Now, did you slice and dice Archie Knox?�
�HA-HA. HA-HA, HA-HA, HA-HA!�
His laugh is loud and spontaneous, taking me by surprise. He shakes his head, grinning like the cat that got the cream.
�You idiot! Knox stole something very valuable from me.� He spreads his arms wide, �Why kill him before I got it back?�
I�m thinking he�s got a bloody good point when the telephone, sitting on a writing desk, suddenly chirp, chirp, chirps into life. Half a heartbeat passes as my eyes flick towards the sound and back again. Kozlov moves like greased lightning. My gun hand is knocked aside. Straightened fingers stab my throat. A blur of a fist loosens my front teeth and a Karate chop sends the.38 flying from my grip.
Kozlov is all over me like a cheap nineteen seventies splash on lotion. I�m no match for his fancy Kung Fu moves. Martial art blows reign down and a ferocious roundhouse kick, � la Jean-Claude Van Damme, puts me on the deck. I taste blood, my strength ebbing away.
Kozlov moves in close. Too close.
I grab a hold of his face and dig both of my thumbs into his eyes and gouge. He swears and flails blindly. I launch myself up and my forehead kisses him Glaswegian style. Cartilage snaps. Blood and snot flows from his hooter. The Ruski son of a bitch is stunned for sure.
But, as I reach down towards my ankle, his hands snake out, gripping my throat like a vice.
The fingers of my right hand touch the handle of the switchblade tucked inside my Doc Martin boot. I pull it free. One click and the blade springs smoothly out. I sweep it through the air. The tip finds the fleshy corner of Kozlov�s mouth. I jerk the blade and Kozlov�s teeth and gums are bloodily exposed giving him a ghoulish jack-o-lantern leer.
He wails like a siren in an electric storm until I silence him by sliding the blade under his ribs and up into his heart.
I push Kozlov�s dead body away, saying aloud, �Never under estimate a dirty street fighter!�
My body aches like an octogenarian�s. I pick up the.38 and the Glock and retrieve my backpack from the bathroom. Pope�s Browning 9mm, the cash, the drugs and the I-O-U go into the Samsonite trunk. I spin the combination lock, hearing footsteps pound the corridor.
As I reach the French doors to the balcony a size eleven boot kicks the suite door open. I turn and in a split second hear a pistol crack, a whoosh of air and white heat scorches my left shoulder. The bullet continues its trajectory splintering the wooden doorframe beside my head. Ignoring the pain washing over me I drop to one knee, take a bead with the.38 and squeeze the trigger. Bullet one clips the bodyguard�s right shoulder, knocking him back against the shattered door. Bullets two and three each punch holes the size of a fist in the centre of his wife beater tee shirt raising a plume of claret that splatters the pristine suite wall like an abstract red on white piece of modern art.
The gunshots and a deathly cry are still ringing in my ears as I tumble over the parapet into the shrubbery below.

* * *

My shoulder hurts like hell. My heart, hammering like an over worked piston, is trying to escape from under my ribcage. Perspiration soaks my back and forehead, dripping down my face as I take the stairs two at a time to the hotel underground car park.
The BMW I�ve been using for the past week is �on loan� from a longstanding and trustworthy contact in the motor trade. It�s as moody as an acne-riddled teenager. The plates are false and the chassis number obliterated. As soon as this is over it�ll be crushed and scrapped. Shame really, the Beamer�s a lovely motor but needs must when the devil drives.
The parking area is dimly lit and deserted but I know I�m not out of the woods yet. I take deep breaths, willing myself to ignore the red-hot poker burning my left shoulder. My entire body throbs painfully but I need to stay calm.
I approach the BMW and trigger the key fob; the central locking system clunks. I slip behind the wheel. The Beamer�s engine purrs into life like a fat contented cat. I put the transmission into drive, settle myself on the leather seat and slowly pull away, singing softly, �Nice n� easy does it, every time.�
Fifty yards ahead a side door to the left bursts open. Kozlov�s second heavy rushes into view. He�s dressed in Caterpillar boots, combats and a dark hoody. Slung over his shoulder is a lethal looking machine pistol. Oh shit!
He sprints, barking out something indistinguishable, pulling the gun around and up into a firing position.
�Shit or bust!� I say aloud, putting pedal to metal and flicking the headlamps onto full beam. The BMW speeds forward. The fat pussy stops purring and begins to roar. Tyres find traction, squealing on the slick concrete floor.
I see salt �n� pepper stubble on the heavy�s chin and the white of his eyes. The machine pistol explodes wickedly into life. Red-hot lead slugs clatter, ricochet and sing off the Beamers paintwork. The windscreen pops and cracks then splinters as I duck below the dashboard. I step further on the gas and the BMW moves smoothly through the gears. A crescendo of bullets pockmark and shred the Beamer�s metalwork. Amid the cacophony I hold my nerve and the steering wheel steady for an eternity until I hear an anguished cry and a sickening thud. A dead weight bounces onto the BMW�s bonnet and up and over the speeding motor. I punch a hole through the mosaic, spider-webbed windscreen as the Beamer ploughs through the exit barrier. The rear-view gives a fleeting glimpse of a prone crumpled figure, like a pile of old soiled rags.
I can�t resist shouting manically, �Jonny Hustler three, Ruski bastards nil!�

* * *

I�m bone-weary with the blood of too many men on my hands to count them properly. I need to get rid of the BMW and the.38. Hole up and lick my wounds until the heat dies down. With Pope and Kozlov dead, all leads to Archie�s killer have evaporated like spittle on a hot London pavement.
Ten days later my sources tell me the police are connecting the Pope and Kozlov murders but have nothing else to go on. I�m seemingly in the clear but arrive home with a strange sense of foreboding. This macabre business is far from over.
Amongst the assorted pile of bills, junk mail and fast food flyers is a Royal Mail docket for a registered delivery. My sixth sense itches like a dose of hives. I�m up to my bollocks in a case that sucks like a nymphomaniac on death row.
I return to my flat from the local sorting office with a tightly wrapped package. Sitting on the sofa I pull bubble wrap away, revealing a six by six inch box. I fire up a B&H, suck hard on the snout until my lungs crackle. I flip the lid on the box.
A multitude of precious stones shimmer like cats� eyes and sparkle like distant stars. I�m mesmerised by a mass of translucent gemstones.
I whistle and say aloud, �Jeez!�
�Hello Jonny Boy.�
I turn. Archie Knox is framed in the doorway. He�s dressed in navy blue corduroy slacks, roll neck sweater and a hound�s tooth check blazer; just like your favourite uncle.
My mouth gapes. An eternity passes until I manage to say, �What the fuck��
�I�ve led you a merry dance my old son.� Archie tries for a grin, holding up both hands, palms forward. �What can I say��
I�m speechless. You try talking to a ghost.
I get up and grab a hold of his lapels to check he�s for real. He is. Anger replaces shock.
�The chopped up corpse?� I ask.
�One of Kozlov�s boys.� Archie shrugs, �He was about the same size and build as me.� Then he adds, almost as an afterthought, �Didn�t know I had it in me��
My mind flashes back to the news items; the hands, the feet and teeth were all missing from the dismembered cadaver.
�You sicko.� I lift Archie from the ground. �Does Lucy know?�
�Too dangerous.� Archie shakes his head, �She�s the only decent thing in my life, Jonny Boy.�
I put a hand around Archie�s scrawny turkey neck and squeeze his windpipe a little. �I should throttle you for putting on this bloody charade.�
�Think of the money,� Archie gasps.
�The money!� I rage.
�The jewels! The jewels!� My fingers tighten a little more. Archie struggles for air, his feet kicking mid-air. �I� I�ve got the c� co�contacts�,� he croaks. �You�ve got the b� br� brawn� The b� bb� bottle.�
The jigsaw starts to come together in my muddled brain. I loosen my grip a little. Archie gulps air like it�s going out of fashion.
�A fortune split down the middle, fifty-fifty,� Archie wheezes, winking at me. �C�mon what do you say, Jonny Boy?�
�I�ll split you down the middle.� I bounce the back of his head off the wall a few times but not enough to do damage. Not that there�s anything inside his canister to damage. �You trusted jewellery, worth five hundred grand, to the Royal bloody Mail!�
�I posted the gems before you offed Kozlov.� Archie puts his hands to his head, feeling for bumps and lumps. �He was getting close. Too close for comfort. Then you put the cat well and truly amongst the pigeons.�
I let go. Archie falls into a heap.
�Your little game has made me very angry.� I pull Kozlov�s Glock 19 from my waistband. �And I�m a nasty bastard when I�m angry.�
�Sixty-forty?� Archie whispers. �In your favour.�
I place the muzzle of the Glock on his forehead. His eyes grow big. My finger caresses the trigger.
A long beat passes. Archie looks like death warmed up; forgive the pun.
�Seventy-thirty,� I finally say.
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HANOI HEAT By Iain Purdie

