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  One week ago




  The man’s battered head rolled from side to side with the motion of the boat. A sound escaped his throat but nothing else had a chance of

  freedom. Not out here. Not now.




  Benicio von Weiss regarded the man at his feet and then upended the chilled bottle of Evian. He took a long drink, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand while the lavender sea rolled slow

  and languid beneath the white hull of the Medusa, the über-luxurious Mangusta 130, his toy du jour. Von Weiss’s eyes moved on to survey the horizon and saw nothing but the crisp

  blue line where sea met sky and the small solitary green island of Queimada Grande. Brazil lay thirty-two kilometers to the west. Out to the east, six and half thousand kilometers of empty Atlantic

  Ocean stretching all the way to Africa.




  A woman in a brief yellow bikini appeared in the doorway, distracting him. The sun had turned her hair gold and her skin bronze. She was tall and . . . accommodating.




  ‘Come and watch,’ he told her.




  ‘No thanks,’ she said, in passable Portuguese.




  ‘Really, I insist.’




  ‘Okay, if you insist.’ The woman lowered her sunglasses onto her face and sat on the leather bench seat, her mood one of disinterest.




  Von Weiss caught a glimpse of his own reflection in a smoked gray panel over her shoulder and liked what he saw: a muscular build, blond hair and a new nose and laser peel that made him look

  closer to thirty than forty. He admired himself some more, lingering on the image before returning to the immediate business. ‘Maybe this will teach you a valuable lesson to take into your

  next life,’ he said.




  Semi-conscious, the man, whose name was Diogo ‘Fruit Fly’ Jaguaribe, barely responded.




  ‘Having fingers that stick to other people’s money can get you into trouble, eh?’ Von Weiss bent down, lifted one of the man’s destroyed hands to give it a final

  inspection and then squeezed the thumb and forefinger together, producing a gratifying flinch from his captive, accompanied by a groan, as the knuckles parted once more.




  The woman in the bikini barely moved.




  Medusa’s tender, a white jet boat, maneuvered closer, its exhaust pipes gargling seawater. It gently nudged the mothership’s transom and von Weiss gave his men the nod. They

  picked up Jaguaribe and dragged him across the gap between the two craft, timing the transfer between the peaks of the swell, before throwing him onto the other vessel’s spotless teak

  floorboards.




  ‘Julio!’ von Weiss called out after taking another mouthful of Evian. Julio Salvadore, a heavy-set young man with a mean streak and a bright future, glanced up from the tender. Von

  Weiss twisted the top onto the plastic bottle and then tossed it underarm toward the smaller craft, an easy catch. ‘We don’t want our friend to die . . . of thirst.’




  *




  Salvadore gave von Weiss a grin. He had a good feeling in his balls – other people’s pain always had that effect. ‘Yes, O Magnifico.’ He turned to the

  man behind the wheel. ‘Go!’ The jet boat leaped high out of the water as the throttles were opened and it accelerated toward the island, sixty meters away.




  ‘Wake him!’ Salvadore shouted over the roar of the wind and the engine.




  A man who had been using Jaguaribe as a footstool pulled the captive to his knees and slapped him several times before throwing a cup of seawater from a bucket into his face. The shock of it

  brought the captive back to full consciousness and he blubbered several times, blowing water from his swollen, blood-encrusted lips. The jet boat slowed as it closed with the rock shelf protruding

  from the island.




  Satisfied that Jaguaribe was in control of his wits, Salvadore gave the signal and the man was tossed overboard into the deep blue water. ‘Swim, Fruit Fly!’ Salvadore shouted as the

  man bobbed to the surface in a plume of silver bubbles, floundering and choking as he struggled to keep his head above water. ‘Go! Swim!’ he repeated and pointed in the direction of the

  island. Jaguaribe swam toward the boat, but when the craft reversed a few meters he seemed to understand the implication and began struggling to the shore, his injuries and shredded clothing

  hampering his movements.




  Salvadore watched patiently. Eventually, a wave lifted the man and pushed him up onto the black and gray rock shelf, where he rolled and tumbled and got dragged back into the ocean by the

  backwash. The next wave deposited him higher, but not before pushing him through a patch of oysters that tore skin off his stomach and legs. Then somehow the man managed to get his limbs working

  and drag himself higher before collapsing onto the rocks.




  ‘Closer,’ Salvadore said and the boat surged forward. When it was just off the shelf, Salvadore took the half-bottle of Evian and tossed it high and far so that it landed among the

  smooth rounded rocks above Jaguaribe’s head, causing half a dozen birds to leap screeching into the air.




  *




  Mucus and salt had gummed Jaguaribe’s eyes closed. Partially blinded, he tried to crawl but even the smallest movement sent bolts of pain shooting through his body. His

  hands in particular were spheres of agony. Blood and salt glued the remains of his torn clothing to the flayed skin on his belly and legs. He shifted a foot and the clothing pulled away from his

  raw wounds; the pain made him cry out. Tears welled in his eyes, loosening the mucus and allowing him to open them.




  Birds were everywhere – darting through the air, rummaging in the bushes. Several were nesting on the ground in the dry scrub behind him. His head dropped. A half-full plastic bottle lay

  nearby. Water. Why had they left him with that? Jaguaribe was suddenly aware of his thirst. He licked his cracked lips and tasted salt and copper. He had to get to the bottle. Coming to

  his knees, he cried out again with the messages of pain the raw nerve endings sent to his brain. He tried to flex his wrecked fingers but they had swollen to the thickness of Cuban cigars. He

  reached for the Evian bottle and with great difficulty held it between his palms, using his teeth to remove the top, spitting it out. As he tilted his head back to drink, the bottle slipped from

  his mangled hands and rolled down the rock shelf and into the sea.




  Jaguaribe swayed on the spot, not knowing what to do. He glanced at his wrist. His watch was gone, but the sun was heading toward the horizon. How long had he been lying there? His pants were

  wet. The smell . . . He’d urinated where he’d lain, above the waves.




  They’d taken him aboard Medusa in the early hours of the morning, but this nightmare had begun much earlier than that. It had started when they’d dragged him from the bed of

  his favorite whore, his exhausted member still clasped within the warmth of her hand. The beating had started out on the road and continued in the back of the truck as it had sped through the

  streets of Rio. The serious abuse had begun in von Weiss’s mansion, in the cellar where the walls were lined with bottles of wine, the atmosphere controlled so that it was unnaturally cool

  and dry. It was also soundproof. Reeling from all the beatings, Jaguaribe had watched with morbid interest as they’d placed pencils between his fingers. Why were they doing that? he’d

  asked himself. The question had been answered when they’d then squeezed his fingers together until the joints had separated one at a time. When they were done with his fingers and the

  screaming had subsided, they’d worked on his knuckles. And when they’d finished with those, they’d gone back to his fingers, this time with a hammer, smashing them one by one.




  Some time later they’d thrown him into the trunk of a car and driven for over an hour. The fact that they had not asked any questions frightened him. It was as if they were sure of his

  guilt. But he’d done nothing – nothing he could think of – that warranted this treatment. At dawn they had pulled him from the darkness of the trunk and he’d found himself

  in the forecourt of a house he recognized. It was von Weiss’s house on the beach at Angra dos Reis, a holiday town down the coast from Rio. Jaguaribe had seen pictures of this house, sleek

  and modern and worth millions. After dragging him inside, they’d then beaten him unconscious, and that’s all he remembered.




  Jaguaribe turned and saw that von Weiss’s boat was close by, barely a hundred and fifty feet away across the water. Von Weiss himself was standing on the rear deck, watching him through

  binoculars. A woman was beside him. Where am I? Jaguaribe asked himself.




  O Magnifico had the wrong man. He was being blamed for something done by someone else. Jaguaribe had not double-crossed him. The risks were too great, as his current situation proved.




  A man joined von Weiss and the woman. It was that dangerous pig, Salvadore. There was a rifle cradled in his arms. Yes, he recognized it – how could he not? It was a British RPA 7.62mm

  sniper rifle – the urban model. Jaguaribe had bought it himself and had it dipped in eighteen-carat gold. A present for O Magnifico on the occasion of his birthday. The rifle flashed yellow

  in the afternoon sunlight.




  *




  Von Weiss held out his hand and Salvadore passed him the weapon. He dropped the magazine and checked that it was full before replacing it, pulling the bolt back and pushing

  it forward to chamber a round. He shouldered the weapon and then took a knee, resting the long golden barrel against a polished chrome cleat.




  ‘Can you see any of your little friends, O Magnifico?’ Salvadore asked.




