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            WILE E. COYOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was having a bad day.

      The ugly thug facing me readied himself for the next swing. “What did you say, bastard?” His red-splattered knuckles were ready for the next round; my body wasn’t.

      “I’m haffin a fah fay,” I managed to repeat through a mouthful of saliva and blood.

      That made Julian Ragazzo, former welterweight boxing champ and top bodyguard to the city’s prime Italian Mafia family, smile. His wet beard glistened with sweat beads around stained teeth. Glad one of us was happy.

      I took stock of the damage Ragazzo had already done. Broken nose, check. Split lip, check. Swollen eye, check. Broken rib, double check, and the list went on and on. It could have been worse. The injuries, though painful, weren’t enough to put me in the hospital. Sure, I’d hurt for a week or four, but I’d live to tell the tale outside of a body cast. I knew that, and Ragazzo did, too. This was a game we’d both played before … not that I’d gotten any better at it.

      I caught a reflection of myself in the glossy surface of a cabinet door. My messy mop of brown locks was matted with blood on one side, and the five o’clock shadow had a hard time concealing a fast-bruising chin. One eye was swollen shut and the other had a pale blue, haunted orb dancing amidst a sea of red veins. I was a mess, and not a hot one.

      I closed my good eye and waited for the next blow. The bodyguard didn’t disappoint. A second later, he delivered a power punch, and I saw stars. It didn’t help that I was tied to a chair, and my already sore shoulders screamed in protest at the added strain. In a noise that only I could hear, my body cried out, ‘How in all the hells was this part of the plan?’ Fair question—it wasn’t.

      In truth, there may have been a few glitches here and there—like those two extra guards at the office building’s back entrance, plus that wrong turn I took on the fourteenth floor. Yeah, okay … the plan was just as screwed as I was.

      Ragazzo followed up his haymaker with another kick in the guts. It would have ripped a scream out of me if I’d had any breath left for it. Instead, my lungs just took in short, choppy gasps I couldn’t control.

      “Well, well, well … look what the cat dragged in,” taunted an Italian-lilted voice.

      I recognized the lazy drawl and opened my good eye to confirm my suspicions. Sure enough, Alonzo Vitorini, Cold City’s resident wannabe kingpin, stood near the entrance in a dark-green pinstriped suit. Shit, looking at his ugly get-up hurt worse than any of Ragazzo’s blows.

      Vitorini sauntered into the room, smiling as he noticed my stare. “Like the suit?” he asked, doing a little pirouette to show off this walking insult to fashion.

      I wasn’t going to reply, but the second my eye caught sight of the finishing touch, a pair of black-and-white spectator shoes, my mouth kicked into gear on its own.

      “Al Capone called,” I wheezed out. “He wants his brogues back.”

      Vitorini laughed, the corners of his muddy-green eyes wrinkling. Not sure if he was laughing at the wisecrack or the fact that he was going to kill me for it in another minute or two.

      Vito, as most of us on the street called him, was in his late forties and his family’s only remaining heir. Upon his father’s death, he’d inherited the business: gun running, money laundering, and illegal gambling, complete with a cover-up network of legit storefronts. He’d done what he could to keep the business afloat, but he wasn’t his father. The Great Recession had hit everyone pretty hard, and things weren’t like they were in his dear ol’ dad’s heyday. His father had built an empire, paid for in blood—an organization now turned to little more than a bitter aftertaste. More efficient predators than Vitorini had put him under new management, something he chafed at.

      “Bellamy Vale,” Vitorini said, forcing out a theatrical sigh. “I might have known.”

      I gave him my best Cheshire Cat smile and winced as it pulled at every sore spot on my face.

      The mob boss chuckled before turning to his bodyguard. “Where’s the girl?”

      “Next office, with Giovanni,” Ragazzo said, wiping his bloody knuckles with a handkerchief.

      “Good.” Vitorini brushed a thin hand through his greasy, shoulder-length, dirty-blond hair. “Don’t lose that one. She’s worth two hundred thousand.”

      The girl was Marion Townsend. From what I’d seen of her, she was a thirteen-year-old kid with wavy brown locks, dark-brown eyes, and a shy smile. I had a picture of her in my army jacket’s breast pocket to confirm it. Her mother’s shaking fingers had crinkled one of its corners as she passed it to me—the person she felt was her only hope of finding her daughter.

      Her husband had handed me a comfortable retainer and articulated an even bigger number if I brought his daughter home safely. While Mrs. Townsend was more expressive in her feelings of sadness, her husband showed more self-control, and that only made him more frightening. I feared the rage that would flow out of him if I did not complete the task that they had assigned me.