I hate Vietnam. In fact I hate all of South East Asia, but I hate Vietnam more as that�s where I was stuck at this precise moment in time. It�s not the food or the language or the people � especially the women. There�s nothing wrong with the women and I�ve� sampled enough to be sure of this fact.
It�s the weather. The humidity is simply dreadful. It makes my hair a nightmare to maintain and it�s murder on clothing. A man likes to give a good impression and a lovely white suit is the perfect start. A white suit with sweat stains on it by lunchtime is anything but attractive and gives off entirely the wrong impression. It may be perfectly all right for people like the fat businessman currently digging into his second bowl of phở in the restaurant I was running past, but it just wasn�t good enough for me.
Ah, yes. Introductions.
My name is John Cord and Her Majesty�s government is very lucky to have me in their employ. My job title is the wonderfully simple and yet perfectly accurate �Special Agent�. Emphasis very much on the �special� as I�m sure those aforementioned Vietnamese lovelies would agree.
However, even I find it difficult to feel special whilst wearing a dreadfully sweaty light cotton suit. Also while running along a busy Hanoi street slightly after midday in near 100% humidity. This kind of thing they certainly do not train you for as part of the Ministry�s schooling. Seventy-two hours on the frozen hills of Scotland hunting and humiliating those amateurs in the SAS? No problem. But sadly no training in avoiding mopeds seemingly ridden by drivers utilising sonar while running pell-mell through what feels like a very warm swimming pool.
Oh, running. Yes.
This was an unusual situation. Often, my job entails locating someone regarded as a threat and convincing them � gently, with the lowest-velocity of bullets � that they would rather not cause problems for the United Kingdom and her friends and allies.
Instead I was currently tasked with locating an individual carrying knowledge which could help us in our fight against the, for want of a better phrase, �bad guys�. The problems I was having were twofold.
First of all, he didn�t want to be located. And once he realised he had been, he decided to make himself un-located as swiftly as possible.
Secondly, I wasn�t the only one who regarded the contents of his cranium as valuable. Representatives of the opposition were right behind me, very much intent on getting their filthy mittens on my quarry.
Sadly for them, one thing stood in their way.
Me.
So, running past a restaurant. Quarry ahead of me, but disappearing amongst the busy crowd. At least two men of Arabic descent following me at quite the pace. They obviously had less regard for their clothing as I for mine. They also had less regard for the populace, seeming quite happy to push and shove their way through the lunchtime throng.
I, on the other hand, had opted to sprint down the road and take my chances with the traffic. While this was working on the whole, every so often a moped would speed towards me against the flow of traffic. While miraculously missing every other vehicle, they always seemed to be making a bee-line for yours truly with every intent of coating my rapidly-browning finery in another layer of exhaust fumes.
Despite these problems, I was gaining slowly on the fleeing asset who was facing the same obstacles but with less training or physical fitness. Like our over-eager companions, he was from the Arabic region. While I wanted to find out what was in his head, they had orders to ensure that those particular secrets remained unuttered. Permanently, if necessary. I wasn�t their target � he was.
Dodging a taxi, which had decided that red lights were purely for Tet decoration, I sidestepped a group of tourists and made to swing my arm out and obtain a moped or scooter. Spying a likely candidate, I swivelled, extended my arm� and rapidly pulled it back in.
As much as my orders were to retrieve this intelligence no matter the cost, I simply was not going to knock a pretty young thing like this moped�s rider flat on her back. It�s just not the done thing.
Instead, I spied two young men pushing a bike up a small ramp onto the pavement. Or �parking area� as it is often referred to by the locals. The keys were still in the ignition and they hadn�t seen me, so I ran up behind them.
Tapping the boy on the left on one shoulder and his friend on the other, I diverted their attention from the bike. As they both turned away from it, I jumped into the saddle and pushed them hard in the back so they stumbled in opposite directions. A twist of the key and a stab of the ignition button and the engine roared into life.
No, it didn�t. It buzzed into live. And rattled a bit. But it was going. Before they could recover, I revved the engine and lifted the front wheel, using the ramp to help me. The bike span round with the front wheel at waist height as I pointed it in the correct direction, let gravity lower the handlebars and twisted my right wrist.
I set off at a surprisingly brisk pace, and decided to use the driving technique I had picked up in my various stays in the region. To whit: floor it and dodge the oncoming traffic because it may decide not to bother dodging you.
Risking a glance over my shoulder, I spotted my two rivals deciding to plagiarise my idea although they were somewhat less subtle about it. One man lay on the ground cradling his nose and another flat on his back having obviously been knocked off his mount.
I made the most of the advantage I had and leaned forward watching the traffic part in front of me like a school of fish avoiding an obstacle.
Very quickly I caught up with the fleeing target. He was running the run of the obviously terrified, not knowing who was chasing him � only that it couldn�t be good news. He was lucky that I was the one who got to him first.
He wasn�t so lucky so as to remain unhurt, though. I throttled hard, hitting one of the pavement ramps at enough speed to get the clapped-out hairdryer I was riding to leave the ground momentarily. As it was about to touch down again, it sideswiped him and knocked him off his feet and into a display of mobile phone cases that one vendor had been urging a passing couple to peruse.
I leapt from the bike as the non-existent suspension caused its trajectory to become impossible to control and rolled to a halt as it crashed into a tree, which took up half the pavement.
My suit was now beyond repair. To say I was angry was an understatement. If the man who was now pushing himself to his knees hadn�t run like a scared rabbit when he�d seen me approach him a few minutes ago we would both have been on the way to a safe house by now. And I would not be looking at another visit to Savile Row when I got back to London.
This was the closest I had been to him and he looked every bit as shifty as his file had suggested when I�d read it on the flight over. Mas�ud Kassis was a fairly young man who�d escalated rather quickly through influential ranks courtesy of a rich and powerful family. The same money had bought him the best education available, and a natural gift for physics had led him into nuclear research.
Given that his home country of Iran was under intense international scrutiny when it came to anything nuclear, he had been hidden away to work on� well, that�s what we weren�t sure of. What we do know is it�s something that wouldn�t benefit anyone other than Iran.
A chance relationship with an American girl seemed to have opened his eyes to the potential for abuse of his work and he�d abandoned his work and family, escaping the country and going into hiding. Actually, the relationship had been anything other than �chance� � the CIA had arranged the whole thing � but it had had the intended effect, other than the fact that he was supposed to run to them. Not in some random direction that it took our combined efforts three weeks to pinpoint.
Before he could take off again, I grabbed him by the collar. �It�s alive with me,� I shouted in his face, �or take your chances with them � and I think they�d be quite happy to see your little secrets spread all over the ground.�
To his credit, he seemed to take this on board fairly quickly and nodded. Not too soon either as a couple of sharp cracks told me that the less friendly of his pursuers had managed to get close enough that they were no longer afraid of taking a few pot-shots.
A window to our left shattered and another bullet ploughed through the wooden door next to it with a hard thunk. The crowd hadn�t yet realised what was going on, but in a few seconds they would see the guns.
Now, where do you go when you�re in need of sanctuary on the street in the middle of one of the most tightly-packed capital cities in South East Asia?
Well, where else? A place of worship.
The nearest western church was a few blocks away, but Hanoi is full of hidden temples squirreled away up narrow alleyways and we were fortunate enough to be near one. An unobtrusive opening in the wall next to the shop we had ruined caught my eye and I pushed Mas�ud into it, shoving him again to ensure he appreciated the urgency of the situation when he hesitated.
After twenty metres, the claustrophobic passageway ended in a square courtyard. A path led round a small statue and up to the doors of a very well tended Buddhist temple.
Both on our feet now, we sprinted for the beckoning doors as screams began to be heard behind us. Our unwanted company had caught up and were obviously waving those firearms around.
We leapt over the threshold as another random bullet tore a chunk out of the frame over my head. Mas�ud whimpered and ducked. I grabbed him and flung him to the side before turning and pulling one door shut. As I did so, I saw the first of the other Iranians burst from the passageway. He raised his gun to fire and I fell to the floor.
Swivelling on my shoulder like a very poor break-dancer, I hooked the other door with my foot and yanked. I heard the gunshot as the two doors shut together and I looked around desperately for a way of bracing them.
Mas�ud was already looking for escape routes as I tilted a huge ceramic pot and attempted to roll it in front of the doors without having it fall right over. Just as I let it settle back down, the doors shuddered as one of the Iranian agents slammed against them. The doors opened a crack, but not enough for him to push a gun barrel through.
�We�ve got maybe a minute before they force the doors,� I told Mas�ud. �What do you see?�
�Nothing! It�s dark. No other doors. We�re trapped!�
I don�t believe in being trapped. There is always a way out, even if it�s a frontal assault on whatever is blocking you in a corner. I had one problem with that this time, though, and that was a lack of firearm.
We had been informed that there was no way that Mas�ud�s home nation could have caught up with him as quickly as we did. To ensure we got him out of the country as quickly as possible, we needed the cooperation of the Vietnamese and they had been insistent that they didn�t want guns on their streets. What was the need, they argued, when I was there to collect an unarmed man?
Well, now I had a need but hindsight wasn�t going to help us.
Scanning the interior of the building I could see light filtering in from high up on the walls. Mas�ud was right, there were no other obvious doorways but that didn�t mean there were no exits.
A set of heavy drapes hung from a rail on the wall opposite the doorway. Above them was one of the features that permitted light to enter the chamber. A simple set of slats designed to illuminate but not allow rainwater to pour in during the wet season.
While the interior had been well kept, I was banking on the areas well out of reach being skipped as far as regular maintenance was concerned. I rushed over and pulled hard on the drapes. They seemed well enough attached so I put my full weight on them and started to climb.
They held and I pulled myself up, hand over hand until I was level with the vent.
Our luck was in. The paint had cracked and split a long time ago, and the water they were designed to protect against had soaked into the wood. They weren�t rotten, but they were definitely frail.
I thrust a flattened palm at one as if I was trying to break someone�s nose and the wood gave way with a satisfying crack. Yanking it out of the way I hammered down on the next, then the next. Within seconds I had a hole large enough for either of us to get through.
Glancing back at the doorway, I could see the urn I had moved starting to wobble alarmingly as the door was being shoved rhythmically. Half a minute at most and it would roll or topple.
I leapt down and helped Mas�ud climb up to the opening. He was halfway through when a loud crash told me that the main entrance had been breached. I dived behind a large Buddha statue and hid in the shadows.
Iranian 1 leapt into the room, looking around with his gun arm outstretched searching for a target. I flung a couple of coins from my pocket to the corner opposite me to distract him from the legs quickly vanishing through the vent above my head.
He fired in their direction, the echo from the gunshot deafening in the small, reverberant chamber. His companion stepped in behind them and they exchanged words I couldn�t hear. Number 1 pointed to the corner where he�d tried to assassinate 2500 đồng in coinage and started to creep forwards. Number 2, his gun also out in front of him, took a couple of steps to the side and also began to move in.
Fortunately for me they were moving in on exactly the wrong place. Mas�ud had vanished � I hoped not for good � and they were manoeuvring themselves into the far corner, with their backs to me.
There was still no way I could make it up those drapes and out of the window, though.
Then, luck gave me a helping hand that I just knew I would have to pay back one day. Two of Hanoi�s finest sprinted into the temple building doing their best impressions of officious amateurs who didn�t really have a clue what the actual situation was. Either nobody had warned them that guns were involved or they didn�t care.
They slid to a halt and dove to the side as the Iranians opened fire. One managed to find shelter, but his colleague was not so lucky � taking a round in the leg. It took him a second to realise that he�d been hit and he began to scream.
With their attention now on the front of the buildings, the hitmen didn�t see me making my way up the drapes and to the smashed vent. Not until the uninjured policeman pointed at me and started yelling, anyway. He�d obviously figured, correctly, that these two gun-wielding maniacs were more interested in their quarry than him.
I leapt from the drapes to the vent and scrabbled up as fast as I could, realising that I was placing myself in a very exposed position by doing so. On another day I�d have slid down and taken my chances hand-to-hand, but orders are orders and I couldn�t risk Mas�ud disappearing again.
I don�t know what training they give hired thugs in Iran, but I�d actually put my money on an Imperial Stormtrooper over them any day. Several shots went wide of the mark as I slid through the hole I�d made and into the hot, sweaty daylight.
Much to my surprise, Mas�ud was waiting for me. Well, he was waiting for someone anyway. He�d found a decent sized piece of timber and was holding it like a baseball bat, ready to brain anyone he didn�t like the look of who crawled through the hole. Looks like he had some fight in him after all.
He realised he was safe and lowered the improvised weapon. �Where now?� he asked.
I looked around. We were on a flat roof with a huge, shiny water tank to one side. Buildings surrounded us offering no way down to the ground. The only way was going to be up.
A balcony was just out of reach to our right, but was low enough that a jump from the water tank should get us onto it. I pointed. �Up there�.
The tank was against the wall, so I managed to clamber up and grab the rim on the tank�s top to pull me up in next to no time. The metal was hot, but not unduly so thanks to the shade offered by the surrounding buildings.
I leant down and offered Mas�ud my hand. There was just enough room for us both to stand on the top.
From this small standing start, I swung my arms and leapt up, grabbing the edge of the small balcony. It was surrounded by a metal fence and I used the posts to slowly pull myself up to the top railing and over onto the balcony proper. I don�t know if you�ve ever tried pulling yourself up metal tubes with sweaty hands, but it�s not easy.
Again, I leaned over and helped Mas�ud once he�d made the jump. As he landed on the balcony, the first of our tenacious gunmen appeared on the roof. I expected a shot, but it seemed his wild shooting had left him with an empty gun. His surprise at the dry click as he raised his arm and fired was matched by my relief.
Not one to look a gift horse in the unarmed mouth, I made the most of the extra time we�d been granted. The balcony we were on only had a louver door on it, and this was securely locked. A swift kick didn�t even make it rattle.
A few feet away was another balcony, this one with shuttered windows. If all else failed, they would be breakable. I climbed on to the rail and jumped over, easily covering the distance.
I turned and urged Mas�ud to jump. As he did so, the second gunman appeared and this time there was no click. An un-silenced crack was followed by a dull thud as the bullet smacked into the wall an inch ahead of Mas�ud�s face.
He jerked in reflex and closed his eyes. Not a good thing to do just as you�re leaping across a gap with a fifteen feet drop underneath you.
Mas�ud fell short, thumping into the rail with his chest. He scrabbled for a grip as I jumped on to him and gripped his shirt. Keeping him pressed to the railing so he wouldn�t slip further, I grabbed his belt and hauled him up to safety.
No second shot rang out and it seemed that both the men chasing us had expended all their bullets. Definitely amateurs. Maybe the Iranians hadn�t had the chance to send someone out and had had to make do with some �staff� who happened to be in the area at the time.
Lady Luck would catch up on me one day, I�m sure. Right now, I grabbed all that she was offering and tried the door handle.
Oh, boy. I did owe her a lot. The handle turned and the door opened, revealing a humble room. A couple of small tables and some sleeping mats rolled up in the corner made up the furniture, while a solitary picture of a Buddha hung on the wall with some incense smoking on a shelf under it.
The room was lit only by the light coming in from the open door � nobody was home.
Pushing Mas�ud in front of me, I glanced to the side and saw that the Iranians were mirroring our escape route.
Now I felt comfortable to make a stand. If these guys were as amateur as they seemed then the odds had just tilted very much in my favour. Plus, Mas�ud had shown that he knew where safety lay. I didn�t have to worry about him disappearing while I took care of business.
As I entered the room, I directed Mas�ud to a doorway opposite. �Get through there and wait. This should only take a minute�.
I turned my back on him and sidestepped to the shutters covering the window we had passed to get to the doorway. I unfastened the flimsy latch and paused.
There! The sound of the first Iranian landing on the rails as he jumped from the first balcony. A scratching and a huff of breath as he heaved himself over�
I leaned back and kicked the shutter with the flat of my foot. It swung out at a hell of a speed and I heard it hit him full on. If I�d timed it just right then he would have been on the railing when it made contact.
Just over a second later I heard a wet smack. That would have been his head hitting the roof below. I guess he wouldn�t be climbing the water tank again in a hurry.
I was just about to head back out and confront the second man when I heard a yell behind me. I span round and ran through the doorway where I had sent Mas�ud.
It turns out the apartment hadn�t been as empty as we�d thought. A very angry-looking Vietnamese man armed with one of the sharpest kitchen knives I�d ever seen had Mas�ud cornered. The local was yelling an awful lot of words that I didn�t understand � I speak four languages fluently, but none of them are of the tonal Asian variety. Over here I�m pretty much limited to �please�, �thank you� and a handful of foods. Our upset resident was certainly not bothered about being polite and his conversation wasn�t geared towards offering cuisine.
This time the đồng I threw were of the paper variety and his eyes widened. Forgetting the two strange men in his kitchen, he lowered the knife and started clawing the money from the floor. Hey, nobody who threw money in your face could be bad, right?
At this point, Lady Luck decided she�d had enough of me and I flew forward as the remaining thug kicked me hard in the spine.
Collapsing to my knees, I saw the Vietnamese man realise that he could always come back later for his free money, and that one kitchen knife wasn�t going to help him against three intruders. Besides, one of those intruders seemed about to deal with another of them for him. The clatter of the knife and the slap of sandals on the tiled floor were harsh on my ears as I gasped for breath.
A booted foot slammed into my ribs and I rolled over and slid a few feet. The wall stopped me going any further, but damage had already been done. Breathing now hurt and I was sure one of my ribs was broken.
Mas�ud had started towards the door, but the other Iranian had blocked his escape. Words were exchanged in Arabic, and I could tell that the hunter was very much teasing the hunted. Without understanding the exact phrasing, the fact that Mas�ud was visibly starting to shake and look sick told me that he was being told in no uncertain terms what was to happen to him.
I breathed slowly and prodded my ribs. Sharp pain engulfed me, but I gritted my teeth. I could handle it, but only just. I certainly wasn�t going to go five rounds with anyone stronger than a newborn in this condition.
Mas�ud had backed up into a corner, shaking his head. He looked lost. Distraught, even. What had the other man said?
With an almost audible snap, Mas�ud�s expression turned from one of horror to one of anger. His moans turned to growls. His teeth bared, he leapt at the other man. A move that seemed to surprise the hitman as much as it did me.
You can train a fighter or a soldier. But to prepare them for undisciplined, violent, primitive rage is one of the hardest tasks. There�s no pattern to attacks, no technique that can be countered. It�s simply a matter of defence and damage limitation until the attacker runs out of energy. Violent assaults like this are usually adrenaline-fuelled and short-lived.
Mas�ud, though, seemed unstoppable. The wide-eyed, fleeing scientist of a few minutes ago was a screaming, enraged beast.
His hands clawed at the other man�s face. I saw blood being drawn before the surprised gunman got his hands up in defence. Mas�ud kicked him repeatedly in the shins while battering the back of his now-bowed head with fists and elbows.
Few strikes made contact, but they were so numerous and fierce that those which did staggered the other man. Every time he attempted to lift his head to see where the next attack would come from, he took a blow and had to duck again.
Finally, a lifted knee slammed into his temple and forced him almost upright. His hands dropped in surprise. Mas�ud leapt and slammed his forehead into the man�s face. Probably more by luck than judgement he scored a direct hit on the bridge of the nose.
The gunman collapsed backwards, his eyes rolling around in his head and a scream about to form on his lips. Mas�ud didn�t give him the chance to expel it. He leapt on the other Iranian�s chest, pinning his arms to the floor. It looked like two children fighting in a playground, one about to warn the other what would happen to him if he didn�t return a toy.
And then the blows rained down again. Punch after punch smashed cheekbones and teeth. The blood flowing belonged to both men as cuts and welts opened on Mas�ud�s hands, but he didn�t seem to notice.
He grabbed the man�s hair and slammed the back of his head violently off the tiled floor. Once. Twice. With the third contact, there was blood flowing through the grout.
Realising the man wasn�t going to fight back any more, Mas�ud stood. His battered opponent lay on the ground. I could hear him breath. It sounded like he was trying to suck air through a jelly. His eyes were closed and the tissue around them already starting to swell.
Mas�ud stepped back and looked down at the man. Then he spat on him.
Then he raised his foot high in the air and brought his heel down with unerring accuracy on the man�s throat.
Cartilage was ground to fragments as he twisted his foot back and forth.
The man�s hands instinctively clawed at the foot, but Mas�ud simply leaned his weight down harder. The gunman�s eyes flew open but he made no noise. He couldn�t. There was simply no way for air to pass into or out of his lungs any more.
Mas�ud stood and watched as his former pursuer suffocated. The struggling became weaker and weaker until the man�s eyes rolled up in his head showing only the whites. With one last lurch, he lay still.
Mas�ud turned to me and I confess I involuntarily jerked backwards. He raised a hand. �No, you are safe. I am sorry. This man��
His wild eyes closed as he hung his head. When he raised it again, tears were streaming from them and I was looking at a different man.
�He told me how they found me. My sister. I told her. She tried to hide it, but they knew I would tell her. I was stupid. I should never have run.�
I knew where this was going, and made to stand up, hoping at least to get him moving before he was overwhelmed again. But as he stooped down to help me to my feet, he continued.
�They cut her. They burned her. They raped her. And they killed her. All this after she had told them where to find me.
My friend, I know who did this. Every secret I have in my head is yours. I will help you if you will help me find these men and kill them.�
I didn�t think it beyond my authority to make that promise. Hell, if I had to I would take a sabbatical and do it on my own time.
Someone was going to get a very unexpected and terminal visit.
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HAMMERTIME by Asher Wismer