  Von Weiss scanned the bushes behind Jaguaribe. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘There’s one. It’s time to get our little fly’s feet moving.’ He cocked his head

  briefly toward the woman. ‘Watch this.’




  Von Weiss took the rifle off safety and brought the telescopic sight’s crosshairs onto the bridge of Jaguaribe’s nose for a moment before shifting the fine black cross down and to

  the left. He held his breath and squeezed the trigger. There was a deafening crack as the rifle stock punched into his shoulder, and almost simultaneously an eruption of blood blossomed on

  Jaguaribe’s upper arm.




  Salvadore complimented him. ‘Excellent shot, O Magnifico.’




  ‘Can I go inside now?’ the woman asked.




  *




  The force of the blow twisted Jaguaribe around violently. At the same instant a small bomb appeared to have gone off inside his arm, an explosion of flesh and blood. Shock

  paralyzed him for a handful of seconds, but then he clambered to his feet and staggered up the rock shelf, toward the low bushes where the birds were nesting and there was cover. There he sat for a

  full minute, behind the tree line, breathing heavily, his heart pounding, thorns in the soles of his bare feet. He tried to pluck them out but his wrecked fingers were useless. Von Weiss was an

  excellent marksman; if Benicio wanted him dead, then why was he still breathing? Wounding him had to have been the intention, Jaguaribe told himself. Which meant that perhaps he had not been

  brought here to die after all. Perhaps O Magnifico would send the boat for him and toast his bravery with a bottle of cachaça. Jaguaribe lifted his head above the bush to see what

  was going on out on the water, hoping to find the tender coming for him, his crimes, whatever they were, forgiven. But the small bay was empty, the tender still tethered behind the

  Medusa.




  Jaguaribe saw von Weiss hand the rifle back to Salvadore, exchanging it for binoculars. And the flash of relief he’d felt only moments ago was gone, the dread rushing back. Von Weiss was

  watching him, waiting for something. But what? The pain in Jaguaribe’s arm was beginning to bite. It mingled with the jagged signals from his destroyed hands, clouding his judgment.

  What should I do? He caught sight of a blood trail across the rocks. It led to him, he realized. The length of his arm was now bright red and slick with blood oozing from the torn flesh

  and dripping from his fingers. Two birds began pecking at his naked ankles and bare toes, squawking and flapping their wings. Jaguaribe had to move again, get away from the birds and the shore,

  away from the golden rifle, away from whatever it was that von Weiss was waiting and watching for. Jaguaribe had no idea what that might be, but he was terrified. He got up and stumbled through the

  bushes, which were low near the shoreline but thicker and taller as he penetrated them, climbing away from the shore.




  Jaguaribe trampled several birds’ nests before he found a trail and then he stopped, panting. A trail. It had to lead somewhere. He turned to look behind him. Between the leaves

  were now only glimpses of the sea sparkling through the gloom. He saw Medusa in one of those glimpses, von Weiss still standing there, watching.




  Movement above distracted him and he glanced up. A small brown bird hopped along the branch and then flew away. Jaguaribe turned, took a step, and froze. Something moved under his foot. It

  writhed and jerked its small powerful body. He lifted his leg, slowly raising his foot, then jumped as the thing coiled and struck, its fangs punching into the fabric of his pants above his ankle.

  Jaguaribe kicked out his foot in midair and the snake – yes, it was a snake! – flew spinning into the bushes. Jaguaribe’s heart pounded rapidly. Was the snake venomous?

  He closed his eyes and swallowed and wondered again, Where am I? But then suddenly he knew. Benicio’s love of reptiles, the barren island in the middle of the ocean, the birds. Oh

  God, this was Queimada Grande. Jaguaribe screamed.




  *




  Von Weiss lowered the binoculars.




  ‘Did you hear that, O Magnifico?’




  Yes, he had seen Jaguaribe stop and then the sound of a man on the edge of madness had come a moment later, striking out over the water. Von Weiss brought the binoculars back to his eyes and

  spotted his soon-to-be-ex associate a moment later, running on the spot, turning one way and then the other, knowing that he was trapped. It was comical.




  *




  O Magnifico was crazy for snakes. He kept them as pets. Jaguaribe recalled being brought to this island once before, years ago, to collect specimens – a special kind of

  snake. It was small and golden in color. Von Weiss had said that it was the most lethal in the world, and that it was everywhere on Queimada Grande. Jaguaribe stumbled a few steps forward. There

  was a viper farther down the path, moving toward him. Another hung from a branch up in the tree, close to where he had seen the bird. He turned, and saw another viper drop from the branch of a

  nearby bush onto the trail right where he had been standing. It moved toward him, drawn to him.




  There was nowhere to go. Jaguaribe backed away from the path. There was a flash of movement in the corner of his eye – golden lightning. A viper sank its fangs into the soft flesh of his

  cheek, then dropped to the ground, disappearing into the leaf litter. Jaguaribe shrieked. The poison – it was as if someone had whipped his face with a length of barbed wire. Running forward

  now, Jaguaribe brought his wrecked hands to his head, which was on fire, the venom moving through his blood vessels like boiling acid. He staggered, falling into a bush, and felt the needlepoints

  of another snake’s fangs puncturing his lips. He screamed again. The pain, excruciating.




  Jaguaribe’s panic overwhelmed him. He crawled farther into the bushes, feeling as though his skin was being peeled away from his skull. A large snake dropped down from a low tree bough and

  sank its fangs into the soft padding around his waist. As he struggled to his feet it got caught up in his shirt and bit him over and over, emptying its venom glands into the flesh around his

  ribs.




  When the poison hit his brain Jaguaribe dropped to his knees, the pain like slashing knives inside his head. In the small part of his mind still functioning, he was aware that he was shaking

  uncontrollably. And then the last vestige of consciousness that was Diogo Jaguaribe blew out like a small candle, leaving only nothingness.




  *




  ‘He didn’t survive long,’ said Salvadore, walking behind von Weiss up the track toward the body prostrate on the ground. The skin on the dead man’s

  face was purple and the tongue swollen, filling his mouth.




  ‘No,’ von Weiss replied. ‘Not long. Exciting, yes?’ He glanced over his shoulder at Salvadore and snapped, ‘Be careful! You nearly stepped on one!’




  Salvadore hopped over the snake as it struck at his boot, its head glancing off the plastic. ‘I am sorry, O Magnifico,’ said Salvadore uneasily. The boss’s passion for these

  vile creatures was something he found unsettling. It was an obsession, perhaps even a weakness. He pointed at the leaf litter just off the path. ‘There’s one there on the ground,

  see?’




  Von Weiss deftly scooped the adolescent golden snake into the bend of the hook and deposited it in a bag.




  And then the body on the ground moved.




  ‘Did you see that? Is it possible he is not dead?’ asked Salvadore, eyes wide.




  Von Weiss lifted a corner of Jaguaribe’s shirt with the hook, revealing half a dozen snakes coiled on the corpse’s back, soaking up the remaining heat. Another viper made its way out

  from inside the dead man’s pants. Salvadore shivered.




  ‘They’re pit vipers, drawn to warm blood. Nothing attracts them like the heat of live flesh,’ said von Weiss, handing the sack to Salvadore. ‘Hold this.’ Von Weiss

  dropped two snakes into it.




  ‘The Navy will find him,’ Salvadore said. ‘There will be an investigation.’




  ‘We’re taking him back with us. I would like to see what the venom does to muscle tissue.’




  ‘Yes, O Magnifico,’ said Salvadore, his skin crawling as he watched another snake wriggle its way out from inside Jaguaribe’s pants.




  





  Three days ago




  As the crowd packing the theater applauded the lavish production, Alabama and several other girls made their way quickly to the back of the stage,

  deftly avoiding the many holes in the floor where other sets had their anchor points.




  Alabama noticed that her nipples were standing out like pacifier teats. All the topless ‘talls’ had their headlights on tonight, she noticed. She didn’t think anyone out in the

  audience would be concerned about it. Something must be in the air.




  The costume Alabama wore for this scene was no more than a bikini bottom and a skimpy sarong open at the front, both items dripping with blue cut glass, green Swarovski crystal, and gold and

  silver sequins. And the headdress was enormous. She called it ‘the dodo’. It weighed more than a large Thanksgiving turkey, was covered in more cut glass and Swarovski crystals, and

  sprouted alternating blue and black bands of ostrich feathers. The effort required to keep the dodo perched on her head kept her warm, and though Alabama knew how heavy it was, she was damned if

  the audience was going to be aware of the discipline it took to manage it.