      “Kidnapping kids, Vito?” I muttered through the blood in my mouth. I turned my head to the side and spat it out. “That’s a new low, even for you.”

      “Business is business,” he replied with a shrug of his epaulette-clad shoulders. “Money is money.”

      If my body wasn’t so busy processing pain and firing nerves, I’d have rolled my eyes. Sure, Charlie Lucky had said the same things back in the day. But this little pissant wasn’t fit to lick the founding father of the modern Mafia’s much more tasteful shoes.

      “I faced off ghouls who had higher moral values,” I said.

      “Been knocked on the head one too many time, huh, Vale?” Vitorini flashed a smile full of crooked, yellowed teeth.

      “Now, don’t take this the wrong way—” he opened the side of his vest, revealing a white shoulder holster, and drew out a gun—“but it’s time for you to die.”

      The pistol, a custom 1911 nickel-plated .45 Colt, was on a par with the rest of his outfit—stylized excess that leaped past the boundaries of form, function, and profanity alike. No wonder the Vitorini empire had deflated so quickly. Its leader was behind the rest of the world by at least four decades, caught somewhere between The Godfather and The Untouchables.

      Vitorini took two steps closer, apparently so I could appreciate the gaudy silver-and-gold engravings on the pistol’s barrel. Not that I wanted to get shot on top of everything else, but whatever happened to a good old-fashioned holdout pistol that you dumped after the coup de grâce?

      My smile vanished, and I kept on working on loosening the ropes behind my back. I chanced a glance at Ragazzo to make sure he hadn’t noticed. The beefy man was propped against a wall, taking long drags off a joint. He looked  satisfied—as if getting out some of his aggression earlier had done him good.

      Others might have been pissing themselves right now, but not me. “Private investigators always keep their cool,” or so I’d read. Besides, the thought of getting killed by something as ridiculous as that gun was a good incentive to stay calm and focus on freeing my hands.

      The rope wasn’t coming free fast enough. For at least the twentieth time since I’d been hauled into this office, I cursed myself for taking this case. It was the type of job I usually refused. There were dozens of reasons why I should have said no from the start. For one, taking on mobsters wasn’t a PI’s business; it was the police’s responsibility. But damn if I didn’t find one to make me say yes.

      You’re a big softie, man, I thought to myself. One broken-hearted mother comes to you with the picture of a smiling angel, and you come a-running, right into a trap. Some professional you are.

      I felt the rope shift under my fingers. The next step was going to hurt, but there was no getting around it. I turned my hand sideways, pushing it as far as I could, and twisted my thumb. As the bone snapped out of the socket, I fought to not let the burning pain register on my face. That’s right, keep talking, Vito.

      Vitorini took another step. A cruel and devious smile crept across his face; strands of greasy blond hair fell into his deranged face as he pulled the trigger, savoring the moment of murder. Time slowed to a near standstill as my brain tried to order the details of my death: Bellamy Vale, died age 33, killed by baby mobster Alonzo Vitorini. He thought he was doing the right thing.

      Was this it? I wondered. Was this my murder? Was today the day I would die? There was no fear in me as I looked down the pistol’s barrel. I exhaled and waited, letting Vitorini’s finger finish its long drag on the trigger.

      I waited for the bang.

      The pain.

      The white light taking me beyond.

      But it never came.

      After all that build-up, all Vitorini, Ragazzo, and I got out of it was an annoying click. As a wise man once put it, “I might have known.”

      I took advantage of the confusion distracting my captors to work my semi-broken hand free. I got through the rope, flipped it away, and lunged right at Vitorini. The Colt went flying into a corner, the bullet still jammed inside the barrel.

      The would-be kingpin backpedaled under my weight until he hit a glass wall. He fell to the floor in a daze, momentarily out of commission. It gave me vital seconds to land a winning blow on Ragazzo. That human oak had been breast-fed on ring fights. I knew that if I let him get another punch in, I was toast. I kicked him low, catching him on the side of his knee. Something delicate cracked underneath my combat boot, making the man howl in pain. Off-balance, he tried to take a swing at me, but I sidestepped the blow. Bad footing is a bitch.

      I reached for the phone on a nearby wooden desk and threw it at him. It went flying, the cord ripping right out of the wall socket. It caught Ragazzo on the side of the head. I’d sort of hoped that would be enough, but I should have known he’d stay on his feet. A boxer is trained to take that kind of punishment and keep swinging. A fine trickle of blood ran down the side of his face, and his gaze lost some of its focus.

