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Dark Coast Florida circa 1920s

Johnny Smith strolled down a slummy Oldport side street, conflicted about what he had to do. He took the long way to Club X, giving him plenty of time to think. Beggars stumbled from their street corners and stoops, shrouded in rags and reeking worse than the rancid fish smell coming from the docks. They held out shaky palms for any charity. Johnny didn’t have time nor a dime for the likes of those unfortunate souls. 

“Beat it. I don’t need your bad luck rubbing off on me.” He waved them away, annoyed he had to divert his course, even a hair.

“See ya’ when your luck runs out,” Johnny heard one of the beggars utter from under his hood, then he sank back into the shadows. The bum had a lot of nerve. Johnny thought about reaching for his blade and going back to teach the bum a lesson by cutting out his tongue. But Johnny already had someone to kill tonight. And it would be a friend and member of his crew, Eli.

He arrived at the gambling hall Club X, marked by the letter carved in black on the exterior of the building. It was a leaning three-story shack that connected and aligned farther down the street to more lousy structures. The building looked like it was one tropical storm away from blowing over. The entrance was a hole in the wall where the smell of tobacco and whiskey batted back the portside stench. 

He was welcomed by an empty lobby boarded up and abandoned. A staircase led up to where the laughter and lights were coming from. Before ascending the stairs, he straightened his black suit and then used a hand to comb back his jet-black hair. At the top level was a drawer running into the wall of a billiard saloon. Johnny pulled out the drawer, dropped in some change, shoved the drawer back, and called “Whiskey, straight.” Then he pulled out the drawer again and there was his drink. 

Johnny drank the whiskey in one gulp and slammed the glass on the bar counter upside down. No one drinks for free. He knew the rules. His crystal-clear blue eyes scrutinized the prospects throughout the room. At a card table where six players sat, a snazzy dressed high-roller ended a game of poker with the winning hand. Three roulette games were available, their dealers standing at the ready. A beautiful blonde barmaid, moved around the room like a pedal floating in the breeze. 

Rose. 

He hated this life for her, but he couldn’t show it or stare long. Johnny turned his gaze up to the balcony where Mr. X stood in his expensive suit and hat, his big-bearded face glowering as if unsatisfied with the profits or at Johnny being late to work...or both. They locked eyes. Mr. X motioned him upstairs and stepped away from the banister. 

Johnny moved toward the back of the room where the stairs to the office were located. As he passed Rose, they shared a glance and a touch. “I’m going to get you out of here one day.” He had said it to her before. He was saving money. After each job he put some cash away, but it wasn’t adding up fast enough; that’s why he had been stealing from Mr. X. He blamed the shortages on Eli, the biggest sucker of the crew and the obvious choice for a scapegoat. “I’ve got something for you.”

Her eyes darted up as if to see if Mr. X was watching. He wasn’t. “Careful, Johnny.” 

“I’ll take my chances.” He pulled a postcard out of his jacket pocket and slid it into Rose’s hand. It read: Remote Pines: Thoroughly exclusive living for the modern family.

She looked at the image of a picture-perfect neighborhood with giant houses surrounding a pond. A happy couple and their child were waving from a front porch. 

“That could be us,” Johnny said.

She beamed at him. “You promise?”

He winked. “You know it, doll.” 

She smiled and stuffed the postcard in her apron then floated back toward the poker table. 

His gaze lingered on her retreating figure, the grace, the sheer poetry in motion. She would be his one day, to live happily ever after in Remote Pines. His fluttering heart, suspended on hope for better days to come, came crashing down as reality cut the strings. In his line of work, hope was easily drowned in a flood of blood and tears, fleeting as the souls he’d sent to oblivion by the point of his blade. No. Their day in the sun was on the horizon...just a little longer...just a little farther...just up those stairs.

He ascended the steps to Mr. X’s office and walked into the dimly lit room filled with cigar smoke. Heavier in the air was the fresh scent of death. At the center of the room, blood pooled from Eli’s tied carcass hunched in a chair. Johnny’s crew stood around the kill, all looking glad it wasn’t any of them. 