  Alabama was just over six feet tall with auburn hair, blue eyes, a perfect thirty-six-inch C-cup, and large, eye-catching pink nipples that were the envy of the other ‘talls’.

  She’d come to Vegas three years ago from Omaha, looking for work as a dancer, which wasn’t easy when you towered over almost everyone including most of the male partners. But employment

  had been found eventually, in the cast of the famous Donn Arden’s Jubilee Showgirls, and she’d managed to hold on to it despite the competition from new girls turning up on a weekly

  basis hoping to break in.




  Alabama hadn’t intended to stay long. Her plan had been to get some experience and move on after a season or two. But that had all changed after she’d met Randy Sweetwater, a pilot

  just out of the Air Force, who’d been stationed at nearby Nellis Air Force Base. Meeting him had sealed her commitment to Vegas and the Showgirls – at least for the foreseeable future.

  They had planned for Randy to get a job with the airlines, but right now he was making incredible money ferrying private planes around the country, and sometimes to other parts of the world, for a

  local Las Vegas aviation broker.




  When she reached the change rooms, heat laced with suggestions of physical exertion and lavender soap billowed from the doorway. One of the stagehands passed Alabama a bottle of water.

  ‘Thanks,’ she told him, taking a swig as two of the dressmakers lifted the dodo off her head so that she could enter the room. Most of the other topless talls were already sitting at

  their mirrors, touching up makeup, re-gluing an eyelash or two, gossiping, joking, hurrying through their between-scenes routines, preparing for the show’s finale.




  Alabama picked up a small battery-operated fan and held it in front of her face for a few moments before giving her underarms a turn. She took another long drink of water then changed out of her

  blue and green costume and into the briefest of bikinis covered almost entirely in white crystal and gold sequins, and a matching choker. The headdress that went with this ensemble was a yellow

  number and would be lowered onto her head and shoulders by three stagehands just prior to her appearance on stage.




  ‘Three minutes!’ called the stage manager.




  ‘’Bama, honey,’ said Sugar, a black girl from New Orleans with a Cajun father, ‘a package come for y’all. It’s at yo’ station.’ Sugar was new to

  the show and she was also currently the girl all the straight males in the cast were trying to screw. She was short by the talls’ standards – barely five eleven – but her

  proportions were perfect and her glossy milk-coffee skin had the warm sheen of silk. Sugar swung her hips as she walked, which made her butt and breasts jiggle. Yep, thought Alabama, Sugar was

  ridiculously cute and deserved all the attention she got. The black girl glanced over her shoulder and caught Alabama admiring her, which caused a hint of mischief to raise the corners of

  Sugar’s full lips. Alabama had joked with Randy that maybe he should be jealous of Sugar. He might come home one day and find the Cajun beauty in bed with her, taking his place. This

  conversation had ended up where talk like that usually did – with them fucking, the bedroom windows open to the desert heat, their sweat soaking the sheets and the taste of each other in

  their mouths. The memory of his last night before taking off for Australia came back to Alabama as she dressed, and a shiver ran up her back as a warm wetness bloomed between her legs.




  ‘Is it hot in here?’ she asked aloud, snatching up the fan for another cooling blast.




  The package Sugar mentioned was indeed on her chair: a FedEx bag. Who would have sent it? Randy would still be in the air, so it couldn’t be from him. Intriguing, she thought.




  ‘Two minutes!’ came the call.




  Several of the girls left the room to get their headdresses fitted. Alabama glanced in the mirror. Her makeup was fine. You’ve got plenty of time, she told herself. Reaching for a pair of

  dressmaker’s scissors, she sliced off one end of the bag and found a Styrofoam box inside. Styrofoam? Now even more curious, she cut the tape securing the lid on the box and opened

  it. What the . . . ? Dry-ice vapor surged out and rolled around the rim of the box, onto the seat of the chair and then onto the floor, and she felt the coldness of it on her feet and

  toes. Alabama turned the portable fan onto the box to clear away the white mist and get a better view of whatever was inside. A few chunks of dry ice sat on top of what appeared to be a sheet of

  clear plastic wrap frosted up with the cold.




  Now running out of time, Alabama picked up the box and tipped it out on the floor. A black plastic container came out upside down, along with more chunks of dry ice. It was the sort of container

  steak or ground beef bought from the supermarket came packaged in. Was this some kind of practical joke? She turned the container over and wiped away the frost on the plastic, and a scream

  strangled in her throat. Inside the container was a human hand. On one of its fingers was an Air Force Academy ring. She recognized it. Randy’s.




  





  One




  I stood in the doorway of the room I shared with two other agents at the Office of Special Investigations, Andrews Air Force Base in DC, both of

  whom were currently away working cases. No one had moved in to claim the space I’d vacated, so it was a time capsule of sorts. My chair was pushed up to the desk, which was spotlessly clean

  and tidy – so clean and tidy, in fact, that it looked like someone else’s desk. On the wall was one of those gray felt-covered pin boards seen all around here. Typically, it was covered

  with notes pinned to other notes, several layers of paper: Post-its, bills of lading, consignment notes, printed-out emails, newspaper and magazine clippings, photographs and identikits. On this

  board, though, none of the papers was current or even relevant, all of them referring to cases long since concluded, favorably or otherwise. The board reminded me of a photo I saw in Time

  of the anonymous sheets of paper lying in a dust-blown Manhattan avenue the day the Towers came down.




  Noticing a photo frame on my spotless desk, I wondered how it had found its way there. It showed my uncle and a few of his buddies standing around a 105mm battery in ’Nam in ’71,

  shirts off, runt-like chests on display, shell casings scattered on the mud all around them. There was nothing else of a personal nature in the office, except for a half-size promotional Redskins

  football on the floor. A stack of mail bound with a thick red elastic band was rolled beside the computer keyboard, just begging to be left unattended for another month or two. In front of the

  keyboard was a small stack of loose papers, a Post-it note with the words Do these first stuck on the top sheet.




  I sighed. The hardest thing about leaving is coming back, even when the place you went to had folks shooting at you or trying to put you in the slammer. I pulled out the chair and sat. The

  sooner I could get a skin of mold growing on a half-empty mug of coffee or two the more comfortable I’d feel about sitting here.




  I glanced at the stack of papers. The top one was a handwritten note on the commander’s personal stationery, BRIGADIER GENERAL JAMES WYNNGATE embossed in black at the top of the page. In

  fountain pen he’d written, Glad to have you back in the fold, Vin. The place would have been too quiet without you, going forward. And congratulations!




  Hmm . . . the boss liked it quiet, so maybe he wasn’t altogether glad. And the congratulations bit – congrats for what, exactly? Beating the Article 128 charge – assault with a

  deadly weapon occasioning grievous bodily harm? That was last week’s news. And surely it wasn’t because I’d reached number twelve in People magazine’s list of the

  ‘World’s Sexiest People’, either, an achievement that had more to do with the PR machine of a certain celebrity whose ass I’d helped pull out of the fire than any genuine

  sexiness on my account.




  I pushed the general’s message to the side and moved on. Second note of the day answered one of the questions raised by the first. Here I was looking at a letter from the Secretary of the

  Air Force, officially informing me that I’d won the Silver Star for bravery under fire in Afghanistan, and that the medal would be awarded in a month’s time.




  I put that letter aside too. Next on the stack was a third note from Wynngate, a copy of an all-staff email. The subject line read, Guaranteeing positive outcomes during personal

  interactions going forward. This, in fact, was far more like the sort of bonhomie I’d come to expect from the boss. The guy was a stickler for political correctness, applying it like a

  tourniquet around any ‘personal interactions’ here at Andrews, in the hope that they’d all turn gangrenous and drop off. General Wynngate was the master of bureau-babble, the

  mindless double-speak of the desk-bound management set. Mostly, no one had a clue what the guy was on about, which meant that he could never be accused of getting it wrong – probably an asset

  when you spent most of your time buddying up to folks on the Hill, which he did. Wynngate’s sentences were as long as the human genome and just as complicated. It also struck me that he

  managed to work the phrase ‘going forward’ into just about everything. I reread the email: the general required everyone at OSI to do the accompanying test to determine each

  individual’s strengths and weakness in the compatibility department, or something. I flicked over to the test, which was attached, and caught the words ‘Myers-Briggs Type Indicator

  Assessment’.




  ‘You done it yet?’ Lieutenant Colonel Wayne asked, leaning on the doorjamb behind me.