      I cursed and made a grab for the next item within reach. I hurled it at him with all the strength I had left. It hit him in the same place before exploding into glinting fragments. This time, the champ went down for the ten-count. Julian Ragazzo—zero. Orange World’s Best Dad mug—one.

      Bending in two to try and catch my breath, I turned to the place where I’d last seen Vitorini. Empty space stared back at me … the damn coward had fled. His vanity-plated Colt was still there, lying at the foot of a potted plant. I reached down for it and yanked the slide back to clear the chamber. My ribs protested my movements, but I choked the pain down. There was no time for it. Thanks to me, Marion was now in grave danger. Her status had just gone from product of the year to major liability in the space of about five seconds.

      I darted out of the office and veered left. I just managed to catch sight of the elevator’s doors closing, a little girl’s scream for help cut off in mid-yelp. Shit, definitely no time to lose. I ran forward and tried to make out the illuminated floor indicator with 50% visibility—thirteen.

      A gun fired behind me. I ducked just in time. Plaster exploded inches over my head, covering me in fine white dust. I rolled to the left, got up on one knee and did a one-eighty. I fired two rounds from Vitorini’s Colt and missed a bald man wearing gray fatigues by just a few hairs. He retreated for cover into the office he’d been hiding in.

      I had maybe two seconds to do the same. In this barren corridor, I was a six-foot-tall sitting duck. I stayed in a low crouch, glanced at the elevator—ten—and used my shoulder to push the door in. Two more bullets narrowly missed me as I got in some executive’s office. Once there, I checked the Colt’s magazine—five rounds left in the clip plus the one in the chamber.

      “The hells,” I cursed. Vito was making his escape, with Marion in tow, while I was playing bullet tag with his boys. Once they got out of the building, I’d have a hard time tracking them down again … and I doubted that Marion would be alive by the time I did.

      I looked around for a solution, but this was just another office on a floor full of them. Two fully laden desks, high-backed leather office chairs on wheels, the latest gen in computers, one ugly potted plant in the back corner, inane corporate motivational posters urging their viewers to “be the best you can be” and “always aim for the top” … wasn’t there anything useful in here? Finally, I spotted what I needed. I grabbed the silver tray next to the coffee machine and reached for the nearest chair.

      I rolled out of that room in style, letting the momentum carry me across the battlefield. I knelt on the chair, the tray sandwiched between me and the chair’s back to act as makeshift Kevlar. Three nine mils came to a loud clanking end against the flat surface before I rolled to an abrupt stop against the corridor wall.

      I jumped backward, kicking the chair towards my sparring partner. He kept firing at it while I fired at him. Two bullets nailed him: one at center mass and the other one a few inches below his left shoulder.

      Now that my assailant was ancient history, I took a deep breath and got back on my feet. I did a quick check of the elevator indicator; it was stuck on three. With adrenaline taking the edge off my pain, I made a run for the stainless-steel doors that would lead me to the stairs.

      As I ran down, I tried to recall the building’s layout. It was a fourteen-floor, thin, rectangular building, maybe twenty feet wide and three times that in length. The exterior was comprised of beige stones and endless rows of windows, all except the front, which was a solid sheet of glass. SeaVenture, the luxury liner company started up by Vito’s father just a few years before he croaked, owned the entire fourteenth floor. I had no idea who occupied the other floors … companies who couldn’t afford the top floor somewhere else?

      With four shots left in the Colt’s mag and the nagging feeling that I was throwing myself into yet another trap, I pushed open the door to the third floor. A quiet, empty corridor awaited me on the other side. I breathed a sigh of relief as I advanced, my finger hovering over the Colt’s trigger just in case. I rounded a corner, found nothing.

      A whirr in the distance caught my attention. I picked up my pace as I retraced my steps. It was the elevator, going down again—two, one, ground floor.

      “Shit!” I spat. That bastard in pompous shoes was getting away. I rushed back to the stairs. I had to get to him before⁠—

      Wait. I froze in my tracks, my hand resting on the staircase door handle. Something didn’t add up … the third floor, why had they stopped on the third floor? The elevator had been here for … what, two, three minutes? Why?

      I looked around the place some more. All I found were cubicles and private offices. One of them had another cheerful poster on the wall beside the entrance. It said in big, bold letters, “With Us, You Can” over a picture of an open can of white paint with a brush dipped inside.