Dirk Hammer launched his body into the air, using the taut canvas covering the lifeboat as a trampoline. Below him, the soldiers fired their muzzle-loading muskets; it flashed through his mind that he was extremely lucky that modern firearms were so rare in this part of the world.
As he passed over their heads, Hammer reached out and caught the second-tier railing that bounded the luxury ocean liner's upper deck. He vaulted it, recalling for a moment his two years as a circus acrobat, and slid into an open door. The click of the latch seemed very loud; Hammer knew he had only a minute before the soldiers regrouped.
"Ahem."
Hammer looked up from his kneeling position, his hand going to the hand-forged knife in his belt. The speaker was a woman, early twenties, wearing a dressing gown and curlers in her hair, just turning in her seat from the mirror. The small cabin was otherwise empty.
"Pardon me," Hammer said. "You'll want to keep your head down for a while; there are Navy ships coming and they'll make sure the passengers are safe."
"Was that gunfire I heard?" the woman asked. She didn't seem scared.
"You'll be hearing it a lot more in a few minutes," Hammer replied. He stood. "Would you mind standing?"
"You must be a mercenary," she said, getting up. "We were told this part of the world is dangerous; I didn't imagine we'd be exposed to it."
Hammer grabbed the chair and wedged it under the cabin door handle. Not a moment too soon; the door shook with blows, and Hammer turned to the woman.
"Is there another way out of here?"
"Through the inside door," she said. Her eyes were bright. "Are you a pirate?"
Hammer pushed past her. She followed, talking casually, as if he had stopped in for coffee.
"Joe and I signed up for the cruise back in April. I didn't really want to go, but he was so intent on doing one last round-the-world trip� he's retiring next month, did I mention? We've been seeing each other � dating, really � for almost a year. He was down in the lounge an hour ago, did you see him?"
Ignoring her, Hammer scanned the next room. He knew the soldiers would be at least familiar with the cruise liner's layout, and that meant that he had only a few minutes to either escape or hide. The Navy boats would protect the passengers, but Hammer himself wouldn't be so lucky.
The cabins on the upper level were large, opulent, and Hammer saw at once that this particular one stretched all across the deck to the opposite rail. Joe � whoever he was � must be enormously wealthy. Without looking back, Hammer said, "The other side of the ship. Are there lifeboats like the ones on this side?"
"Starboard? Sure, the whole liner's outfitted. We wouldn't want to end up like those poor fools on the Titanic, would we? Joe had his people check out all the safeties before we boarded�"
She prattled on. Hammer cracked the opposite door; so far, no one in sight, and the pounding on the wedged door continued. Any minute now� Hammer grabbed the woman's arm and pulled her out of the cabin. Shocked, she stopped talking, and Hammer led her over to the rail. Sure enough, there was a row of lifeboats, all secured and covered in heavy canvas. The deck was empty; all the other passengers, hearing the gunfire, had fled to their cabins.
"Come on," he said, as the woman began to pull away. "You don't want to be caught in there when those soldiers get through."
"The idea! I am a paying customer! They would never dare touch me!"
"You haven't traveled much, have you?" Hammer asked. He looked down over the rail; about five meters, give or take. The nearest stairs were easily twenty meters in either direction. Hammer said, "I'm going over. Follow me and you'll get out of this alive."
The woman said, "You can't be serious."
"I won't be able to come back up to get you, so come on!"
"I'll just get the purser. He'll know what to do-"
No time; Hammer could hear through the two open doors that the pounding had stopped.
In a single motion, he swept the woman off her feet and into his arms. As she began to shriek, Hammer took the railing in a single bound, and the breath whooshed from her body as they dropped five meters and landed, Hammer's powerful legs taking the impact with barely a tremor.
"How did you-"
Hammer put her down and ran to the lifeboat; she followed, hesitant. Around to the other side, he pulled his knife and slit the canvas just over the edge, where it tied off. He cut a two meter slit, pulled the canvas up, and said, "Get in."
"I will not � what are you doing?"
No time, no time! Hammer slithered into the lifeboat. He felt the deck shaking; the soldiers were coming the long way around, but they'd be in sight any second.
"Get in," he hissed to the woman. "Or you will be killed, I promise!"
She got in. Hammer stretched the canvas back over the edge of the lifeboat, and they listened, lumped together in the small space, as the soldiers rumbled past and around, shouting, searching.
"What are they looking for?" she whispered.
"Me, and what I have," he whispered back. "I stole something."
"So you are a pirate!"
"Shhh! No, it has nothing to do with piracy. There are some evil people who wanted to use this item for terrible ends. I don't know all the details, but I was sent here to retrieve it."
The voices outside grew louder as the soldiers milled around, confused.
"I got on board at the last port," Hammer continued, barely sub-vocalizing. "I think I saw you, actually; I was the waiter who saved your dress from that drunk's spilled drink."
"Oh," she said. "You have very good reflexes. By the way, how did you make that jump? Your legs should have been broken!"
"I spent four years studying Yoga and mountain-climbing in Tibet. If there's one thing you learn when trying to follow goats up sheer mountainsides, it's how to fall long distances without hurting yourself."
"That doesn't make any sense."
"You're alive, right? Stop worrying about the how and help me figure out how to get off this ship."
Incredibly, the woman smiled. "I think I can help you. My name is Diana, and I'm here for the same reason you are."

* * *

Hammer narrowed his eyes. The bright sunlight outside illuminated the small lifeboat space, allowing him to examine the woman � Diana � more closely. She was shorter than his own almost-two-meter frame, but now he could see the taut muscles in her arms, the hard lines in her face barely obscured by makeup.
"Diana Wilkox," she said. "InterPol. You're a mercenary?"
"No," Hammer said after a pause. "Dirk Hammer. The CIA hired me to retrieve the-"
"-Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayy�m," Diana finished. "Yes, we both are, it seems."
"I hope this won't affect our new friendship," Hammer said, and smiled. "It seems I got to it first."
He reached behind himself, squirming in the tight space, and pulled out a flat package wrapped in oilcloth. "It wasn't hard to get it," he continued. "It's getting off this ship alive that's the problem."
"I understand." Diana moved closer to him, if such a thing were possible. The quarters were tight; she made them tighter.
"The code in the book is vital to International security," she said. Her voice had gotten deeper; her breath tickled his face. The confined space heated in the beating sunlight.
"Yeah, well, it's also vital to the security of the United States," Hammer replied. "There's only one copy."
"One copy. Do you think your people really need it? After all, InterPol is committed to keeping the entire world safe. Obviously your country would be included in that international blanket of safety."
Diana's robe had become loose. The skin underneath was evenly and deeply tanned. Hammer's eyes narrowed.
"I don't know if I want to take that chance," he said, and pushed upwards, driving his knife through the canvas.
Diana gave a little yelp of dismay, but Hammer was already outside on the deck. He looked around, satisfied that his instincts had been true.
"How did you know the soldiers weren't around?" Diana asked, sitting up.
"I could feel the vibrations of their feet through the lifeboat cables," Hammer replied. "I spent a year in solitude in the mountains of Xanadu, meditating on the harmonies between all things. I could feel it when they went back around the side of the cabins. We have maybe three minutes before they start around again."
"What do you-"
Hammer grabbed Diana's arm and pulled her out of the lifeboat. "No time," he said, and steered her through a convenient door into the upper galley. Diana grabbed a cook's long white coat from a rack as they passed. Hammer's mind spun with his memorized map of the cruise ship and its various spaces.
"We can't take a lifeboat," Diana said, as if reading his mind. "It will take too long to lower it, and the soldiers will have a gunboat off the side."
"You didn't see one?"
"I've been playing the part of socialite," she said. "Except for some very minor reports I didn't have any contact with my people. It was important to be entirely in the character."
"Entirely," Hammer muttered. All the cooks were gone; the gunfire had made everyone go to ground. All Hammer carried during missions was his handmade knife; he had a minimalist mindset, but now he wished he'd packed a few guns.
"I think we both know that we can't escape alone," Diana said. Outside, they heard shouts; the soldiers had found the lifeboat with the torn canvas. Diana and Hammer ducked down behind a counter.
"The soldiers are dull, but not stupid," Hammer whispered. "They'll start combing the ship properly in a few minutes. The gunboat will circle, so we can't swim for it."
"I have an idea." Diana peeked over the side of the counter, and then crawled to a cupboard. She rifled through it, pulling out some items, and then crawled back. "Just give me a minute�"
Hammer watched as Diana mixed some powders and liquids together, pouring the resulting slime into a bottle. She carefully wobbled it back and forth, but didn't shake it.
"Simple explosive," she said, smiling. "Got a match?"