  I swung around. Arlen Wayne. I guess I’d call the guy my wingman. He was also my supervisor. A year ago we were both majors, but he’d since climbed a rung higher than me. And his

  reward was that he got to push even more paper around a desk. These days he was running a large chunk of the operation here at OSI HQ, Andrews Air Force Base. He was older than me by a couple of

  years, his brown hair starting to lighten at the temples and a few extra pounds gathering around his gut. Nothing a bottle of Just For Men and a week in the sack with a nymphomaniac wouldn’t

  fix. ‘Done what?’ I asked him.




  ‘The personality test.’




  ‘Yep, scored a hundred percent.’




  ‘It’s not that kind of test, Vin. You don’t score anything. There are no wrong answers.’




  ‘Doesn’t that mean there are no right answers? And if there are no right or wrong answers, wouldn’t it also follow that said test is a complete waste of

  time?’




  Arlen came in and took a chair belonging to one of the absent agents. ‘We’ve all taken it. It’s gonna tell the Man what pigeonhole you fit into.’




  ‘Going forward,’ I said.




  ‘Going forward, what?’




  ‘Forget it.’




  ‘Y’know, Vin, I think you need to absquatulate.’




  ‘Is that something you do one-handed?’




  ‘No. Absquatulate,’ he said. ‘According to Google, absquatulate is the most ridiculous word in the English language. I looked it up. It means to run away, and it

  usually also means to take someone with you.’




  ‘You feeling okay, bud?’




  ‘Think about it at least. You’re owed a few weeks. Afghanistan Command has released you back to OSI. You were off active duty for quite a while, pending the court martial, and your

  place at Security Ops there has been filled since you left. I know you’ll be disappointed to hear that.’




  ‘Heartbroken,’ I said, mentally pumping my fist in the air at this news. I was over Afghanistan and I was thrilled to hear that the fucked-up joint was over me. I tapped the photo of

  my uncle. ‘Where’d you find this?’




  ‘In one of your drawers after you left. Thought it might add a little welcome-home warmth to the place,’ he said, glancing around at the mostly bare walls.




  ‘What’s a type indicator?’ I asked.




  ‘You heard of Myers and Briggs?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘They were psychologists – a mother–daughter team. They developed a psychometric test to identify various personality types, based on theories proposed by psychiatrist Carl

  Jung. He—’




  ‘Can you see my eyes glazing over?’




  ‘You asked. The test is supposed to work out how you process the world around you. Myers and Briggs believed that there were four opposite pairs of psychological differences in people, or

  sixteen different psychological types – type indicators.’




  ‘You’re sounding like Wynngate.’




  Arlen grinned. ‘Maybe just take the test and we’ll see what comes out.’




  ‘Which pigeonhole do you belong in?’




  ‘The general thinks that we’ll all get on better and work more efficiently – you know, “enhance team dynamics” – if we understand each other’s

  psychological differences.’




  ‘Nuts.’




  ‘It’s called the modern workplace.’




  ‘Again, what did the test reveal about you?’ I asked.




  ‘That I’m popular, easygoing and know how to get the best out of people,’ said Arlen.




  ‘So basically: nice guy, but a little sly.’




  ‘It’s going on the bottom of all my emails.’




  ‘What is?’




  ‘My type indicators are ENTP – extraversion, intuition, thinking, perception. The general wants everyone to put their type indicators on their emails so that the receiver knows what

  kind of person the sender is. Though in your case I think the word is already out.’




  ‘Does this test have to be done now?’




  ‘No hurry. Before you leave for the day will do.’




  ‘Right.’ I put it aside.




  ‘Seriously, why don’t you just take it easy for a couple of days?’ said Arlen. ‘You’ve been through a lot with the court martial.’




  In fact, the wringer was what I’d just been through, and mostly because I was guilty of exactly what they said I’d done, which was pistol-whipping a Department of Defense contractor

  by the name of Beau Lockhart at a US training base in Rwanda. Worse, I’d entertained twenty witnesses while doing it. But the asshole deserved it, and luckily for me some photographic

  evidence of the contractor’s involvement in murder and human trafficking came to light just in time to save me from doing eight years in Leavenworth with guys who get hard-ons looking at a

  hair-clogged drain hole. ‘Which reminds me, how’s the investigation into Lockhart coming along?’




  ‘The prosecution’s case is rock-solid. He’ll go away for several lifetimes,’ said Arlen, leaning down to pick up the Redskins football on the floor. He tossed it over. I

  caught it, lobbed it back.




  ‘What about Charles White? Anything new on him?’ White was Lockhart’s gun-smuggling partner, providing the weapons for the bloodbath going on in a nasty little part of the

  eastern Congo. Arlen had debriefed me on the guy shortly after the conclusion of my court martial.




  ‘Nothing I haven’t already told you,’ Arlen said, firing the ball back at me.




  What he’d told me was that Charles White was former Marine Recon, honorably discharged three years ago with the rank of sergeant. He was then employed by FN Herstal and lasted six months

  there, after which he fell off the radar for a time. Interpol believed he was involved in the illegal weapons trade, which I could confirm. Arlen also told me that White had plenty of contacts

  within the US military, was believed to now be living in Rio de Janeiro and was moving around on false passports. ‘What about the M16s with their numbers removed that we recovered from the

  Congo? Any news on them?’




  ‘Other than they were manufactured by FN Herstal? Nothing, except that it suggests a possible connection to White, given that FN once employed him. As for the numbers, professionals

  removed them and we still don’t even know what batch the rifles came from or what the manufacturing date was. For all we know they were pilfered right off the assembly line.’




  ‘Is that what you think?’




  ‘Right now, I’m not sure what I think. Some solid evidence would be handy.’




  ‘Or even a lead, by the sound of things.’ I tossed him the Redskins ball overhand, imparting a spin to it. Arlen caught it, and spun it right back. ‘So what’s the next

  move?’




  ‘There isn’t one,’ he said.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘We’re off the case.’




  I dropped the ball. ‘Who says?’




  ‘The DoD.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘This one’s too big for OSI – it goes across service lines and happened overseas.’




  ‘When were you told to stand down?’




  ‘An hour ago.’




  ‘So who’s on it?’




  ‘CIA .’




  ‘You’re kidding,’ I said.




  ‘I wish I was.’




  The Company shot itself in the foot so often it had no toes left. But aside from that, picking up the threads of that case was the only work I was interested in doing. ‘So what

  now?’




  ‘For you? We’ve got a couple of deserters from Lackland AFB to chase down. We think they’re involved in the drug trade, possibly with a Mexican cartel. Thought you might like

  to take it on. Mexico . . . beaches . . .’




  I flicked him the ball and sucked a little air between my front teeth.




  Arlen shrugged at the lack of traction he seemed to be getting. ‘We haven’t had a chance to talk about the report. You’ve read it, right? You want to talk about it?’




  ‘I read it. And let’s skip it.’




  ‘Okay . . .’




  The report Arlen was referring to concerned the death of the late Special Agent Anna Masters. Masters and I had been close – partners and, well, partners. She died in a shootout.

  There was a lot of lead flying around at the time and some of it was mine. I’d gone a ways down the road thinking it was my bullet that killed her, but a forensic report just completed a week

  ago – many months after her death – confirmed otherwise. Whether it was my bullet or not, I’d always carry the guilt. She was gone. Nothing could change that.




  ‘Vin, it’s been eight months. Time to move on.’




  I didn’t respond. Arlen juggled the ball back and forth between his hands. ‘You don’t want to go to Mexico on a case? Your call, I can accept that. How about instead I make it

  easy and fill out a 988 for you? All you’d have to do is sign it.’




  I nodded.




  ‘Take some time, buddy,’ he continued. ‘You need it, and you deserve it.’




  The 988, or more correctly the AFF 988, was the request leave/ authorization form. I couldn’t skip Dodge unless it was properly filled out and countersigned by my supervisor, which

  happened to be Lieutenant Colonel Arlen Wayne here. ‘All right, you win. Put me down for a week or two,’ I said.




  ‘There you go . . . So, what you gonna do?’




  Before she was killed, Anna had said she was headed to her sister’s scuba-diving business in the West Indies. She’d told me she was leaving the Air Force to get her diving

  instructor’s license and work on her all-over tan. The memory of that conversation came with a picture of her bronze body lying in the sunshine, naked. ‘Maybe I’ll go to the West

  Indies – get in some diving,’ I said.




  ‘The West Indies. That’s not so far. Maybe I could come for a few days, stitch it onto a weekend.’




  ‘Satchquatch.’