      Only one thing could have made that two-bit Mafia heir stop at this level … he wanted to throw me off his trail. Marion had to be around here somewhere. I turned my back on the staircase and elevator and entered the lobby beyond the paint poster.

      Much as I wanted to plug him with his own gun, Vito could get away for all I cared. He wasn’t the mission. Marion was. I’d already promised her parents that I’d get her back, a promise I was going to keep or die trying. The pain of having to survive your own child’s death is unspeakable. I’d do my damnedest to make sure the Townsends never found that out firsthand.

      I moved forward, past a row of identical desks laden with identical fittings and stacks of paper. A sound disturbed the silence in the distance, a muffled scream … Marion.

      I quickened my pace, ran down another row of desks, turned a corner, and cruised through a conference room. There were three private offices on the far side with identical wooden doors. The last one on the right was ajar.

      I made a run for it, kicked the door wide open, and fired the moment I had a lock on my target—no time for second-guessing.

      “Aim and shoot, son. Just aim and shoot,” my Navy Chief at Great Lakes used to say in that thick Southern drawl of his. It was a lesson I’d retained, the kind of behavior that had saved countless soldiers’ lives, including my own. On the battlefield, there wasn’t room for anything else but your training.

      The floor-to-ceiling window behind the goon in front of me fractured as my bullet hit him right between the eyes. Gray matter and blood had just enough time to splatter on the glass before it all turned to splinters. There was no time to celebrate, though. I scanned the room for more thugs. My eyes found Marion in an instant. She was kneeling at the foot of a desk, fear plaguing her face while tears spilled from her eyes.

      Weapon at the ready, I continued the sweep as I made my way over to my clients’ daughter. A flurry of movement on the right got my attention. I threw myself behind a five-foot steel cabinet just as the first bullets flew my way. I returned fire, wasting two more precious bullets on a blurry shape I hadn’t had time to identify, much less get a bead on.

      The girl screamed. I glanced over at her to see if she was hurt—she wasn’t. She’d recoiled as far back as she could, curled up into a tight ball of fear in the room’s back left corner. She looked scared but unharmed. As I took it all in, I realized she was within striking distance of the door. Two or three long strides and she could be out of here. On the other hand, my jumping behind that filing cabinet had taken me further inside the room. I was almost equal distance between the entrance door and the large hole where a window used to be opposite it.

      Vito’s man, whom I now saw was some short, ginger-haired teen punk, had retreated further into the room. He was sandwiched between the gaping hole I’d made and a tall promotional display consisting of rows and rows of paint cans. My bullets had hit two of them; red and pink paint pooled on the gray-carpeted floor. I could make out the man’s reflection in the ex-window’s shiny frame, reloading his gun. Lucky bastard … he had a spare clip while I was down to my last bullet, and my options were thinning as fast as the sun was setting.

      I turned to Marion. She was a frightened ball of crumpled clothes and wild dark hair. I could barely make out her face.

      “Marion,” I hissed at her, “can you hear me?”

      I didn’t get a response, but I kept talking. “You’re going to be all right, Marion. Your parents sent me to get you.”

      That got a sliver of recognition from the girl, making her uncurl an inch or two.

      Two more bullets crashed into the metal filing cabinet. “You and that girl ain’t getting out of here alive, Pops!” Ginger shouted.

      “Don’t listen to him, Marion; listen to me!” I urged. “Look at me, Marion. It’s going to be okay—I promise.”

      Three more bullets clanged against my shield cabinet to argue otherwise. But I saw a shy pair of brown eyes turned upwards and got my first real look at Marion Townsend. Although she was a mess, she was definitely the girl from the picture. The thin eyebrows came from her mother and the round cheeks from her father.

      “Run,” I mouthed to her. “Run!”

      She shook her head.

      “Go on!” I kept mouthing. “Run!”

      She shook her head again.

      Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy. This kid didn’t know me from Adam, and on top of all that, I looked like I’d just lost a fight with Rocky. I caught her gaze and willed her to believe me.

      “Please, Marion!” I whispered. “It’s time to be brave. Just get to your feet, and you’ll be home in no time.”

      Her lips trembled, but she nodded and uncurled her legs. She was wearing blue jeans and a Bugs Bunny sweater. I smiled at that — I was a fan too. Marion was short and thin, and I hoped she’d move fast. Two or three quick strides in the right direction, and she’d be safe.