* * *

Colonel Mahir Aiyalot, 7th Division, stalked down the hallway towards the galley. He had seen the American, seen him vanish like a ghost only to reappear and fight through a full division of his men before disappearing again. It seemed that there was someone with him; it wouldn't have surprised the veteran soldier if the American had help from someone on the ship.
Two of Mahir's most trusted men walked with him. They'd sent the bulk of their forces around to the other exit; Mahir trusted in his own abilities to hold this side if need be. Considering the abilities demonstrated by the American, the Colonel was worried that they'd need to kill him instead of capturing and interrogating him.
He positioned the two men by the galley door. This side led directly to the dining area, with the small antechamber hallway hiding the bustle of the galley from the passengers. Mahir drew his curved sword, a relic from a previous war, and entered.
The first thing he saw was the figures of a man and woman; the American wore a ripped shirt and held a knife to the throat of the woman, who wore a white cook's coat. The man saw Mahir and shouted, "No closer! She's a passenger and I'm holding her hostage!"
The Colonel stopped in his tracks, making a gesture to halt his men. The American stood in the alcove between two stoves, his back to the wall. Mahir smiled in his mind; he knew that there was no way out of the galley that wasn't through him or through his other forces.
"Do not harm her," he said in accented English. "You have no reason to hurt an innocent woman."
"She's my ticket out of here!"
"You should let her go and give us terms."
"You won't negotiate if I let her go!"
Mahir slowly moved forward. "You should let her go," he said, and dropped his sword. "I will be your hostage."
The hostage's eyes widened. The American said, "You'd let me hold you against my own life?"
"This," Mahir said, "is only proper according to the codes of battle. An innocent should never be unnecessarily harmed."
The American lowered his knife. Mahir stepped forward. The American said, "That makes me feel really bad about this."
A powerful explosion ripped through the galley.

* * *

Hammer and Diana crouched in the small chamber, hearing the explosion two rooms away.
"How did you do that?" Diana asked.
"I studied electronics and imagery with Edison," Hammer said. "Light can be transmitted in dark or enclosed spaces; the large mirror reflected our images in the galley through that pinhole, and through the array of glassware I set up while you set the explosive."
"You're full of surprises," Diana said. "I almost believe you know what you're doing."
Hammer smiled. "Don't get cocky just yet. We have only a few minutes before the soldiers regroup."
"Did you mean what you said about killing that man?"
"He showed personal honor in battle. I hate to take lives without necessity, but to take the life of an honorable man is almost worse than killing an innocent."
"He'd have killed you without thinking."
"But for reasons of honor, not of evil. No matter who employed him, that man was worth ten of his own."
Hammer took Diana's arm and led her down the stairs. The air had started to fill with smoke; some part of the ship was on fire. They could hear the sounds of evacuation, alarms, the shrieks of pampered passengers made to discomfort themselves and leave their belongings behind.
"So," Hammer said. "Did you have an escape plan?"
"Just a contingency," Diana replied. "I expected to take the book on the last day and disembark with the passengers. They'd never have noticed it until I was long gone. You?"
"My escape plans," Hammer said, "never go according to, ha, plan. Someone always starts shooting or punching and then I have to make a mess. I feel sometimes like trouble follows me around."
"I'm certainly following you," Diana said. "But we should try to get to the underwater observation deck. It will bypass the passenger evacuation route and get us to the outer hull with fewer distractions."
"What good will going deeper into the ship do us?"
"The crew puts on underwater shows for the passengers," Diana said. "I read it in the brochure. They have undersea gear, breathing apparatus, quality things to make their guests pay more in tips. We could steal some and escape underwater."
"And avoid the gunboat," Hammer said. "Good thinking. You might actually be an undercover operative after all."
"I get by on being underestimated," Diana muttered.
They heard noise in the hall ahead. Hammer said, "Stay behind me," and pushed through the door.
Two soldiers, muskets up, shining lights into every corner. Hammer began to run. They noticed him as he reached the halfway point, and before they could shout Hammer's thrown knife killed one of them where he stood. The other flinched as his friend fell back, and then Hammer was on him.
The soldier was not a simple grunt. Contrary to media portrayals, most soldiers are highly trained and efficient in the killing arts. Hammer disarmed the soldier with a kick, and then found himself falling back as the soldier attacked with his service kukri.
The fight was fast and brutal. Hammer, using the ancient martial art of Baritsu, recovered his balance and went on the offensive; the soldier would have been more than a match for any ordinary fighter, but Hammer was far from ordinary. Evading the kukri, Hammer pulled the soldier's arm into a lock, twisted, and snapped it at the elbow. The soldier cried out; Hammer continued his movement, directing the soldier by the broken arm, and slammed him headfirst into the wall.
Diana had barely had time to reach the two men.
"You could leave some for me," she said, nudging the dead man with her foot.
Hammer retrieved his knife and handed Diana the kukri. "Fighting is not egalitarian," he said. "You can fill in when the corners get full."
They continued to the lower decks. The air cleared of smoke; while the fires burned above, it wouldn't reach the lower decks for some time. They passed a few straggling passengers and crew; Hammer directed them towards safety.
No more soldiers stood in their path. The observation deck was split into two sealed rooms, the first dry and comfortable for the passengers, with the heavy glass port on one wall and another glass port on the far wall, where interested passengers could watch as the crew set up their equipment. Diana led Hammer to the heavy lock that separated the two rooms.
"We can put on the breathing gear and escape through the water lock," she said. "I have a boat waiting around the point of the island; it's just a working sloop, so it won't attract attention."
"I was going to take a lifeboat," Hammer replied, "but your plan is better. It's always good to avoid attention."
Diana spun the locking wheel. The heavy port opened, and she stepped through. As Hammer moved to follow, a shadow fell across his eyes; he turned and barely avoided another kukri, swung hard by a huge soldier. He bumped into the port, felt his impact knock Diana back inside and slam the lock shut.
Diana shouted, but was muffled by the thick glass. She watched Hammer fighting the soldier, and then felt a gaze on her back. She turned. It was Colonel Mahir Aiyalot, bloody and charred but very much alive.
"Terrorists," he said, spitting blood, "deserve no honor."
He attacked.

* * *

Mahir had, by his long experience in war, anticipated some sort of ambush, and had not walked into the galley unprepared. Although he hadn't foreseen the optical illusion, let alone the explosion, he had been sure of an attack from the side, and so had deliberately positioned himself by a thick counter. When Diana's explosive blew the galley apart, Mahir had dived, barely ahead of the blast, and most of the shockwave and fireball had passed above.
While his ears bled and his head pounded with burst capillaries, Mahir remained focused on his goal; detention or termination of the terrorists who had attacked this peaceful cruise vessel. Mahir had no knowledge of the Rub�iy�t, or the code inside; all he had was his honor and his duty, and he'd let himself into the waterlock through a deck-side hatch, meant for emergencies.
Diana, caught off-guard, fought back. Unlike Hammer, her training had been in formal martial arts, focusing on deep stances and powerful short-range strikes. Mahir expected her to fall immediately, or try to fight with fancy high kicks. Instead, she rooted herself to the floor, fending him off at first defensively and then with more and more power. Mahir found himself backing up, although Diana barely moved from her initial position.
Hammer, inside the waterlock, kicked the giant's legs out, and followed him to the ground with a killing elbow. He leaped to his feet, rushed to the glass. The locking wheel refused to turn; Hammer kicked it, to no avail.
Mahir stood back. Diana, breathing steadily, seemed to see only the Colonel, her entire world narrowed to the pinpoint of Mahir's threat.
"I should have expected that this man would have an accomplice on board," Mahir said. He gestured to Hammer, helpless behind the heavy glass. "No terrorist, no matter how fanatic, works alone."
"We're not here to hurt anyone," Diana said softly. "The soldiers attacked us. Your men are trying to kill us. We have our own mission."
"You will not succeed," Mahir replied. "Already the passengers are safely off this ship. This day will not be one of media and celebration for your evil ideology."
Diana cocked her head. "We're not here to-"
She stopped. Stood upright out of her stance.
"He is," she said, and pointed at Hammer. "He was sent here to blow up the ship."
Hammer's chest tightened. He hit the glass again; it shook but held firm.
"I'm InterPol," she said. "I'm undercover, and I found him out. I was keeping him from carrying out his plan while the passengers escaped."
"She's lying!" Hammer shouted.
Mahir looked back and forth. "Why would he believe you?"
"Because of this," Diana said, and held out the oilcloth package. The Rub�iy�t, with the code.
Hammer's eyes bulged in shock; he realized that Diana had stolen it, with incredible deftness of hand, as they'd collided before the water-lock separated them.
She must have been just waiting for the right time, he thought, and pounded on the glass.
Mahir seemed to reach a decision. He looked back at Hammer.
"You are safely confined," he said. "I will get my men and take you under arrest. This will be a great victory-"
Mahir's next words came with a gout of blood; the blade of the kukri that Hammer had given Diana appeared in his chest, and he shuddered and collapsed. Hammer swore; Diana, it seemed, was far less concerned with collateral damage than he.
She dropped the blade and walked to the glass. Hammer looked around. This side was sealed; the outer hatch could open, but he had no reason to leave with the Rub�iy�t out of his hands.
"Thanks," she said. Hammer frowned at her serene expression; she seemed entirely unphased by the casual murder. "By the way, I don't really work for InterPol. Well, not all the time. Now, what should I do with you?"
Hammer struck the glass, and felt a twinge of satisfaction when Diana startled. "Don't waste words," he said. "Let me out, or leave me here. I'll be back for you either way."
Diana suddenly smiled. She shed her blood-spattered coat, revealing a very small bathing suit. Hammer's eyes widened.
She turned and walked away, to the far wall. There was an ornamental screen, which Diana kicked aside. Behind it, Hammer could see a hole and something metallic�
Diana pulled her legs up and over into the hold. She turned, waved the oilcloth package at Hammer, and vanished into the hole.
Hammer pulled his knife and scored the heavy glass with three powerful strokes. He reared back and fired a powerful Baritsu kick into the center of his scratches, and the glass crazed around the impact. He kicked again, and it shattered, and Hammer was through. He jumped over Mahir's body and reached the hole; the metallic shape had vanished. Without hesitation Hammer leaped through and found himself sliding down a slick metal tube; he sensed the sea rushing up beneath himself and took a deep breath.
When he opened his eyes, Hammer was underwater, the wake of the cruise ship spinning him around. The bright tropical sunlight lit up the world beneath the waves as bright as day; Hammer focused and saw the cruise ship moving in one direction, and a small metal tube moving in the other.
A single-person submersible device; Diana's "contingency" plan, apparently, had been her goal all along.
Hammer shook his head, then swam for the surface.