Mr. X lifted Eli’s head by the hair to show a pummeled and lifeless face. He had been tortured first. Johnny would have killed him fast. A swipe of his blade. 

“You missed all the action,” Mr. X said.

“Seems like the job got done.” Johnny stepped out to the balcony to overlook the club. His gaze fell on Rose.

Mr. X stood beside him. “Eli said some interesting things before he died.”

“What’s that?” Johnny had a guess, but his attention had been drawn to the snazzy dressed high-roller cheering that he’d won another hand. His face seemed familiar now that Johnny was observing closer. The dealer glanced up at the balcony and signaled with a nod that the house was losing more money than it had on hand.

“He said you took the money.” Mr. X chewed on his cigar. “You’re too smart for that, I know.” He blew smoke.

Johnny smirked on the outside but screamed on the inside, “That goddamned Eli better not get me killed.” “A man will say anything if he thinks it’ll keep him from dying. You notice the high-roller cleaning us out.” Johnny nodded toward the poker table, hoping to change the subject.

“I noticed him earlier. Something’s fishy.”

“He looks familiar.” Johnny thought hard. “He was in here a few nights ago. Bigshot, lost big, made a stink. We had to throw him out.”

“Take your crew and show him out again. This time make sure he doesn’t come back.”

Johnny nodded and motioned for the crew to follow him. Looked like he would get to kill someone today, after all.
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The spiffy gambler waited for the dealer to divvy out the cards, but when Johnny and his crew circled the table, he stopped mid-deal. 

The gambler didn’t show any fear. “Must be my fan club.” 

Johnny approached him from one side while two of his crew rounded the gambler’s blind side. “Your fun is over, pal. For good this time.”

“My luck’s not run out yet. Can’t say the same for yours.” The gambler mule kicked Johnny in the stomach and dodged the clutches of his crewman by ducking under the poker table. He popped up next to the dealer then made a dash for the exit stairs.

“Grab him,” Johnny croaked, gasping for air.

The dealer and the other gamblers froze, too scared to move.

Johnny had positioned two of his crew by the stairs, and they were wrestling with the gambler when Johnny caught up. Even outnumbered, the gambler was about to beat the odds against him.

“Drag him out back.” Johnny punched the gambler in the mouth, which got him to quit fighting long enough to muscle him down the steps. At the bottom, the gambler smirked as if he still had a card up his sleeve. 

Johnny pulled out his knife and flashed it in the gambler’s face. “You won’t be smiling when I’m done with you.”

In the dimly lit alley that stunk of vomit and urine, four henchmen shoved the gambler against a brick wall. Hooded vagrants scattered into the shadows. Two crewmen held the gambler in place while the other two took turns punching him: a fist to the nose, another across the jaw, an elbow to the gut, and a knee to the groin. None of their blows knocked the smile off his face. 

“That’s enough,” Johnny shouted.

The crewmen let him go and stepped back to catch their breath. They had already beaten Eli to death earlier.

Johnny got in the gambler’s face. “Now I’m curious...were you not the one we threw out of here a few days ago? As big a loser as they come...caused a scene when you went broke?”

The gambler stared up at Johnny, bloodied and winded from the beating. “Yeah, that was me. Funny how you treat me the same...win or lose.”

“We don’t tolerate cheating around here.”

“I wasn’t cheating.”

“A man’s luck don’t go good overnight. You were cheating.” Johnny twirled the knife in his hand and then lunged forward with the blade and drove it into the gambler’s chest. 

Still, that smile, that smirk, like this was some kind of a sick joke. He had a few moments left before death would take him. “This...” the gambler managed to say with a grimace. “Will change your luck.” He held up a shimmering coin.

Johnny plucked it from the gambler’s palm.

The gambler’s body fell limp and slipped off the blade, slid down the wall and hunched over dead, the smile still on his face.