  ‘Absquatulate.’




  ‘Yeah, you need a holiday too,’ I told him. ‘Give all those paper cuts time to heal.’




  Arlen managed a smile, but only just. ‘Why don’t I come over to your place later? We can talk about it and maybe go out for a drink.’ He let the ball drop to the floor and

  tapped it into the corner with his toe. ‘A new bar’s opened over your way. They get a young crowd. Maybe we could go there and cut a couple out of the herd. What do you say,

  Hopalong?’




  ‘Yee hah,’ I said.




  ‘Call you later,’ he replied, leaving the room.




  Hmm. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea of some time off. I folded the Myers-Briggs test and dropped it in the file, the round one on the floor under my desk.




  ‘Vin, before you go . . .’




  I glanced over my shoulder and saw Arlen’s head around the corner of the door.




  ‘The test. Do it.’




  That’s the trouble when you know someone well – they know you well right back. I gave a weary sigh, retrieved the forms from the trash, filled out the fields for my name and service

  details and then scanned the questions, all of which required a simple yes or no answer – questions like ‘You feel involved watching TV soaps’, ‘You tend to be unbiased even

  if this might endanger your relationships with people’, ‘You spend your leisure time actively socializing with a group of people, attending parties and shopping’, ‘You tend

  to sympathize with other people’, and so forth. Seriously, Wynngate had to be fucking kidding.




  





  Two




  St Barts was the name of the place in the West Indies. I checked it out online and liked what I saw. Blue water and white bikinis. I was on the

  edge of jumping in, the onscreen arrow poised over an orange button that pulsed ‘Book now, Book now’, when I heard a knock on the front door. I checked the time. Arlen wasn’t due

  over for at least another half hour, unless he’d clocked off early. I got up, opened the door, and went into shock, paralyzed from the eyeballs down.




  The person standing in front of me could not be real. Was I hallucinating? My heart thumped loudly from an unusual place, like it had taken up residence somewhere between my ears. This could not

  be possible, could it? I spent a bunch of pregnant seconds standing in the doorway questioning my memory – the Mexican standoff, the shootout, the funeral, the grief – because the woman

  framed in the doorway, with her dark chocolate hair, green eyes, the lips, I knew her. ‘Anna?’ I tried to get the word out but it got stuck somewhere in my throat like a cork

  pushed down into the neck of a wine bottle.




  ‘You going to ask me in or should I just stand here for another minute looking at your open mouth?’ she asked.




  I let the door swing open. The apparition came in pulling a bright red overnight case behind her, a family-size bucket of KFC in her other hand. She was an inch shorter than I remembered and her

  scent . . . there were only echoes of familiarity with it.




  ‘Jesus . . .’ She turned, looking around the room. ‘You honestly live here?’




  A few things weren’t marrying up as they should have, like her height and the perfume she used and that last comment. This Anna had never been to my place before. And then the

  clouds parted and I snapped out of it. ‘Nice of you to call ahead, Marnie,’ I managed to extract from my larynx.




  ‘Well, we didn’t part on the best of terms and I thought you’d tell me to get lost if I gave you advance warning.’




  Actually, the language I’d have used for the terms we parted on might have been a little stronger than that. ‘You look different’ I said, changing the subject.




  She took a length of hair and examined it up close, which made her briefly cross-eyed. ‘I got sick of all the blonde jokes, so I went back to my normal color. Sorry if I startled you.

  Everyone’s been telling me how much I look like . . . you know.’




  Yeah, I knew. Marnie Masters was fifteen months younger than her sister, Anna. I wasn’t in Marnie’s good books. She blamed me for Anna’s death, so that made two of us. When I

  last saw her, which was at the wake, she was crying, yelling at me to get lost while throwing plates, wine glasses and pastrami sandwiches in my direction – whatever came to hand. I’d

  slunk away and we hadn’t spoken since.




  ‘You look different too,’ she said. ‘Still got those rugged good looks, but . . .’




  ‘Only they’re getting more rugged.’




  ‘You look – I don’t know . . .’




  I rubbed the bridge of my nose and felt the swelling beneath my fingertips. ‘I’ve had a nose job since I last saw you.’ I didn’t think it worth mentioning that it had

  been performed by a truck’s steering wheel in the Congo.




  ‘I’d ask for a refund.’ Marnie smiled. ‘Anyway, I’ve had time to think through what happened. I came to realize that I owe you an apology.’




  ‘Forget about it,’ I said.




  ‘No, hear me out. Anna wanted to be a cop. That was her dream, her choice. She knew it came with risks, and the risks added to the job satisfaction. I’m saying I know you

  didn’t kill her, Vin. It just happened, just one of those things. I don’t hold you responsible. I did, but now I don’t. I shouldn’t have said those things to you at

  the funeral.’




  ‘I haven’t eaten pastrami since.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I was in shock. I loved my sister and she was gone and you were the only person I could blame. There was no one else closer to her than you.’ She took a deep

  breath. ‘I could have put all that in an email, but I thought I owed it to you to come here in person. I’m not proud of my last performance.’




  I didn’t know what to say. I was a little in shock myself. One minute I was surfing soft porn lying around on a beach on St Barts and the next I was looking at Anna reincarnated, full of

  forgiveness, a bucket of fried chicken in her hand. Surreal was the word that came to mind. I must have been looking at that bucket because she glanced down at it then lifted it onto the

  table.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I’m not here to throw fried chicken at you.’




  ‘That’s a relief,’ I said.




  ‘Anna loved you, by the way. But you know that.’




  I did know that.




  She ran her fingers through chocolate-colored hair, then flicked her head a little to reposition the bangs. ‘It’s been a hell of a trip.’ She took in my interior-decorating

  skills again. ‘Who does a girl have to blow to get a drink around here?’ Marnie might have looked like Anna, but she didn’t talk like her.




  ‘Well, that guy’s not around, but I’ll see what I can rustle up.’ I headed for the kitchen. ‘There’s Jacks or single malt,’ I said over my

  shoulder. ‘I might have a couple of beers.’




  ‘Beer, please,’ she said.




  I looked in the fridge and saw a pair of Heinekens, the right number. ‘Glass?’ I called out.




  ‘Thanks.’




  I took the tops off the bottles, delivered hers with the glass and then poured it for her.




  ‘Friends?’ she said, holding up the glass.




  I clinked it with the bottle, said, ‘Friends,’ and took a swig.




  ‘So, you really got a bit of a shock when you opened the door, right?’




  I was going to say that I’d thought I was looking at a ghost, but I changed my mind. ‘Yeah.’




  ‘When we were in our teens people used to think Anna and I were twins.’




  I could believe it. The similarity would once have been uncanny, but now it was spooky given that Anna was dead. I moved it along. ‘Not that I believe in these things, but it’s a

  coincidence that you should arrive just now.’




  ‘Really? Why’s that?’




  I spun my laptop around and touched the space bar. The screen lit up showing a woman lying face down on white sand.




  ‘Did I interrupt you in the middle of something?’ she asked with a raised eyebrow.




  I backspaced and the girl in the white bikini bottoms was now standing on the shoreline, her top around her neck, hanging in her cleavage.




  Marnie sipped her beer. ‘You were saying something about a coincidence?’




  I skipped through another half dozen pages showing the white bikini girl in various semi-nude poses.




  ‘I can come back, if you like?’ Marnie said sarcastically. ‘How long do you need? A minute or two?’




  Finally, an image opened of the white prow of an old fishing boat against the blue of the sea and the sky.




  ‘Hey, I know this website. That’s home – St Barts. You were checking this out?’ Marnie asked.




  ‘I was about to book a trip, head over, get in some diving. That was Anna’s plan. She was gonna come to St Barts and spend time with you. At the funeral, I never got around to

  telling you that.’




  ‘I guess I never gave you the opportunity.’




  No, she hadn’t.




  ‘It’s kinda freaky that I should suddenly just turn up on your doorstep then,’ she added.




  Like I was saying.




  Another knock on the door. ‘Excuse me,’ I told her and opened up on Arlen armed with a six-pack of Heinekens. I was about to tell him to come on in when he said, ‘Hey,

  Marnie,’ pushed past me and went straight over to her. I stood back and watched as they air-kissed and embraced and asked each other how the other was, and so forth. I gathered that Arlen and

  Marnie had become Facebook friends since hitting it off at the wake, after I’d been given my marching orders.




  Once the pleasantries were out of the way, along with a repeat of the conversation about how much Marnie now looked like a certain someone else, Arlen went over more old ground about the trip to

  St Barts, which, if nothing else, at least confirmed that I wasn’t making it all up, and also gave me the chance to relieve him of one of his beers.