* * *

Three weeks later, Diana Wilkox strode through the streets of Cairo. The incident with Hammer had broken her cover, and although she'd dropped the package at a safe location, she needed to stay out of the game for a while. Cairo was a good place to lie low; because of the recent pyramid excavations, there was a lot of international business and therefore a great number of tourists.
Wanting to keep occupied, Diana had signed on with a small security firm to be a lookout. Nobody suspected a woman of being involved with security, or of being dangerous, for that matter. She sat at her small cafe table outside the client's building, ordered coffee, and sat watching the front gate. There were two armed guards outside. Diana had sat watching this building for almost a week. Aside from normal business, nothing had happened.
Diana sipped her coffee, felt the sun beat down on her broad-brimmed hat, resigned to weeks of boredom while the InterPol situation died down.
An enormous explosion blew out one of the building walls. The streets were filled with smoke and dust in an instant. Diana, already on her feet, pulled the small pistol from her purse and charged into the fray.
And collided with a large, muscular man, running in the opposite direction. His shirt was torn nearly off his torso, blonde hair caked with dust, eyes gleaming-
"Hammer!"
"Fancy meeting you here," Dirk Hammer said. He lunged past her and put a guard down with a single blow to the temple. "Not to be rude, but we need to be going."
Diana asked, almost in a shriek as they ran, "What happened in there?"
"Job went bad," Hammer replied. "I delivered my message � don't worry, it has nothing to do with you � but somebody recognized me."
"Why blow up the building?"
"Ah, now that wasn't me," Hammer said. "You were involved in guarding the building, right?"
They turned a corner. The air was clearer here. The stone streets echoed with another explosion, and Hammer pulled them both into a cul-de-sac in the wall.
"Well, let's just say the opium trade is out one of their biggest stockpiles," Hammer said, grinning. "I was just going to confirm the building, but the people you were guarding against got past you."
Diana looked past him into the street. All the commotion was a block away, but Diana heard sirens.
"You're pretty good," Hammer continued. He pulled the remains of his shirt around his chest, but the garment was clearly done for. "I didn't even notice you until last week."
"I never saw you at all," Diana admitted reluctantly.
"I'm also pretty good," Hammer said. He pulled her into an embrace. "Play along."
The street outside the cul-de-sac grew busy with police, on foot and in ancient cars painted a sickly blue.
"Where will you go now?" Diana whispered into his ear.
"I have to turn in my report, but then I'm free. We should take some time to catch up; we have a lot to talk about."
"I thought we'd covered everything."
"Your moral compass needs a little adjustment," Hammer said. "Although I expect you to be an unwilling student."
"How about a cruise?"
"Nothing better," Hammer said. "Too bad about your job here."
"It was almost over anyway," Diana said. "I guess it's karma; I mess up one of your jobs, you mess up one of mine."
Hammer pulled his face back a little. "What?"
"The Rub�iy�t?"
"Oh, of course." The sirens and commotion had all centered around the shattered building, and the street was clear. Hammer let go of the embrace and pulled a wrapped package from the small of his back, where it had been tucked in his waistband.
"I got that back weeks ago," he said, and grinned. "Anyway I hear Jamaica is lovely this time of year?"
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WHEN THE DEVIL CATCHES UP By Lee Hughes