Johnny examined the coin: pure gold it seemed, oddly circular, badly worn, and he could see in the dim alley lighting strange symbols on one side, a cross on the other. Spanish? A lucky coin? As he held it pinched between his thumb and index finger, it suddenly turned from gold to black, and a black wind swept around it, swirling like a storm at sea to suddenly turn back to gold that radiated heat waves like a desert mirage. Awestruck, his mind wrestled with thoughts of ungodly powers, black magic, evil lust— 

“Hello, Johnny.” The voice came from a shadow in the corner of his mind, from under a blanket over his consciousness. “Very dark thoughts you have in here.”

Johnny’s heart lurched. What the hell is going on? 

“You and I are going to do great things.”

Get out of my head.

“All your dreams will come true.”

Panic took hold. I’m going mad!

“All you need to do is kill a few people.”

Johnny dropped the bloody knife and the coin to grip his temples as if that would force the foreign voice from his mind. Leave me alone. 

“Just trust me. I can give you and Rose the life you have always wanted.”

Rose, how do you know about her?

“Kids, house, white-picket fence, dream automobile. It will all be yours.”

The gambler was right. My luck really has changed.

“Hey, Johnny...you okay?” one of the crew asked.

Johnny gasped, realized he was standing stoic and staring stone-faced at the coin in his hand. He thought he had dropped it. And the bloody knife... 

What do you want from me?

“Kill your crew...and Mr. X.”
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Dark Coast circa 1970s

A storm approached from the east; dark clouds gathered in the Florida twilight. Ralph didn’t like the complication and hoped it wouldn’t be an omen of what was to come. He pulled his 1970 Plymouth Barracuda into a truck stop where two hired guns waited for him. Bud, he had worked with before. Solid trigger man. The other guy with a scar across his cheek was new in town. He had the tortured look of a man fresh out of prison. Even before Ralph got out of the car, he heard the two men conversing.

The new guy had trust issues. “Who the hell is this guy supposed to be?”

“Scary, huh?”

“I can’t see his face.”

Bud huffed. “That’s the Dark Coast Racer. He’s a local legend.”

Ralph got out of his ride, left it idling, and walked up to the two thugs. A normal person might have been intimidated by the looks of them: weathered, scarred, long coats, collars upturned. However, Ralph wasn’t normal by any measure.

“Hey, Racer.” Bud welcomed him with a head nod. 

The new guy offered a handshake. “Name’s Marc. Put it there.” 

Ralph knew Marc could only see his own reflection in the visor of the black racing helmet he wore. “Evening, boys.” He ignored Marc’s hand.

Marc dropped his hand and scoffed. “So, you don’t show your face or shake hands? Think you’re too good for the likes of us?” 

“Let’s go.” Ralph had a time schedule to keep. The Syndicate didn’t like delays. And a storm was coming.

Ralph pivoted on his black boot heels and strode back to his idling hotrod. He could hear Bud and Marc grab two duffle bags. He didn’t know what they were delivering, and he preferred it that way. The less he knew about the job, the better it was for him and his family.

He took his place behind the wheel. Bud and Marc slid into the back seat with the bags.

Ralph shifted out of park and hit the gas. The V8 hemi engine roared as the car tore out of the parking lot. 

The sun had just fallen out of sight in the west, the last few rays of light shrinking, the night sky growing. To their left, the Atlantic Ocean heaved as the storm raged offshore. Flashes of lightning split the distant darkness. Farther down the highway, just past an orange grove, Ralph exited to a dirt road.

“Where the hell are we going?” Marc barked in the backseat, clutching one of the bags and an Uzi he had unholstered, as if anticipating trouble at the meeting point. 

Bud kept silent, but he had his 9mm pistol in his lap and a look in his eyes that said life or death.

Ralph shut off the headlights as he steered the hotrod into a bend lined with oaks and pine trees covered with moss. The car was consumed by the darkness.

“Are you crazy?” Marc barked again.

Ralph trusted his instincts and the last image he had captured of the layout of the road going into the forest. He made only a few corrections to the wheel to keep on course. Breaking from the cover of the trees and driving into a vacant field, Ralph saw a truck’s headlights in the distance.