  Eventually, when Arlen realized that I was also in the room and steadily working my way through his booze, he excused himself to Marnie and presented me with the 988. ‘This is filled out

  on my end and ready to go.’




  Except that Marnie was here now and a big part of the reason for going on vacation was null and void. I checked over the form.




  ‘Today you’re on Air Force time,’ my supervisor and closest pal said. ‘Sign it and tomorrow you’re on yours – do you good, buddy.’ He picked up his

  beer. ‘I was thinking we could take Marnie out for dinner, but I see you’ve already got it worked out.’ He nodded at the bucket of KFC on the table.




  I glanced at her. ‘You want me to reheat?’




  ‘Maybe you should sit down,’ she said. ‘Both of you.’




  The way she said it told me that it wasn’t because the chicken would need more than a minute or two in the microwave. In my job, when folks tell you to sit down it’s usually because

  they’re gonna tell you something that’ll make you want to jump to your feet, but I took her advice and a chair, along with Arlen’s last Heineken.




  ‘So what’s in the bucket, Marnie?’ Arlen asked her.




  Whatever it was, it wasn’t hot. Now that I was looking at it more closely I saw condensation had formed on the sides. A droplet of water slid down into a small puddle that had formed

  around the base. Arlen sat and frowned at the bucket, waiting.




  Marnie opened her mouth to speak, closed it, opened it again, then closed it. She didn’t know where to start – that much was clear. ‘This is complicated,’ she finally

  managed to say.




  ‘Just show us what you’ve got,’ I suggested.




  Marnie hesitated and then peeled the lid off the bucket. A white fog of dry-ice vapor rolled up like a smoke ring beneath the lid and climbed above the table, followed by a wave of the stuff

  pouring out over the sides. I had to admit I was intrigued. So was Arlen, leaning forward on the table, up on his elbows. Marnie’s hand disappeared inside the bucket.




  ‘Some days ago, a woman I have recently come to know received this,’ she said, producing a plain white envelope. She handed it to me. It was cold and wisps of fog clung to the edges.

  I’d been expecting . . . Actually, I don’t know what I’d been expecting once I knew a drumstick was unlikely, but an envelope wasn’t it.




  ‘Open it,’ Marnie urged.




  I did as she suggested and removed a sheet of paper. A line of default Microsoft Word black twelve-point Times New Roman type was printed on it. The line was italicized suggesting urgency and

  several words were in caps. The note read, FAILING to come up with $15 MILLION will TRIGGER delivery of his HEAD. You have 20 days. You will be contacted. No police.




  And then Marnie lifted a human hand packed into a meat tray from the KFC bucket and placed it on the table.




  Arlen’s jaw hit the floor.




  The sight of it caught me by surprise too, as well as giving me a flashback to a scene I witnessed in the Congo of a man kneeling in the mud, screaming, as soldiers hacked off both his hands

  with machetes.




  ‘They run out of chicken?’ I asked her.




  Marnie wasn’t amused.




  I reached for the pen in Arlen’s top pocket and poked the tray with it, positioning it so I could get a better look at the hand, condensation fogging the plastic wrap with each passing

  second. Through an oval window in the frost, I could see that the hand itself was greenish brown, the fingernails rimmed with dried blood. A gold ring dressed its squat pinky. ‘So who’s

  the woman who was sent this?’




  ‘Her name’s Alabama. She’s a friend of Anna’s. Or, rather, her boyfriend was,’ Marnie said, looking away from the tray. She got up from the table and walked toward

  the kitchen, the sight of the severed hand obviously giving her some problems. ‘She’s a topless dancer in Vegas.’




  This was getting more interesting with each passing second. It was also getting more confusing.




  ‘We should call this in to the local PD,’ Arlen decided.




  ‘But the letter . . . it says no cops,’ Marnie said.




  ‘This is a matter for police,’ he insisted.




  I reread the note. Someone wanted money to supposedly stop a man being killed. Presumably the contact mentioned would specify the collection details. I wondered why the capital lettering on

  selected words. Maybe it was used merely for emphasis. ‘Why don’t you take us through the story from the beginning?’




  ‘Do you mind covering that first?’ she asked, her eyes flicking to the tray.




  I considered whether to use something that wouldn’t leave my DNA on it. The tray and its contents would end up as evidence in a case sooner or later, but Marnie had handled it and I

  guessed this Alabama person had, too; and I doubted that KFC had provided the original packaging. So I picked up the tray with my fingers and gave the hand a closer inspection through the window of

  frost, now starting to melt, before returning it to the Colonel’s care.




  Marnie relaxed a little once the lid was back in place. ‘Alabama Thornton – she’s a Vegas showgirl. Her boyfriend’s ex–Air Force. That’s his connection to

  Anna. According to Alabama, he met Anna in Germany, but I don’t think Alabama and Anna ever met. Anyway, from what I can gather, the boyfriend mentioned Anna to Alabama at some stage. When

  that arrived,’ Marnie said, motioning at the bucket, ‘Alabama didn’t want to involve the police, but she had to turn to someone so she called Anna. And along the way,

  Anna being my sister, Alabama was given my number. She called, and next thing I know I’m on a plane to Vegas, but I’m not Anna and I’m creeped out in a major way by dead things,

  let alone things chopped off people. I told Alabama about you, Vin, and that’s why I’m here.’




  To drag me into it. It was amazing how Marnie managed to get the whole tangled mess out in one clean breath. ‘So you picked up the hand in Vegas?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How’d you get it here?’




  ‘I drove.’




  ‘Long drive.’




  ‘Especially with that riding in the passenger seat.’




  ‘Whose idea was the KFC bucket?’




  ‘Mine,’ said Marnie with a shrug. ‘Nothing more innocent than fried chicken.’




  She’d brought the severed hand across several state lines, so I couldn’t argue with her thinking. Driving wasn’t a bad decision, either: airport cops get sensitive about

  dismembered limbs in the carry-on. But there was a time limit specified in the note – twenty days, and now at least four of them had been soaked up.




  ‘What’s Alabama’s boyfriend’s name?’ I said.




  ‘Randy – Randy Sweetwater.’




  ‘So the hand belongs to Randy?’ Arlen said.




  ‘I doubt it,’ I said.




  ‘Alabama knows it’s not his. She already told me that.’




  Arlen took back his pen. ‘Okay, but how do you know that, Vin?’




  ‘Skin tone. It’s dark – Mexican, perhaps – and Randy’s a white guy.’




  ‘And you know this because Mexicans don’t call their kids Randy or have surnames like Sweetwater?’




  ‘They’re good reasons, but in this instance, no. Actually, I think I’ve met the guy.’




  ‘You met him?’




  ‘Depends on how many Randy Sweetwaters are kicking around out there, but I flew with one of them in Afghanistan. Hitched a ride in his C-17. While we were refueling at a forward operating

  base, he accidentally dropped some package being ferried around for a colonel and, wouldn’t you know it, half a dozen bottles of Glenfiddich just fell out. Then Randy discovered a whole bunch

  of mechanical troubles that grounded the plane for several days. My kinda guy.’




  ‘So this package just happened to be full of single malt?’ Arlen said dubiously. ‘Sounds like something you’d do.’




  I grinned. ‘Okay, officer, ya got me. Too bad the statute of limitations is up on this one. And anyway, smuggling booze into a Muslim country . . .’ I shook my head and tsked.

  ‘The colonel could have gotten into a lot of trouble.’




  ‘So is he the guy or not?’




  ‘The colonel?’




  ‘Jesus, Vin.’




  ‘Okay, okay . . . My memory’s hazy on the details of the episode – understandably – but I do remember this Randy Sweetwater saying that he was about to go to

  Nellis AFB, which, as we all know, snuggles up to Vegas.’




  ‘Sometimes I’m surprised you remember anything.’




  That made two of us.




  ‘So, assuming the Randy Sweetwater you met is Alabama’s boyfriend,’ said Arlen, ‘and that this is not his hand, what’s Alabama worried about?’




  ‘Because Thing here is wearing Randy’s academy ring,’ I said, looking at Marnie. ‘Right?’




  ‘That’s right,’ she confirmed.




  ‘Well, like I said, this is a police matter,’ Arlen repeated.




  ‘And what are we, chopped liver?’




  He had a point, though. Randy was ex–Air Force, and the ‘ex’ bit took him beyond our frame of reference. Technically, we couldn’t get involved. At least, not

  officially.