Alice Cotton danced under the name Savannah and showed tits and pussy at the 'Shhh! Club' five nights a week. The music started up and she got her hips on the swivel, inching closer to the punter, waiting for something as simple as a smile. Savannah unhooked her bra and tossed it onto the seat beside the man. He was making her feel a little uncomfortable. His gaze remained on hers, not straying, not even to have a gander at her tits, nor did he seem eager to see what she shaved. She moved closer, close enough so her mouth was nearly at the hole of his ear. �Don't you like the music?�
Harry gave a shrug after giving her question a moment's worth of thought. He conceded to himself that music had never had any importance in his life like it had for some. Couldn't remember any big moments that had been accompanied by a soundtrack. Days just happened, shit just happened and all of it was out of tune. Real life was tone deaf, gunshots carried no melody and blood possessed no beauty, it spilled with the damage of an oil slick, tainting all it came into contact with. Harry kept his eyes locked to hers. She had her breasts out and was making them jiggle. He took a turn at her ear as she had done at his. �Turn around, I want to see your ass.� The request tasted sour on his tongue. She smiled, at least he wasn't just sitting there catatonic any more. She turned, bent over and gave her backside a cheeky little wiggle. Harry took in the sight of her ass, said, �Thanks.� tipped a tenner and left.
Savannah had been about to slip out of her thong when she heard him say something behind her. She looked back and saw him fishing a note out of his wallet and gently putting it down on the table before walking out of the private booth to melt into the crowd. She grabbed up her bra and headed off to find another punter, the night was still young and there was good money to be made. Mickey, one of the bouncers cut Savannah off in her tracks. �Savannah, Mr. Thompson wants a quick word up in his office.� The bouncer shouted so as to be heard over the deafening music.
�Know what it's about?� She asked, just as loud.
�He just said he wanted a word is all.�
She put her sultry walk on stand-by, like a taxi turning the 'For Hire' light off. She cut through the club to the private door that led up to Thompson's office. Once in the corridor and with the door closed the thumping music was barely audible, the quiet was always a welcome sound. Savannah rapped on the door.
�Come in.� It was Thompson's voice. There was no mistaking the noise that he called talking, he sounded like a wet and squeaky fart. Thompson was sat in his leather, high-backed office chair. He smiled at her. He was one of those men whose mouth always seemed too wet, verging on a perpetual drool. �Take a seat.� He nodded to the plush sofa. Savannah took the offered seat, but sat in a way that made it clear she wasn't planning on letting herself get comfortable. �Is something the matter?�
He shook his balding head. �With your work? No. You pull more than your weight and you�re popular with the client�le. I just got given this note.� He held up a piece of folded paper. �I like to know what's going on in the world of all my girls, it's in my�� He paused, licked fresh spittle from his lips before finishing with, ��and your best interest.�
�I'm not following,� Savannah admitted.
So Thompson elaborated. �You'd be surprised how many fuck-heads hand over notes for you girls to the waitresses, bar staff and even to security. I like to make sure there's no liabilities and such, so I have a little read of them��
Savannah couldn't contain her outrage and interrupted him. �That's an invasion of��
He held up his hand. �Nothing�s private in my club. Now, do you want to tell me just what the fuck the 'Foundation of the Kingdom's Rise is?�
Savannah had been on the verge of telling the sleaze just where he could stick his fucking job but hearing that name caused her tongue to freeze and shrivel on the floor of her mouth. She was still muted in shock as she pried herself up off the couch and strode over to Thompson's desk with a hand held out. Thompson saw the look on her face and without a word passed over the note. With the slip of paper pinched between her thumb and forefinger she started to tremble, so much so that it took her some time to work the note open. Her eyes ran over the words, each syllable like a pothole, each one jolting and threatening to break the suspension on her mind. She more staggered than walked back to the couch, lowering herself down on to it. She looked at Thompson. She'd built up an act of being bolshy, forged a protective barrier between herself and the world. She'd made herself Alice Cotton, known at work as Savannah, now after reading that note she was back to being Alice Henley, a girl she thought she'd left behind, to wither and die as the years grew larger between them. All those years, all those walls, torn down and destroyed by a scrap of paper and a few well-chosen words scribbled upon it.
Torn down.
Torn.
That single word reverberated about the interior of her skull. She put the word to good use and tore up the note before sprinkling the offending flakes of paper on the floor.
Thompson broke the silence. �Savannah, look, no one's going to do anything to you. You're under the roof of my house, my protection, okay?�
She looked up and a tear fell in suicide from the gallows of her eyes.
Thompson came out from behind his desk. �Who wrote the note?�
Her eyes found the carpet and began dissecting the weave as she decided to open the wound all the way, make it gape, make it bleed, there was nothing else for it.
�A man called, Noolan.�
�You see him about the place?�
�No.� She was certain of that. Noolan's face was one that she would never forget. Even the name made her remember the stink of his breath and the noise of his ragged pant as he climaxed.
�So, someone else must have dropped it off for him. Can you think of anyone that's been about tonight that seemed odd, or anything?�
Immediately she thought of the man that hadn't smiled and had just wanted to have a look at her ass. �There was one bloke.�
�Who?�
�My last punter acted a little shifty.�
Thompson took her over to the bank of live camera footage. �Which booth were you in?�
�Eight.�
Thompson punched a couple of buttons and started re-winding. �Him?�
�Yeah.�
Harry sat in the confines of the hired car, watching the people entering and exiting the club. After seeing the birthmark on the lap-dancer's behind he'd seen all he needed to. She'd said her name was Savannah; Harry knew her real name, Alice Henley. He thumbed through the contacts on his phone. He couldn't manage a greeting, the voice of the other end got in first. �Hey, glad you called, got some great news on the Shale's case.� Billy's familiar voice bled through the speaker.
Harry kept his eyes on the club's entrance. �What?�
�It's not a snuff movie, just some cheap effects with the throat cutting, she's alive and well and about to get some more cock in another film.�
�That's good, I think.� It was good that the girl wasn't in some shallow grave or roadside ditch.
�How're you getting on?� asked Billy.
�I've found Alice Henley.�
�You sure it's her?�
�Birthmark just where her mother had said she'd have one.� The only photograph he had of Alice was over ten years old and it shared nothing in common with the woman who called herself Alice Cotton-slash-Savannah.
�Nice. So what're you gonna do now?�
�I passed over a note for her.� Harry knew that it wasn't the most tactful way to let her know that something sinister from her past was hunting her down, at least with a note she could read it and it could sink in, then if she wanted his help she could call his number, or if she wanted to see him then he'd be sat in his car outside the club until closing.
�And if the note doesn't find its way to her, or she ignores it, then what?�
�If she ignores it, that's her call, she's not a kid any more, but if it looks like the note never made it to her then I'll just have to do a face-to-face.�
�Keep me up to date.�
�Yeah, will do.� He watched a couple of the doormen talking, one of them pointed towards him. �Look, I've gotta go, looks like the note made it to her, there's some interest in me.� Harry didn't wait for a reply; he ended the call and started to roll down the window as one of the doormen started across the road towards his car.
�You the one that left the note for, Savannah?� He looked the atypical hard bouncer, all shoulders and neck, with a shaved head puckered with scars.
Harry nodded.
�She wants a word with you.�
Now that was what Harry wanted to hear. He got out of the car, locked it up and followed the bouncer back across the road. They jumped the queue and Harry found himself back in amongst the noise and the bodies. He followed where the bouncer led. Out through a door, down a corridor and into a large storage room.
There wasn't much in the room apart from himself, three hefty-sized men and a small rattish man with slick-lips and no sign of Alice. Harry chided himself; he should have seen this coming. The wet-mouthed man pointed to a wooden chair in the centre of the room. �Sit.� His voice sounded an octave too high to belong to someone who should be heeded without question.
�Where's, Alice?� Harry felt a hand on his back, which shifted to a shove, forcing him deeper into the room and closer to the chair. Harry turned around slowly. The menace that had pushed him was wearing a well practised dark scowl, it probably worked on some pissed up little runt that got a bit handsy with the dancers but it did nothing to make Harry's legs go shaky. Harry was just kissing the six-foot-one mark and there wasn't much in the way of bulk about his body, most referred to his build as spindly, others regarded him as rangy and raw-boned topped off with a wiry strength. He decided for the moment to take the path of least resistance and sat down to give the ratty-man his full and undivided attention.
The ratty-man asked. �Why'd you write the note?�
�You must have read it, pretty much self-explanatory.� That remark earned him a cuff to the back of his head. Harry spun in his chair to see one of the goons looking pleased with himself. Ratty-man spoke again, drawing Harry's attention back. �So, you're not even trying to deny it, talk about being only half the hat.�
Harry shook his head. He'd had dealings with paper gangsters before. They'd own a club, or two, and have hired hoodlums to get the dirty deeds done and then play king of the castle. �All I want to know is where Alice is.�
Ratty-man let free a much-faked laugh. �What, so you can, and I quote, 'chop you up like the filthy cunt that you are, no one leaves the Foundation of the Kingdom's rise.' Doesn't exactly read like a love letter now does it?�
Harry blinked; pretty sure he hadn't written anything even remotely resembling that. �I didn't write that.�
�You just said you did not a moment ago.�
�I wrote a note, but that wasn't it.�
Ratty-man shrugged. �Doesn't matter a fuck. I don't like my girls threatened or harmed. And when someone comes along who wishes to do either, then I like to send a message out to any other misfits who might have the same kind of daft ideas.�
Harry didn't want to hear any more diatribe, he hadn't the luxury of time, not after hearing what had been in the other note for Alice. �Whatever, just tell me where Alice is, I don't have the time to sit here explaining.� Harry made to stand up but found a set on hands on his shoulders forcing him back down. Playtime was over, now it was time to do some schooling. He hadn't expected to be beaten in getting to Miss Henley first. It had been a massive job just tracking her down to where she worked; there'd been layer and layer of false identities along the way to thwart all who might attempt to track her down. Harry had been doing the job too long, knew all the tricks that folks used to stay a ghost and had managed to catch up, nothing was going to make him come second. Harry reached up and grabbed the hands that held him in place. He thrust those hands outwards with a quick and unexpected release of strength. The owner of those hands found himself quickly off balance and his head came face first to meet with the top of Harry's head. There was a crunch as the bridge of the man's nose concertinaed and Harry felt a rush of warm blood flood around and about the hairs on his head. Harry released the hands, stood, grabbing the chair as he did and swung it upside the nearest bouncer's skull. The bouncer pulled a few funny faces before the lights in his eyes went out and he crumpled to the floor. Without missing a beat Harry closed up the space between himself and the final bundle of biceps, knee'd him square in the balls, grabbed the man by his ears as he started to double over, helped him on his way south and collided his knee into the bloke�s face. Harry pushed the fellow over, but it wasn't necessary as the man was completely oblivious to which way was even up. Harry spun to confront Ratty-man who was the only one not unconscious or holding an injury. �I'm asking just once, where is she?�
Ratty Man looked to his men, then back to the man who had sparked them all out, managing through his shock to find some words. �I had her driven home whilst she got some stuff together to leave town for a bit.�
Harry slammed shut the door and was already speeding up to thirty miles per hour before his seatbelt had even finished doing its clickety-click. He'd gotten the address from the ratty-man whose name he now knew to be Thompson. He'd thrown it into the sat-nav and reckoned if he stuck to the speed limit he would get there in about twenty minutes, so he ignored the law and gunned it. Thompson had given him both Alice's and the driver's mobile phone numbers. He tried both, splitting his concentration three ways, the road, the sat-nav and the phone in his hand. Both of the phones rung out, Harry knew that was a bad, bad sign and put his foot down a little harder on the go pedal.
It was shy on eight full minutes when he screeched to a halt outside of the three-storey townhouse that had been converted into flats. Alice lived in flat 2; he thumbed the button and counted to ten. At the count of ten he had received no answer so he ran his hand over all six buttons and told the first person that answered through the intercom that he was the police and without being asked anything else he was buzzed in. The door to flat 2 was wide open. He looked up the stairs to see some curious faces peering over the bannisters, all of them rubber-necking. Harry pulled out his wallet, flipped it open and shut it just as quick and hoped that action was enough. He ventured over the threshold and heard a groan coming from a room at the end of the hallway. It sounded weak, but masculine. Harry stopped at the first door and peeked around the doorjamb to see a tidy and unoccupied lounge. He continued on, straining to shut out the man's moans so he could hear anything else from the flat. Harry dipped his head into the next room. It was small, neat and empty; he also noticed there wasn't a single toothbrush in the holder above the basin. The next room turned out to be the bedroom, there was nothing neat about it. A suitcase lay open on the bed, it's contents of clothes looking half consumed and half puked out at the same time. She must have been throwing together whatever belongings she cared about as quickly as she could. Harry mused that it hadn't been quick enough. He backed out of the bedroom and walked the rest of the hallway knowing what he would find in the kitchen The groaning was coming from the driver who was slumped on the floor in the far corner, a trail of slick blood telling tales of where he had been shot to where he had crawled to. The driver had been over at the counter pouring a scotch, more than likely whilst Alice was gathering up her stuff. The bottle now lay on its side having bled out just like the driver was doing. Noolan, or one of his cronies must have been hiding out, caught the driver off-guard and plugged him. The gun had to have had a silencer, reckoned Harry, seeing as there wasn't anything other than nosiness from the rest of the tenants. The driver's eyes were closed; he was holding his stomach like he had a bellyache. It was only his mouth that moved, the machine within broken and only offering up moans and groans, his dying body's audio reflex, nothing more, or less. The man had clown-mouth where the blood had bubbled up and over the dam of his lips. Harry grabbed a fresh dishtowel from the rail and went down on his haunches before the man who was working through the Cheyne-Stokes' pattern. He pulled the man's non-responsive hands away, slipped the towel to his gut and then replaced the hands back. It was a pathetic gesture, but one that Harry couldn't help but make. He stood up, he had things to do. He looked at his hands that were now slick with crimson and decided to head to the sink to rinse the stains away. Three steps from the sink, he turned to the sound of silence. The uneven exhales and inhales had frozen, death had come and silenced the driver's world. Harry was about to embark on the final step to the sink when the quiet was broken by, �Hey, officer, someone's slashing the fuck outta your tyres!�
Harry abandoned his ablutions and left the kitchen at full pelt. He hadn't expected the bastards to still have been about, otherwise he wouldn't have taken his time. Leaving her flat he felt the eyes of the rubberneckers still there, gandering away. He ran out the cruddy foyer and down the garden path. He was too late; all he saw was a white transit van spinning its wheels. Sense told him he had no chance of catching it, his personal self-esteem told him he had a good chance if he started getting his legs on the go right that moment and not a second later. He passed by his car, it was going nowhere, two flat tyres and a cheap knife sticking out of a third, the fourth would have been too no doubt if one of those nosy fucker's hadn't done the only decent thing of the night. He managed to catch it up, but only as much as to grab at the handle of the back door before it got away from him. The door had been locked, stayed locked and grew small very quickly as the van powered on to the end of the road. He spun around, the other tenants of the flats had emptied out on to the road and were watching, no doubt the best thing they'd seen since Jeremy Kyle that morning. He heard a put-put-put, turned and saw a pizza scooter pulling up on the other side of the road. He made towards the lad who was busy trying to free a dustbin-lid sized pizza from the warm-satchel on the back of his pretend-hog when a more throaty, proper engine made a racket that wrecked the quiet of the night. The car made a noisy halt at the kerb. The door burst open and a figure got out with movements that announced urgency. Harry took in the man and took a step back, blinking, not understanding what sort of practical joke his brain was playing on him. The man that was heading up the path towards Alice's building was the spitting image, a proper carbon copy of the man that was dead inside from lead poisoning.
The doppelg�nger saw the blood on Harry's hands and knew instinctively that he was somehow a part of the night's tragic comedy of errors. �My brother?� was all the man said as he made to move past Harry.
Harry placed a hand on the man's chest, letting amazement disperse and the severity of the drama take hold. �He's dead.� The brutal truth was what was needed, Harry knew it, though it didn't help much.
The man grabbed Harry's hand and pushed it to one-side, his only purpose now seemed to be entering the property and finding it all to be true. Harry called after the man. �He's dead, and the men that did it, the cowards, they're getting away. Right as we speak, they are drifting through post-codes.� That made the man stop, stare up at the house; he was but three steps away from being inside and closer to his dead twin. He turned around; there was wetness in his stare and ferocity in the set of his mouth. �Are you sure he's dead?�
�I've seen enough of it to know it.�
The man started back to the car, his steps morphing from earnest strides to nigh on a sprint. Harry took to the hoof after him and made a move for the passenger's door.
�Where the fuck do you think you're going?� asked the man.
�You even know what you�re chasing, vehicle, or man?�
�Get in.�
Harry opened the door and dipped inside the vehicle.
Harry barely got the door shut before the driver got some heat pissing its way through the engine like wildfire. The driver turned to Harry. �Which direction?� There was a junction a little ways up. Harry had seen the van take a right. He told him and the man took that corner like tread on a tyre was something infinitesimal. He had the engine earning its keep, switching with skill up the gears and handling the road like he'd tamed it himself. Half a minute of traffic dodging and law breaking and they saw the white van up ahead, a good few lengths of car away. Though it was night the driver knew how far to keep back so as not to become something suspicious in another man's rear-view mirror.
Harry couldn't help but state some of the obvious, even though the bloke was showing more than a passing proficiency. �Ease up, don't want them to know we're this close to them.�
�I've not got my hazards on, nor am I beeping the fucking horn. This is my car, this is my chase, this is my�revenge.�
�And they've got a woman in the back of that van, who, just like you hasn't asked for any of this shit to happen.�
The driver took some deep breaths and kept any retorts from spilling from his head.
�Thompson didn't tell me much, just that my brother might be needing some help and that one of the girls from his club was involved. Care to tell me some more?�
So Harry started to share his knowledge on Evan Noolan. The driver nodded in all the right places and kept his own council until Harry had finished. The driver shook his head. �Think he's planning on killing the girl?�
�I think it's pretty much a given, she's the reason they lost their messiah.�
�That part of it isn't my war, but I'll help you get her back, then I will do my own thing.�
Harry looked at the man, his face looked as though it was carved from stone. Harry himself had known violence and death in abundance and this man's features had been chiselled over the years by destruction and Harry knew that there was nothing, no words that would alter the course of what was in the man's mind. �You got a name? I'm Harry.�
�Not one that you need to know.�
�Fair enough.� Harry didn't bother trying to make any more conversation. He just watched the roads that they were taking, wondering where the van was heading. He cottoned on as they made their way through the heart of Lancaster. He broke the silence with. �I think I know where they're heading.�
�Where?�
Harry chastised himself. He should have guessed a good few miles back. The van was en route to Heysham, the van was heading back to the place that had born the madman and tailored his diseased mind. It made sense, the family farm back on that small island, the place that Noolan knew best. �He's going to the ferry, Noolan's going home.�
�You sure?�
�Certain.�
The driver started tooling about with the sat-nav. The woman's voice kicked in and the driver eased off the speed. No need to get made if they had a destination.
�Gonna need your name if you�re wanting to get on this boat.�
The driver mulled it over. �Ernest Jones, don't ever fucking call me Ernie, or Ernest.�
Harry used his phone to book them two tickets and the car onto the ferry. He shook his head as the final carriage fee was displayed on his phone. �They should be calling themselves the Steam Racket.�
The driver ignored the attempt at humour and asked. �What's security like at the port?�
�Same as anywhere I guess, probably have a sniffer dog doing laps of the car deck, anything like that in the car?�
�No, but there's two shotguns and a couple of nine millimetres in a hold-all in the boot, think they'll sniff them out?�
�Doubt it.�
�Good. You figured out a plan?�
�I figure I've got about thirty miles to think of one, something else has been bothering me.�
�What?�
�How Noolan and his mental cases caught up with her the same time as I did.�
�You found her, what's so surprising that they did?�
�Yeah, something just isn't sitting right.�
They joined the queue of cars waiting to board the ferry; it was pretty much bumper to bumper considering that it was half-two in the morning. Harry could see the van up ahead, a good two dozen hunks of wheeled metal were idling in-between. The driver turned, looked at Harry. �Looks like the thirty miles is up, we just going to start breaking shit when we get on the boat?�
�No, there won't be any law on the boat, but whatever goes down during the sailing you can guarantee that there's be a welcoming party of flashing blue lights waiting for us when we dock. But there is one thing in our favour, if this is like any other 'roll-on-roll-off' ferries then drivers and passengers aren't allowed on the car decks whilst the boat's in transit. My thinking is that they'll have Alice in the back of the van, drugged to fuck no doubt to keep her quiet for the duration of the journey. But they'll have to go to the passenger decks.�
The driver was following Harry's train of thought and drove them clear of the line of traffic and did a full circle of the terminal before re-joining the queue.
Harry had never been bothered by darkness, but the confined space was making him a little edgy. He just hoped that the crossing was going to be mild, being stuck in the boot of the car in high seas wouldn't make for the most comfortable of journeys and he knew he had to stay secreted until they were a good few miles out to sea. The driver had given him the spare key fob so he could open the boot with the push of a button. The driver had said he'd keep close to the hatch-doors that led to the car decks to make sure no one disturbed him whilst he got Alice out of the van. He heard the engines rumble to life and before he knew it he could feel the slight roll of the sea as the ferry made its move away from the harbour. He didn't have a nautical bone in his body so he had no idea how fast these ships could move, he'd take a gamble and stay confined for half an hour before finding out whether his plan would be fruitful or turn out to be sheer lunacy.
At the half hour mark he thumbed the key-fob and the boot opened. He kept it held low, giving himself just enough of a gap to have a gander and make sure there was no one else mooching about the car decks. He opened the boot a little bit further, only enough for him to slip out and kneel down, peeking around three-sixty. There was just him and row upon row of cars and vans. He groaned. He hadn't imagined that there could be so many white transit vans wanting to get to the small island; he counted six. He grabbed one of the handguns from the holdall, the driver had taken the other. The shotguns would remain where they were as they weren't the easiest of weapons to conceal. He grabbed a large flat-headed screwdriver that he reckoned would work as well as a key to get into the van. He kept low, in case he had missed some lone worker. He found the van with the number plate he had memorized, that and there was a stain of shit-brown blood about the handle where he had tried in vain to grab at it and get it open.
He stabbed the business end of the screwdriver into the small gap and wrenched the door open. It made more noise than anticipated but there were no calls of alarm. Harry pulled the door further open and got his second shock of the night. It cleared the loose ends up in his head but those valuable few moments whilst it happened threw him into danger. The woman ran at him, throwing herself out of the back of the van. Harry didn't have time to grab at the hand that wielded a curved knife. He felt the cold steel slip through his skin, slicing flesh and then scraping bone. He yelled, twisted his body and used the weight of the woman to send her flying to the floor. A hand went to his wound, once again the night had given him red hands, this time it was worse, it was his own claret. The woman was gathering herself up, eyes of the maniac were bulging, lips the contorted spaghetti-mess of the fanatic. Mary Henley, mother of Alice. Noolan hadn't caught up with Alice, Harry had delivered her on a plate. Had let her mother hire him to find her and he had kept her up to date, so much as to inform her that he was almost positive that he had located her just that morning. He chastised himself for being a fucking idiot. He hadn't even thought about checking out her background. He still had some faith in humanity, but that was bleeding out of him, just like the liquid from his shoulder. Mary, what a fucking misnomer of a name, there was nothing biblical about the lunatic before him. With his good hand he drew the gun from the waist of his pants.
She actually laughed before telling him off. �You pull that trigger and the sound will be for all to hear.�
�Least Alice will be safe.� There was sense to his thinking. He'd have a full-on shit storm to clean up but there were circumstances where he might get away with it lightly.
A third voice joined in, coming from the dark depths of the van. A figure came through the gloom. Harry had seen the photographs to know it was Noolan, older, with grey about his head, but still that wild-eyed predator who made up his own religion so that he could delve into perversion after perversion. �I think you need to put the gun down.�
�That ain't gonna happen,� promised Harry, training his gun slowly over to Noolan but ready to swing it back and let loose its wrath the moment that Mary decided to try and cut away at him some more.
Harry saw that Noolan was armed as well, the murder weapon that had killed the driver, still sporting its silencer. Harry knew that if Noolan was fast enough he could drive a bullet into him and fell him and no one would be any the wiser. Noolan smiled watching that realisation sprout like pox over Harry's face. Noolan stooped at the lip of the van and stepped down, keeping his gun on Harry at all times. �You served your purpose and delivered our errant Alice back into our fold.�
Harry looked to the mother, not fathoming how she could subject her daughter to more of the man's attacks. It seemed as though she understood his unspoken question. �And if a house be divided against itself, that house cannot stand.�
�But she's your daughter?� Harry was incredulous, she had a knife levelled at him and Noolan had the gun.
Noolan added somberly, �As she is of my flesh and blood also.�
�What?�
Mary grinned as though inside she was beaming. �The Lord gave me his seed and blessed me with a child.� Then her face slipped its fresh serenity. �A child who grew up to be ungrateful and a child that destroyed our world with blasphemy.�
�And now that Father is going to take the ungrateful daughter to task.�
Harry raised the gun higher, deciding that even if it meant getting shot or put in prison for wiping these two abominations off the face of the earth then that was a price worth paying.
Noolan grinned. �I can see it in his eyes, he wants to kill us.�
Mary added her grin to the visual tune of their insanity and said, �Want me to show him how strong our beliefs are?�
�He needs a lesson.�
Mary moved forward, making stabbing gestures in the air. Harry judged she had the best part of two steps before she would be in striking difference. He proved to himself once again that gunshots carried no melody and fired a round into her thigh. It dropped her, she rolled on the ground, the knife discarded as she howled in a mixture of anger and pain. Noolan didn't hesitate and fired two quick rounds. One hit Harry right where he'd been stabbed and had never felt this dizzying echelon of pain. The second bullet buried itself into his side. He joined Mary on the ground, rolling over to be on his good side and fired off a shot that put out the rear brake light in the van. He decided not to try again in case he accidentally put a slug into Alice; he could see her crumpled body bound and unconscious in the back. Noolan closed one eye and trained a better aim. Harry knew he was lining him up for a head shot and his life was now measured in moments, but he was no coward and kept his eyes open and looking at his murderer. Harry was glad to have kept his eyes open. He looked to Noolan's left. Noolan couldn't help but be intrigued at what the condemned man saw. Noolan cast a glance. It was only a quick gesture; there was nothing that Harry could've done in that heartbeat to turn this crazy scene around. Noolan offered him another chance when he had to take a second look, one a bit longer this time. �You're dead! I killed you.�
The driver was stone-faced. Harry thought the man was going to explode with the wroth that was clearly running riot through his every fibre. Noolan turned the gun away from Harry and pointed it at the driver. �I killed you once, I can kill you again!� Noolan started yanking on the trigger aiming to empty the weapon as quickly as possible. The driver was quick with his gun and fired some of his own. Harry took this chance and put a couple into Noolan's back whilst the driver sent one into Noolan's face that took away most of the left side. Noolan collapsed to the floor; everything that was wet within him was flowing out, from piss, to blood, to the bile in his perforated gut. Mary was crawling snake-like on her belly towards her fallen lover; the noises she made were pitiful. The driver walked over, no mercy in his eyes as he double-tapped her. Harry wouldn't have executed her like that but he was glad of the quiet. The driver moved to him. �Think we made enough noise to know we're not gonna be able to sneak away from this.�
Harry made it to his knees. �Help me.� The driver helped Harry to stand. He allowed the driver to guide him over to the van. Things were getting dark inside his mind. He wanted to know that the girl was alive, or all of this had been for nothing. No, not quite nothing: Hell had acquired two more beasts in the sable hours of the morning. Harry could see the slow rise and fall of Alice's chest, she was alive, that was the main thing. He turned; there was the sound of a commotion. He looked to the driver. �Go on, get lost, you've done your part.�
�It's a big mess.�
�It's a fucker of a big mess. Gimme your gun.�
The driver wiped his prints off it and passed it over. Harry smeared it with his own blood and put it in his pocket. �Do me one favour, yeah?�
�What?�
�Put the radio on in the van, I wanna hear some music.�
The driver nodded, climbed up, stepped over Alice, reached through and turned the radio on before nodding to Harry and disappearing between the cars. Harry closed his eyes and listened to the music, ignoring the shouts as workers came to investigate the volley of small explosions that had broken up the normality of the twilight sailing, listening to the music until either it was the song or himself that faded out.
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BONUS TALE
SUITED AND BOOTED by Matt Hilton