      I gave her a nod and turned my head away from her. Ginger was hiding behind his paint display, probably lining up his next shot. With the Colt held in my right hand, I counted down from five with my left. When I ran out of fingers, I pushed my fist in the direction of the door. Marion bolted for the exit, and I ran forward to place myself in the line of fire. Vitorini’s man missed the girl, but he didn’t miss me.

      A bullet ripped through my left arm, and a haze of red clouded my vision. I careened towards Ginger, dodging a couple more shots on the way. My vision blurred as I felt my body giving up on me. I forced myself to keep moving, to keep running. When I got close enough to make out my target through the haze, I aimed, shot … and kept running.

      I couldn’t stop. My feet weren’t responding anymore, and the momentum carried me forward, right through that mess I’d made of the window. I had just enough time to hear the crunch of the glass beneath my boots before I fell.

      A misspent childhood watching The Bugs Bunny Show every Saturday hit me, and I chuckled as I said to no one but the gods and me, “Eh, look at me, I’m Wile E. Coyote!” Then it all went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Death smelled surprisingly nice. Every part of me hurt, and I was uncomfortable as hell, but at least death smelled sweet.

      I rolled over and forced my functioning eye open. It was now dark and—I blinked, once, twice—what I was seeing looked an awful lot like the building I’d just made a graceless exit from. Why, it even had the same gaping broken window on the third floor.

      A silhouette came into this confusing picture. It took me a moment to focus on the man towering over me, but I knew that face—forties, short brown hair, bushy eyebrows supporting a mile-long and all-too-familiar scowl.

      I don’t know how, but I managed to find enough strength to giggle at the sight. In retrospect, it might have been the concussion talking, but at that moment, I found it hilarious to have drawn the short straw yet again.

      “There’s no way a guy like me could get the winning ticket and just die, is there?” I croaked.

      “Shut your mouth, Vale,” Detective Lieutenant Jeremy Morgan said, pulling out a pair of bracelets. “You’re under arrest.”
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      Against the odds, I’d done it. I’d saved Marion Townsend. She would sleep in her bed tonight —safe and sound.

      And I’d survived to tell the tale. Sure, I wouldn’t be able to squeeze my own OJ for the next month, but the doc in ER had assured me that I’d live to drink it. They’d reset my ribs and thumb, sutured my arm, and bandaged everything else. Too bad that wasn’t the end of my problems.

      “Name?” a young female police officer asked at the intake desk. Her tone suggested that she’d been doing this all night, and she couldn’t wait for her shift to end.

      I bit down on a nasty retort and decided it would be over faster if I complied. Damn, if this wasn’t a farce. I was tired, most of my body felt like a punching bag, and I couldn’t wait to go home and sleep off the day, which had yet to dawn. “Bellamy Vale.”

      She typed it down and kept asking questions without looking up. “Profession?”

      “Private investigator.”

      “Date of birth?”

      “February second, nineteen eighty-five.”

      We kept playing twenty questions, with me answering like an automated teller, until she asked, “Charges?”

      I perked up at that one. Try as I might, I couldn’t imagine what Cold City’s finest was arresting me for. “Rescuing an innocent child.” I grinned, arching my right brow high on my forehead. “Now that’s a serious offense.”

      Detective Lieutenant Morgan, who’d been standing one step behind me and breathing down my neck the entire time, pushed me to the side to say, “Damaging public property.”

      I turned to him. “Wait, what? What public property?”

      “Gardenias,” Morgan continued, still addressing the clerk. “A whole lot of ’em.”

      That didn’t compute somehow. “What?”

      Morgan turned to me with a smug smile that made me itch to punch him. “Gardenias,” he repeated as if speaking to a child—a slow one. “The shrubs you landed on and destroyed.”

      I couldn’t remember doing that, but then I didn’t remember much of the trip to the ER either. But something had smelled nice when I woke up, I remembered. “I landed on some flowers?”

      Morgan remained tight-lipped and looked at me as if I was a moron. That was pretty much the default setting for his face. I responded with my trademark Cheshire Cat smile, which had got a lot of ladies into my bed and pissed off alleged tough guys like Morgan no end.

      The young woman kept typing, not caring one bit for our antics. A minute or so later, she handed me a sheet of paper with the city’s crest emblazoned at the top.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, seeing the fine on it. “Three hundred bucks? For some damn flowers? The hell’s wrong with you?”

      The woman’s eyes shot up to me at that—they were green and would have cut me in half if they’d been lasers. “Do you want to add ‘Verbal assault on a police officer’ to the list?”

      I shut my mouth and turned my own murderous gaze on Morgan. The smug bastard kept smiling.