“Look alive,” Ralph uttered from under his helmet. Trust was fickle between the Syndicate factions. He could never be too careful when dealing with any of them. Turning the headlights on, he proceeded up the path toward the meeting point. 

Two masked goons stood outside the truck, each with a black duffle bag in one hand and an assault rifle in the other.

Bud and Marc prepared to exit the ride.

“Leave the bags.” Ralph reminded them both but meant it for Marc. “Confirm the cash first. Come back for the bags.”

They nodded and left the bags on the seat. 

Ralph watched the group meet in the cones of light from the headlights. As Bud and Marc peeked into the unzipped black duffle bags, a flash of lightning lit the sky and field, revealing three other parked vehicles on the perimeter of the meeting point. 

“It’s a trap,” Ralph screamed out the window. 

The vehicles in the distance kicked up dirt as their tires spun, propelling them to surround the group. Bangs and pops and muzzle flashes tore through the night as the two groups exchanged gunfire. 

Ralph heard the door close, pressed the gas, and spun the wheel back toward the way they had come. 

“Where’s Bud?”

“He didn’t make it,” Marc yelled.

“It was a set up. Who would be crazy enough to cross the Syndicate?”

To answer his question red, white, and blue lights flashed from the roofs of the vehicles pursuing them.

“It’s the cops,” Marc declared as if Ralph couldn’t hear the sirens.

He shifted again, putting the hotrod in its top gear as he tore off the dirt road and back onto the highway. The flashing lights faded in the distance. After another exit and turn down a dirt road that was as narrow as a hiking trail, he parked behind a road sign and killed the lights. 

Ralph glanced back to Marc to see he had managed to get away with both black bags from the drop off. 

“Good spot to die.” Marc pointed his Uzi at Ralph’s head. 

With a swift head movement, Ralph headbutted the gun barrel away with his helmet. He then shoved the driver seat back and squished Marc against the backseat. Spinning around, he reached over the seatback, grabbed the gun barrel, and twisted it toward the window. As Uzi fire shattered the window, Ralph beat Marc’s face with his free fist. Marc was blinded by the first few blows. The next eight smashed his skull in and knocked him unconscious. The final punch killed him and left Marc’s face a dented bloody mess. A cheek bone protruded from an eye socket.

Ralph let up the seat and resituated his helmet. Blood and brain matter slid down the visor. He grabbed a blood-soaked black bag from Marc’s lap and looked inside. White bricks.

“Cocaine!”
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It was after-hours at Gator’s Tail Raceway when Ralph steered the Plymouth Barracuda through the back entrance gate and up to the garage. Gator was waiting for him at the open door. Gator was his handler and the closest person he had to a brother. Ralph parked and jumped out of the car, removed his helmet, and threw it across the shop and onto a nearby workbench.

“Damn it, Gator. It was a set up.”

“I know.” Gator rubbed his neck. “I got the call a few hours ago.”

“What? The Syndicate called you?” Ralph glared at Gator.

His face turned pale.

“What did you tell them?” Ralph gripped Gator by the jacket lapels and drove him back to the workbench. “Did you tell them about me? About my family?” 

“No. But I had to give them something.”

“Don’t tell me the Syndicate got to you.” The reflection in the visor of his helmet on the workbench revealed multiple masked goons stepping from the shadowed spaces of the garage. He tightened his grip on Gator’s jacket, wishing it was his throat. “What have you done?” 

“They arrived just before you got here.” Gator whispered the last part like he had done Ralph a favor while looking past him at the approaching assailants.

Ralph reached into Gator’s jacket, pulled out his snub-nosed .38 Special, spun around, and shot two rounds into the nearest two goons. Bullets zinged through the garage as the other two goons squeezed their triggers. Ralph took a bullet to the shoulder, and another grazed his neck. His riding leathers provided minimal protection. Anger and adrenaline coursed through him. The need to survive to see his wife, son, and unborn child fueled his instinct to push past the pain.
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