  ‘What’s Alabama expecting us to do?’ I asked Marnie. ‘What are you expecting us to do?’ I sensed discomfort from Arlen that I was including him in

  ‘us’.




  ‘To help her, obviously. The ransom – she doesn’t know what to do or who to turn to. And she doesn’t have fifteen thousand, let alone fifteen million.’




  In this instance help could mean anything, except maybe assisting Alabama with a loan application for the ransom money. ‘And what about you?’ I asked Marnie. ‘What are

  you gonna do?’




  ‘Me?’ Marnie pointed at herself like I’d just accused her of something. ‘I’ve done my bit throwing you the ball. I’m going home. I’ve got a diving

  business to run.’ She looked at me and then at Arlen.




  The initial Anna Effect experienced when I’d opened the door and seen her standing there had worn off. Marnie had Anna’s eyes, hair and bone structure, and even the tone of her voice

  was similar, but in every other way she was the kid sister. Anna wouldn’t have looked elsewhere to offload this. I reached across and again lifted Arlen’s pen from his shirt pocket and

  signed the 988 with it. ‘Sorry,’ I told him.




  ‘What for?’




  ‘You’re gonna have to absquatulate on your own.’




  





  Three




  I hitched a ride on the first plane heading for Vegas, a C-17 ferrying a load of practice missiles to Nellis. And five hours later, I was in the

  Nellis commissary buying an ice chest and freezer packs to go with it, condensation having terminally weakened the waxed paper seals on the KFC bucket. The amputated hand was in real danger of

  slipping out the side, and that would be tricky to explain. With Thing newly secured in a plastic ice chest, I caught a cab out past McCarran airport to Thrifty to pick up a rental. And half an

  hour after that I was driving down the Strip in the last of the early evening sunshine, the Ford Focus’s AC wound to the stops yet barely able to penetrate the midsummer desert heat.




  I drove nice and slow to soak up the sights. It’d been a few years since I’d visited Vegas, and while the town needed nighttime to show its true colors, there was a feeling of

  urgency in the air that reminded me of someone drowning. Maybe the global downturn had hit the place harder than anyone liked to admit. The guys on the sidewalk handing out calling cards for the

  hookers were going at it in broad daylight, scooting from prospect to prospect like rats on a foundering ship hunting for an exit. Several glossy new buildings stood vacant, others looked a little

  tired – none more so than Bally’s, ‘the home of Donn Arden’s Jubilee Showgirls’, as the posters up and down the Strip called the show. Bally’s was a refurbished

  seventies tower which, I’d learned when I’d booked a room online, was once the MGM Grand before it caught fire. In fact, looking at it on screen, if Bally’s were a dancer, I’d be hoping her clothes would be staying on.




  From what I could tell from the advertising, the Jubilee girls were old Vegas – all poise and sequins and makeup and feathers. Their antecedents would have danced for Sammy Davis Jr and

  Ol’ Blue Eyes. Today, however, out on the Strip, the advertising for Jubilee was engaged in a running battle with posters for joints where the girls danced in people’s laps. Without

  seeing what the Showgirls had to offer, I didn’t like their chances of routing the competition.




  My cell rang. It was Arlen. I put him on speaker. ‘Hey, s’up?’




  ‘Your friend, Randy. Seems he checked out with a BCD.’




  BCD – a bad conduct discharge. ‘What were the circumstances?’ I asked, surprised.




  ‘Cloudy. “Conduct unbecoming” is what the file says. There was a court martial. I talked to the JAG and his defense counsel. There was a suspicion he was acting as a courier

  service in Afghanistan – hashish.’




  That didn’t sound like the Randy I knew, but then I probably didn’t know him all that well. ‘Was Anna involved?’ If Sweetwater was in trouble he’d have called her,

  wouldn’t he?




  ‘First thing I checked. Anna’s name doesn’t come up in any of the records, and JAG has no recollection that she was ever called.’




  Somehow, that was important. I didn’t want Anna messed up in this in any way. ‘Were the charges proved?’ I asked.




  ‘The BCD was the result of a plea bargain.’




  ‘How’d he swing that?’




  ‘The evidence went missing.’




  Sure it did.




  ‘He pleaded guilty to possession but without intent to distribute.’




  I couldn’t help but smile. Randy was lucky. He could’ve done hard time.




  ‘Maybe it’s not relevant, but I thought you should know,’ said Arlen.




  ‘Thanks,’ I told him.




  ‘So what are you doing?’




  ‘Driving down the Strip, looking for my hotel.’




  ‘Put ten bucks in a slot for me. Oh, and I’m acting on the advice I gave you.’




  ‘Which was?’




  ‘Take a vacation. Marnie invited me over.’




  ‘You’re going to St Barts?’




  ‘Yeah . . . Look, if you’ve got any problems with that, let me know, because if you do I’ll—’




  ‘No problem my end,’ I said. ‘Knock yourself out, bud.’




  ‘You sure?’




  ‘I’m sure.’




  ‘Cool. Hey, before I forget, your test result came back in.’




  ‘What test?’




  ‘Your Myers-Briggs test.’




  ‘Did I pass?’




  ‘No passes or fails, remember? You’re supposed to go through the results with a specialist, but, in short, your type indicators are ESFJ. Do you want to know what that

  means?’




  ‘That I’m good with the ladies?’




  ‘Dream on. Extroverted, sensing, feeling, judging – ESFJ. I’ll make sure the initials go on the bottom of your emails.’




  ‘Tell me you don’t actually believe in this shit?’ I asked him.




  ‘Depends who’s asking. If it’s Wynngate, it’s genius.’




  ‘Who am I supposed to get on with best?’




  ‘Other ESFJs.’




  ‘And who should I avoid?’




  ‘ENTPs.’




  ‘Aren’t you one of those?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘I rest my case.’ The driveway entrance to Bally’s was coming up. ‘Hey, gotta go. When you come up for air in St Barts, gimme a call.’




  ‘Roger that.’




  I hit the end button, went up the ramp and found a space in the parking lot. Eventually, I made my way to reception and stood in line behind buffalo-sized people moseying toward the counter. The

  air hummed with the sound of musical bells and magical twinkles rising from the slots down in the pit.




  After checking in, I took the ice chest and carry-on, wheeled over to the counter selling seats to the evening’s Showgirls performance, and bought my seat from an uninterested black guy

  who conducted the transaction without eye contact. I still had plenty of time to freshen up before the show so I took myself up to my room out on the end of a dark two-hundred-yard-long tunnel on

  the twentieth floor. Opening the drapes I discovered that I had an aerial view of ‘Paris’, its pool occupying the area around the base of the Eiffel Tower. The place was packed, the

  countless lounge chairs still occupied, the desert heat ignoring the fact that the sun was below the horizon. Waitresses in bikinis worked the couches, shuttling drinks and snacks. Ah, Vegas . .

  .




  I took a shower and dressed conservative – jeans, desert boots and a navy shirt. If I hurried, I still had time before the show to indulge in Vegas’s other main attraction: the

  buffet, the place where the buffaloes roam. I was on vacation after all, and seriously underweight compared to the rest of the herd. When I couldn’t possibly fit in another complete

  four-course meal, I lumbered over to the Jubilee theater at Bally’s.




  When I arrived, the tiered theater, which probably sat around seven hundred, was close to full. Frankly, I was surprised. Maybe old-style Vegas was the new black. I found my seat, close to the

  front and in the center, as the lights went down and the music welled up. The curtain opened on a guy in a tuxedo singing a song about ‘hundreds of girls’, who then began to appear

  wearing almost nothing, and all of it sparkling. I wondered which one was Alabama. Pretty much all I knew about her was that she danced topless, narrowing it down to about half the field. The show

  rolled on into a Samson and Delilah number, about a guy whose girlfriend cuts his hair off, which I just knew was a euphemism for his balls, followed by a number where the girls sank the

  Titanic under several tons of rhinestones. The finale saw the cast all gliding down a giant glittering staircase balancing ornaments the size of Chewbacca on their heads. I liked the

  costumes and I liked the breasts even better, especially when they were coming down those steps. There was a feverish round of applause, which died out pretty quick.




  The theater evacuated fast, the patrons eager to leave and get back to the slots. I was almost last out, and loitered around the side entrance. Ten minutes later, a tall woman in gray sweatpants

  and an old sweat top, wearing outrageously heavy makeup and her hair pulled back in a net, appeared outside the entrance and scanned the area like she was expecting to see someone. Me, I figured. I

  walked over and introduced myself.