A Codename: Battering Ram tale by Matt Hilton

2008, Iran/Pakistan Border
A breeze plucked dust from the desert; throwing grit into the eyes of the man lying prone in a ditch he�d dug with his bare hands. He�d concealed himself beneath a camouflaged tarpaulin alongside his HALO jump gear and parachute, leaving only room through which to peer out. Dirk Ramm, a Specialized Skills Officer of the CIA Special Operations Group, squinted against the sandblasting, crunching down on a grain that caught between his teeth. He tasted silicone. He pushed the grit from his mouth with the tip of his tongue. It would have been simpler to spit it out, but he daren�t make a sound.
Four men were seated on the ground little more than twenty yards from Ramm, using their jeep to shield them from the scouring wind. They couldn�t see him where he hid, but they might hear the clearing of his throat. The men had propped their weapons � Russian AK-47 assault rifles � against the jeep, in easy reach. They�d pulled their headscarves around their hawkish faces. One of them had lit a hand-rolled cigarette and was drawing on it, almost in defiance of the wind. From where he lay watching them, their observer could smell the camel dung fragrance of the tobacco. Then again, the men didn�t smell much different.
The quartet of men had parked their vehicle off road, hidden from the traffic on Road 95 by the convolutions of the earth, after driving there from Zahedan during the night. In Arabic the city derived its name from the plural for �pious�. None of the four men could claim as much. They were Taliban fighters, an Iran based splinter cell of terrorists and murderers. They were in a shallow depression, almost like a natural cauldron between the foothills, barely two miles from where the converging borders of Afghanistan and Pakistan made a spearhead wedge into eastern Iran.
It would have been so simple to kill them. They were unaware of Ramm�s presence, and he could erupt from his hiding place and be among them within seconds, definitely before any of them could bring their guns to bear. But killing them wasn�t why he was there. Sure, they�d die if he had his way. But not before they made the rendezvous and brought his real targets within range. For now he had to wait, let them enjoy their rough jokes, their stinking cigarettes, and he�d put them in a hole afterwards.
Traffic was light on the highway. Occasionally a car would skim by, heading to Zahedan twenty or so miles to the south, or to Zabol or Birjand north of there. Trucks were few, but the roar of diesel engines did resonate the air on a few occasions. Ramm zoned out those sounds, listening for a different type of transportation. He had to wait another ten minutes before the rhythmic chop of rotors brought two of the squatting men to their feet. They passed rifles to their two friends, before picking up their own AK-47s. They didn�t appear alarmed: carrying the guns was all for show.
The breeze that had earlier scuffed the dirt from the nearby hills had dropped. But a fresh barrage of wind-tossed grit assaulted Ramm�s eyes and mouth, as a helicopter swooped in overhead, its downwash setting zephyrs to dance. He stayed low, fully pulling the tarpaulin over him, but more to ensure he wasn�t spotted by any of those on the helicopter than to protect his face. His camouflage sheet, sprinkled over with earth, would conceal him from ordinary view, but if the chopper came equipped with a FLIR camera they�d make out his heat signature if he allowed any of it to leak out. He had to consider that those in the helicopter could be alert to surveillance, the reason he�d brought a sheet lined with tinfoil.
Ramm listened to the pitch of the engine change, and knew that the chopper was hovering a short distance beyond where the Taliban fighters had parked their jeep. They�d made themselves busy earlier, rolling away some of the larger stones that dotted the landscape to form a clear landing zone. The downwash from the rotors kicked up a furious cloud of debris that pattered over Ramm�s shroud before the helicopter touched down. Only when he was positive it was on the ground did he push back the folds covering his face.
Greetings were called in Arabic. Ramm didn�t understand what was said, but then he didn�t need to. Their tone told him that the newcomers were friends of the terrorists. He edged forward a few inches so that he had a clearer view of where the Taliban met with the new arrivals. Two men had alighted from the helicopter, and though they wore clothing not dissimilar to the local men, theirs were cleaner and of better quality. The scarves they wore around their faces could not conceal their occidental colouring or paler eyes. These men weren�t Iranians, but Russians.
Still Ramm didn�t show himself.
He waited.
After certain protocols were satisfied on both sides, one of the newcomers went back to the helicopter. A third white man stood in the open doorway, and he swung down a large brown case to his colleague. The man returned with it to the small grouping of men, who beckoned him to the jeep. He placed the case on the hood. One of the Iranian�s � obviously the leader of their small cell � moved to unclasp the case, but the Russian held up a hand and placed it against the Iranian�s chest. His warning was too low to be heard, but the Iranian nodded and took a short step back. The Russian then laid his hands delicately on the locks, and it was apparent that there was a safety routine to be obeyed in opening the booby-trapped case.
A pale green wash of light lit the faces of the men clustered around the case. The lead Iranian offered the flash of tobacco-stained teeth and sealed a deal. One of the Taliban fighters who�d stayed by the jeep leaned inside and pulled out a smaller attach�-type case. Ramm doubted that the case would contain money: any monetary deals carried out here would require more hard cash than the small attach� could contain. The Russian locked the case, and left it sitting on the hood. He held out a palm and the attach� was passed to him.
That was all that Ramm had been waiting for. He pushed up from beneath the tarp, shedding dirt as he lunged across the intervening space. From lying prone to being among the men was a matter of less than three seconds. It took almost two seconds for any of the men to register his sudden appearance, another second to process it, and a second or so more to lift a weapon. But already Ramm�s knife had driven in twice, and two of the Taliban fighters fell with their ribcages punctured, the blade having angled in to pierce their lungs and hearts.
Shock.
Abruptness.
Devastation.
All were factors that Ramm relied on in his attack.
Yet his surprise assault would be countered very rapidly. Two Taliban, three Russians, and even the helicopter crew remained uninjured, and heavily armed. Had Ramm employed his gun he�d have invited immediate return fire, and would have probably been pinned down much sooner. As it was, the first counter attack came rapidly, and a gunshot cracked so close to his head that the sound was painful. But Ramm had dodged and the round missed its mark and ricocheted off the jeep instead of his cranium. Ramm rolled, then vaulted off the floor feet first into one of the Russians. His pistoning legs lifted the man, threw him ten feet through the air. Before the man ever hit ground, Ramm was once more back on his feet, and with sense-defying speed he pivoted and kicked the legs from under one of the Taliban. The man went down on his back, but his finger was squeezing the trigger of his assault rifle. Rounds seared the air, and stitched a ragged pattern up Ramm�s chest. The impacts staggered him, but he snarled in defiance and stamped down on the man�s stomach with enough savagery that innards threatened to push from the man�s every orifice. He batted away the rifle barrel, then drove his knife into the man�s throat, pinning him to the gritty earth. Ramm left the blade in situ.
Discounting the man in the doorway of the helicopter, there was still an Iranian and a Russian standing. Both men were those that had laid claim to the respective cases. The Taliban leader grabbed the large brown case to drag it off the jeep�s hood. The Russian ran for the helicopter with the attach�. For now, Ramm ignored the Iranian, confident that the man would be unable to escape him. But if the Russian reached the helicopter and it took off, then he�d be out of Ramm�s reach. For all that his skills and physicality sometimes defied logic, he had his limitations: he couldn�t fly.
Ramm raced after the man, as fast as when he�d sprung from concealment. The man whom he�d kicked through the air was no threat. He lay on his back, squirming in the dirt, his spine shattered from the twin impacts of the kick and subsequent fall to the rocky ground. Ramm jumped over him and caught the running man. He didn�t go for any form of subtlety: he struck a pile-driving elbow strike to the fleeing man�s back, buckling him in half, but never in a fashion the human spine was designed to bend. The man tumbled across the gritty earth, throwing up dust clouds. The attach� case flew from his unresponsive hand. Ramm dipped low: economy of motion, picking up the dropped case, while avoiding the bullets fired at him by the third Russian who was retreating into the chopper.
The pilot was feverish as he got the helicopter in motion. It began to lift off the ground. One yard, two yards, rising quickly. Ramm met the third Russian�s self-satisfied gaze. No way he could allow the man to leave. He leaped and got his free hand on the lip of the open door. Over him the Russian stood, his legs braced against the pitch of the chopper, his gun held with both hands. Ramm�s shoulders spasmed at the repeated impact of bullets flattening against them. Agonized but not willing to give up, he weathered the pain, and hauled himself into the passenger compartment. The Russian wasn�t as satisfied now�more stunned. He staggered back, glancing once in incredulity at his gun. Then something clicked in as Ramm rose up before him, and he swung the pistol up and fired directly at Ramm�s face.
A red flash of pain shrieked through Ramm�s skull and he almost pitched out the open doorway. Almost. Grimacing, he wiped at his scoured cheek with the back of his free hand and flicked a glob of blood across the floor. Now the Russian was incredulous. Had Ramm actually dodged a bullet?
�Who�what in God�s name are you?� Spittle flecked the Russian�s chin as he spoke in accented English.
�I�m the Battering Ram. Perhaps you�ve heard my name and have learned to fear it? I�m the one who�s going to stop you murdering any more innocent civilians,� Ramm said, holding the attach� case out by his side. �This will not fall into any filthy Bratva hands now.�
The Russian shook his head adamantly. �No, I will take it from you. I will kill you. You can�t be bulletproof. You�ve been lucky that�s all.� He aimed the gun at Ramm�s chest and pulled the trigger. �Now die!�
A bullet struck Ramm dead centre.
He took the impact with a simple bracing of his feet.
�Think again, scum ball,� Ramm said, a vibration of rage passing through him. He whipped out his own pistol and put a round low in the Russian�s gut.
Gasping, the Russian fell against the compartment wall.
Ramm gave a crooked smile. He could have stopped the man�s heart with a well-aimed shot but he had something else in mind for him. The mobster must suffer, the way all murderous Red Mafia soldiers of the �brotherhood� should suffer. He should experience similar terror to that Ramm�s family had endured when the Bratva slew them simply for being blood kin to the Battering Ram, their deadliest foe.
Ramm swung the attach� case. The gun flew from the Russian�s broken fingers. Then Ramm was upon him. The man hollered, his voice tinged with both pain and fear. His scream didn�t curtail as Ramm hauled him out the open doorway and dropped him kicking and flailing to the ground now hundreds of feet below. Corresponding shouts of alarm came from the pilot and his co-pilot who twisted in his seat, a gun levelled at Ramm.
Bullets punched through the fuselage of the helicopter.
But they didn�t come from the co-pilot�s firearm.
On the ground the Taliban leader shouted curses as he fired indiscriminately at the craft. Ramm ignored him for a moment longer. He stopped and picked up the Russian�s dropped gun. It felt light, almost depleted of bullets, but plenty remained in his. As the co-pilot fired, then so did Ramm, his two guns exploding simultaneously. Ramm�s shoulder jerked at the almost point-blank impacts, but his aim remained steady enough and he shot the co-pilot a double-tap in the chest. The man slumped, blood trickling over the back of his chair.
The pilot wasn�t armed. He was concerned with holding the chopper steady, but also cast around for the co-pilot�s weapon. Killing him in cold blood went against the grain, but no witness could be allowed escape. Ramm put away his gun, giving the man an opportunity to arm himself, holding the Russian gun down by his side. With a cry, the pilot grabbed up the dropped pistol from his friend�s side and twisted to confront Ramm. Ramm brought up the gun, squeezed the trigger and blood spattered the cockpit. The slide locked back, the ammunition gone. A moan broke from the pilot, as he struggled with the controls. Not dead. Ramm turned the gun in his hand and brought the butt down on the man�s nape and the pilot folded over the controls. And the world turned on its axis as the chopper nosedived for the ground.
It was doubtful that the pilot would recover before the helicopter pitched into the earth, but Ramm wasn�t taking any chances. He leaned over the man, dropped the empty pistol and braced himself against the pilot�s seat while he again withdrew his own pistol. He emptied the magazine into the instrument panel. Sparks popped and fizzed from the burnt out controls.
Wind screeched through the passenger compartment, buffeting Ramm. The turbine made a similar wail as it sliced air. The helicopter was a dying beast, but as seemingly immune to bullets as Ramm proved, he wouldn�t survive an evisceration when it struck ground. Clutching the attach� case to his chest, he struggled uphill to the open door. One hand on the fuselage, his eyelids flickering against the blast of winds, he waited. The rocky ground rushed at him.
Three seconds from impact, Ramm jumped. He experienced a moment of weightlessness as he arced through space. His next sensation proved agonizing. He bent at the knees to soften the landing, but he�d travelled almost thirty feet and most of it downwards. He felt a shattering glass impact in his shinbones and he crumpled, and rolled, arms and misaligned legs flailing. The attach� case was lost momentarily in the plume of dust behind him. Ramm�s chin furrowed the rocky earth like a plow.
The eruption of the helicopter blasted hot wind over him. Metal shards tinkled around him, smoking hot. The stench of aviation fuel made him gag. Something massive and deadly spun overhead and slammed into boulders, but in Ramm�s dazed mind he didn�t immediately comprehend it was one rotor shorn from its moorings. He lay for a few seconds, then twisted over on to his back, propping his elbows beneath him. He didn�t search for the wreckage, but looked down at his legs. Happily he found them still attached to his body, and they weren�t misshapen. Friggin� painful as all hell, but it was an agony he�d grown used to over countless combat missions. Finally he spun over on to his knees, testing his limbs, and then came up to a crouch.
Goggle-eyed, the Taliban leader peered at him from the front seat of the jeep. He was probably thinking much the same as the man in the helicopter had: what in God�s name was Ramm? He came to the wrong conclusion.
�Devil!� he screamed, as he leaned over the jeep door and rattled off a hail of gunfire.
Bullets zipped by Ramm. Some tugged at his outer clothing, but he suffered no direct hit this time. He stood a moment, sucking in lungful�s of air. He took a step forward and found that his limbs were steady beneath him. He took another step, and another, gaining momentum.
The Taliban leader cried out, throwing the assault rifle down so that he could turn on the jeep�s ignition. In his haste he missed the key the first time. He looked frantically from Ramm to the key, then back to Ramm again, who was now approaching at speed. The engine barked, and the Taliban man hit the gas. He didn�t think escape was a possibility, so he took the fight to his adversary. He gunned the engine and the jeep lurched forward. A war howl broke from him as he pushed the heavy vehicle directly at Ramm.
Ramm didn�t pause. He ran at the oncoming vehicle, then pounced, landing on the hood. His heels dug in, but the momentum took him over the windshield, and it took a dramatic twist of his body to settle him in the seat behind the driver. The Iranian twisted to get a bead on him, but Ramm moved, leaning over his opposite shoulder and he plucked the keys out of the ignition. The jeep swerved in a slow semi-circle, the tyres digging into the grit. Unlike the helicopter, Ramm was pleased that this vehicle didn�t end in a fiery explosion. He glanced down at the large brown case on the backseat alongside him. Then his attention was all on the terrorist. The man scrambled to get away, but Ramm grabbed a handful of the man�s jacket. He tugged the man in the air, as he stepped out of the vehicle to the ground. The man grunted as he was slammed to the earth.
For good measure he gave the man a couple of pile driving punches to the gut that set him juddering, while Ramm took one last look at the brown case. He shook his head slowly as he turned to peer down on the Taliban fighter. The term was a misnomer as all fight had left him. Shaking from the after-effects of the shock, he squirmed across the ground on his back, arms reaching to fend Ramm off, while he jabbered hysterically in Arabic. The words were lost on Ramm, but he guessed the man was pleading for mercy.
�You planned to detonate a dirty bomb,� Ramm said. �Had you any pity for the thousands of innocent men, women and children you would have killed?�
The man screeched out a sentence, and from the rapid fire delivery Ramm caught only one word: jihad.
Holy War, he�d heard the term meant.
�You hypocritical piece of shit.� Ramm wasn�t sure to whom he directed the words. It wasn�t as if Ramm�s war against the Red Mafia could be as clearly defined. He was driven by rage, by vengeance, by feelings of inadequacy for those he�d failed to save. He reached, grabbed the man by the front of his jacket and hauled him up to meet him eye to eye. �There�s no excuse for what you had in mind. None.�
Defiance suddenly lit up the Taliban man�s features. His eyes grew feverish. He spat full in Ramm�s face. He was preparing to die. But he had one last act in mind before that. He dug into his jacket and came out with a curved blade that he jabbed into Ramm�s gut. Ramm�s eyelids pinched as the Iranian grinned in victory.
Perhaps he had come to the conclusion that Ramm was wearing a bulletproof vest, and that was why the guns had been ineffective against him. Though some antiballistic jackets could withstand a bullet, they couldn�t contend with a piercing weapon like his dagger. Still held aloft, he twisted the blade, hoping to open Ramm up.
�You shouldn�t have spat on me,� Ramm growled. �I don�t like spitting. It�s a foul habit. To be expected from the likes of you.�
The terrorist blinked in confusion. He tried again to saw open a hole in Ramm�s guts. It was as if a clamp had been fixed to the blade holding it in place, then despite pressing all his strength into one final push, the knife resisted him, as if expelled by some magical force.
�Are you done?� Ramm demanded. �Actually, you are.�
Ramm head-butted him, even as he released his hold on the man�s jacket. The Taliban leader stumbled away, blood gouting from his smashed nose. His voice cords rebelled and all that came from him was a noise like steam escaping a ruptured boiler. Ramm booted him between the legs, doubling him over, making the turbaned head a perfect target for his knee. The blow brought him back to his tiptoes, but there was no lucidity in his eyes. That should have been it, but the would-be bomber had misplaced Ramm�s rage from the dead Russians: it had been a bomb that had ripped the lives from Ramm�s loved ones. Ramm clamped a palm both side of the man�s head, and twisted harshly.
Ramm hurled the man from him.
He somersaulted away, his arms and legs pinwheeling until he landed in a heap alongside the jeep. He lay there in a broken pile of twisted limbs, his neck at a wholly unnatural angle, eyes glazed in death. Ramm ignored him. He plucked out the dagger and checked for an incision in his guts. Grateful for the nanocomposite anti-ballistic/stab suit he wore beneath his outer clothing, he found that the knife had barely found its way to his skin, but had instead punctured one of the nano-gel inserts that had held it firmly from his body. The Israeli techs that originally designed it deserved kudos for developing his armour, because this had proved a successful field-testing of their experimental suit.
He walked back across the desert towards where the fuselage of the helicopter was a blazing husk. Oily smoke tarred the heavens. It would be a beacon to others. He found the attach� case where it had fallen when he leaped from the crashing helicopter. It weighed little, but carried the fate of dozens within: if it had been allowed to fall into those wrong hands. It contained the identities of CIA and MI6 assets working deep cover within the Russian organised crime syndicates, one of whom had been responsible for alerting Ramm that the Red Mafia was willing to give up one of their suitcase bombs in return for the information. The Red Mafia would have savagely murder every man and woman on that list, not to mention their nearest and dearest in warning to anyone else thinking to infiltrate their ranks or to betray them from within.
Ramm returned to the jeep and fed the liberated key into the ignition. As an afterthought he dragged the brown case over onto the passenger seat alongside him. Both cases appeared innocuous; both would have been the slaughter of many, but not now. He started the jeep and spun the wheel. Thirty miles north, a CIA Special Activities Division exfiltration team waited, with them a SOG agent called Virginia Holladay, Ramm�s current commanding officer and clandestine lover. He took a glance in the dusty rear-view mirror. The bullet stroke to his cheek was vivid, bleeding, as was the graze on his chin. But he knew from experience that Virginia liked a bit of rough. Some girls preferred their lovers to romance them with chocolates, roses or poetry: Ramm knew Virginia would far appreciate the dirty bomb and death list. Tonight would be their final night together, he�d decided, and he wished to make it special. In the morning he�d be gone. He wondered if anyone would miss the tactical suit he intended taking with him in lieu of severance pay.
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AFTERWORD

So there you have it, thirty action-packed, pulse pounding tales from some very talented authors, writing across the wide spectrum of action-oriented styles. All that�s left to be said is �I hope you enjoyed the ride�, and �Please check out the other books available from all the featured authors, you won�t be disappointed�.
Oh, and if you really want to, go back to where you purchased your copy of this collection from and please rate and leave a review. Every little helps, I�ve heard.
Matt Hilton

***
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