  ‘Alabama Thornton?’ I said. ‘Vin Cooper.’




  ‘Vin, hi. So great to meet you. You got here fast.’ She was all smiles and gave me a long slender hand to shake. I must have been frowning at her because she suddenly became

  self-conscious. ‘Oh, excuse the makeup. It looks weird off stage, I know.’




  I gave a shrug like it was no big deal, but she was right. Her false eyelashes were long enough to sweep the floor, and a thick black line was drawn under each eye as well as above those lashes.

  The rouge on her cheeks was heavy, as was the fire engine–red lipstick she wore. On stage and under bright lights the effect was glamorous. Up close, she looked like Chucky.




  ‘I don’t want to talk here,’ she said. ‘You wanna come backstage?’




  ‘Sure,’ I said.




  ‘We’re not supposed to bring people back. If anyone asks, you’re with management. Act like you own the place.’




  ‘I can give you incompetent arrogance. That do?’




  ‘Perfect.’




  





  Four




  I followed Alabama to an unmarked brown steel door with a combination lock. She tapped in the code, leaned into it with her shoulder, and we

  entered a brightly lit corridor that sloped down toward a flight of stairs and another door with no entry painted on it. Alabama ignored the instruction and pushed through. Another corridor opened

  out at right angles on either side behind it. This one was busy with men and women going back and forth, some chatting and joking, others deep in conversation or carrying costumes or tools, and

  others wearing makeup that singled them out as dancers. No one asked who I was or what I was doing there. Seal’s version of ‘My Vision’ came from a room with a sign over the door

  that read dressing room 1. We headed for it. The music underscored the sound of women laughing and chatting within.




  ‘Everyone decent?’ Alabama called out before entering.




  ‘Hang on,’ came the reply.




  ‘This is the topless talls’ dressing room,’ said Alabama, pausing at the doorway. I must have given her a look, because she translated, ‘The girls are tall, and

  they’re topless.’




  ‘Right,’ I said. Another tough day at the office for Special Agent Cooper.




  ‘Okay . . .’ a woman called from inside.




  Alabama motioned for me to follow her in. The room was filled with sequined costumes and feather boas and fishnet stockings and makeup and hatter’s heads topped with headpieces and plenty

  of other items of clothing that I couldn’t identify, most of it covered in colored cut glass and sequins. A number of mirrors rimmed with warm yellow lights were set up round the walls. Most

  of the mirrors were adorned with photos of boyfriends or husbands, I supposed – a couple had snaps of young children – as well as news clippings and show reviews. There were books and

  magazines and iPods and hair dryers and portable fans and various items of makeup at each station, and the air smelled vaguely of warm soap. Around half the mirrors had their lights turned off,

  which suggested that the women who sat at them had already gone home. There were still plenty of showgirls in the room though, sitting at their stations taking off makeup or organizing their lives

  into overnight bags. Everyone was chatting over each other. One or two women smiled at me, but mostly I was ignored. The women who were standing were indeed very tall but, disappointingly, not a

  single one was topless.




  Alabama went to a mirror at the end of one wall. Her station was no different from any of the others. A photo of a Siamese cat was tucked into the frame around her mirror and below it were two

  pictures of a guy I recognized. Randy. In one he was dressed in a flight suit, standing on the flight line, a C-17 behind him. In the other he and Alabama were cheek-to-cheek, Randy’s arm

  extended in front of them – one of those photos couples take when there’s no one else around to get the shot. In the background was the Statue of Liberty.




  ‘Nice-looking cat,’ I said.




  ‘That’s Fluffy. She’s our baby.’




  Fluffy?




  ‘Was your obstetrician surprised?’ Even though you know it’s the wrong time and place, some questions just have to be asked.




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘I know Randy. Met him once,’ I said, getting things back on track. I reached for the photo. ‘Do you mind?’




  ‘Please, go right ahead.’




  I took the photo of Randy and the C-17 off the mirror for closer inspection. I’d seen thousands of photos like this over the years – guys with their planes. This one was taken in

  Afghanistan – Bagram, perhaps. It might even have been the plane I hitched a ride in.




  ‘So, you met Randy . . . ?’




  ‘In Afghanistan, before he came to Nellis. He’s one of the good guys.’




  Hope lit up her face. ‘I’m sure he’s okay. I’d know if he was in trouble. I ’d feel it.’




  I suspected that, even though she knew the hand wasn’t her boyfriend’s, the facts that it was wearing his ring and accompanied by a ransom note were more reliable indicators on the

  trouble scale. And they were saying that, no matter what her feelings told her, the shit was up to Randy’s nostrils.




  ‘Hey, I know who you are now,’ said Alabama, studying my face. ‘You were in the Congo, right? There was a court case and you got off. I don’t watch the news – too

  depressing – but I sometimes read People. A couple of the girls buy it. That was you, wasn’t it?’




  ‘No,’ I said. I ’d been trying hard to forget the place.




  ‘Yes it was,’ she insisted. ‘I was only reading about it the other day. Small world, isn’t it? I mean, Marnie told me that you and Anna were . . .’ Alabama

  didn’t finish the sentence. She cleared her throat and began again. ‘Even though I never met her, I was sad when I heard about, you know, what happened . . . Randy talked about Anna

  – they were good friends. We exchanged Christmas cards.’




  Really? First I knew about that. ‘Do you know how Randy and Anna met?’ I asked.




  Maybe it was the way I put the question, or maybe it was the way a woman’s mind worked, because the answer began with a reassurance. ‘Hey, don’t worry. They weren’t,

  like, lovers or anything. Randy did a tour at Ramstein. His car was stolen, used in a hit and run. There was a lot of crap with the local authorities. Anna did all the liaison work with

  the police, and they became friends. Randy told me about it when I found a Christmas card she’d sent him, a photo of her wearing reindeer antlers. She was pretty and I – well, I guess I

  pulled the jealous female routine.’ I remembered the Anna-wearing-reindeer-antlers card. I received the same one. ‘Randy set me straight, gave me the background and told me if he was

  ever in trouble with the law, Anna Masters would be the first person he’d turn to.’




  I took another look at Randy’s photo. Yeah, small world.




  ‘Thanks for stepping in, Vin – you didn’t have to.’




  ‘I haven’t done anything yet.’




  ‘I guess not.’ She managed a wan smile. ‘You mind if I take my face off while we talk?’




  I motioned at her to go right ahead and sat at the next mirror over while Alabama peeled those brooms off her eyelids. She put them in a box with a clear top, then snatched some wipes from out

  of a plastic container and went to work on her face.




  ‘Where’s the . . . you know . . . ?’ she asked.




  ‘You mean, Thing?’




  It took a few seconds. ‘Oh, Thing – as in the Addams Family? Yeah, I guess that’s funny.’ She wasn’t laughing.




  ‘I brought it back with me. You need to turn it over to Vegas PD.’




  She stopped wiping her cheeks. Her forehead was lined with concern. ‘But the note says . . .’




  ‘I know what it says, but that’s what you have to do. I’ll be there with you to make the report – I’ve got a contact. We want their forensics people to have a good

  look at it.’




  ‘That makes me nervous.’




  ‘We’ve got no choice, and there’s a chance the FBI will become involved.’




  ‘The FBI? Why?’




  ‘They get brought in if a crime has been committed that crosses state lines. It’s nothing to worry about. It’s just the way the turf is divided up.’ One of those tough

  questions I had to ask was up next and I wondered how she was going to take it. ‘Was Randy involved in anything illegal that you know of?’




  Alabama shook her head and turned to face me. ‘No. No way. Randy’s a straight shooter.’




  As reactions went, it was a good one. I believed that she believed her lover was squeaky clean, but that didn’t mean he was. Show me a relationship with no secrets and I’ll show you

  a unicorn. ‘And the ring. You’re sure it’s his?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, his name’s engraved inside the band, along with “Class of ’96”.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s exactly as I remember it . . .’




  ‘You checked it?’




  Her nose wrinkled. ‘I picked at it with a chopstick. I . . . I had to.’




  I was vaguely surprised that she’d had the nerve. Maybe Alabama was tougher than she looked.




  The expression on her face morphed into one of hope, the possibility that it might have been a forgery evidently not having occurred to her before. ‘You think the ring could be a

  fake?’ she asked.




  ‘Don’t know, and that’s why we need a competent forensics report – if only to eliminate angles.’ Thing had been bouncing around for over four days now, mostly in

  his chicken bucket. The police weren’t going to be overjoyed about that – the time factor. Trails would have gone cold.
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