      Detective Lieutenant Morgan and I had never gotten along. I had to admit that he was a good cop who worked homicides more thoroughly than most guys who’d got to his rank. But he seemed to have a real problem with private investigators. Our paths had first crossed when I’d been hired to look into some local jewelry thefts. On day three, one of my suspects turned up dead, and Morgan figured he’d found the triggerman when he ran into me. Everything between us had been going downhill ever since. I wasn’t sure if he disliked every PI as much as me or if I got special treatment. But he hated my ass, and I wasn’t too fond of him either.

      I yanked the money out of my wallet, tossed it on the desk, turned on my heel, and started for the door.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Morgan demanded, his basso voice reverberating against the precinct’s tiled floor.

      “Home,” I said, my voice making a less impressive performance through exhaustion.

      I could hear him right on my heels but didn’t turn back or slow down. Christ, I just wanted this day to be over already. He reached for my arm, undoing some of the doc’s handiwork in the process, so he could force me to face him.

      My patience was wearing thin. I was maybe two more bad insults away from lashing out at him, badge or no badge. In the shape I was in, I’d probably lose, but I’d passed the point of caring somewhere between the ER and the precinct.

      “What now, Morgan?” I growled, not bothering to hide my disgust. “You’re gonna fine me again?”

      “You best stay out of my sight, Vale,” he growled back. It looked like he was making his own efforts to keep the anger at bay, but he didn’t bother keeping the scorn out of his eyes. “There’s something not right with you,” he went on. “I can feel it. Next time you interfere in police business, mark my words”—he stepped closer to my face, so close I could feel his breath on my skin as he breathed, just above a whisper, through clenched teeth and tensed lips—“you’re going down.” His unblinking eyes stayed locked with mine for a few extra moments.

      I should have nodded and walked out. I should have kept my mouth shut. But then again, as my boiling blood was telling me just then, he should have known better than to keep poking the hornet’s nest with a sharp stick.

      “That girl would be dead by now if it wasn’t for me,” I said, tone scathing. “I’m the one who saved her, me! And where were you, Detective … handing out parking tickets?”

      Morgan took a step forward, eyes darkening as he uncurled one of his fisted hands to point an accusatory finger at me. “Based on that scene you left for us to clean up, you could just as easily have got her killed, you moron. You need to learn your place in the food chain, Vale. This case was police business, not some glorified crusade for a two-bit hustler like you who’s read too many Spillane novels.”

      “Jealous much?”

      It hurt to smile at him, but boy, was it worth it to see him turn red with anger. I had no doubt that if we hadn’t been in the middle of the precinct, Morgan would have done to me what my bullet had done to that window. With one last smile, I turned my back on him and walked out of the building.

      A chilly night greeted me outside. I shivered at the autumn cold. The pain meds had started to wear off, and a killer headache settled in. I hailed a cab and fell asleep on the way home.

      By the time I was paying off the driver, thirst was overwhelming me. I longed for some cool water and then maybe something stronger. A stiff drink to take the place of the meds.

      I found a carton of milk in the fridge door and swallowed a glass down in one go. The thirst for something more was still there, and it was almost enough to make me reach for the whiskey bottle that sat on my kitchen counter. It was a twenty-five-year-old Bowmore that ranked as one of the best on the planet.

      “No,” I told myself as my hand froze in mid-air, and I closed my eyes. “Not tonight.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair while I let that particular bottle continue to gather dust on the counter. Some mistakes are not to be repeated, and I poured myself another glass of milk instead. I took it with me to the living room.

      I owned a small flat in the building. It came with a tiny kitchen, a modest living room that benefited from a balcony, one bedroom, and a bathroom with a working shower, toilet, and sink. The wardrobe in the bedroom was just big enough for my clothes, spare bed sheets, shoes, and the cookbooks my mother kept offering and that I never read. The bookcase in the living room was just large enough for my mismatched collection of paperbacks and encyclopedias. It stood behind a comfortable sofa and opposite an LCD television. It wasn’t much for a guy my age, as my mother liked to remind me when she was asking me why I didn’t remarry, but it was mine, and it was home.

      I flipped the TV on and landed on HDL, the Headliner news channel. The late news was on, and I turned my absentminded gaze to the screen. A guy was in the middle of a piece on a veggie restaurant that I’d never visit. I downed the last of the milk and crossed the living room to open the balcony doors, then stepped out to enjoy the real reason I’d put my late wife’s life insurance payout towards this place.

      The fresh seaside smell hit me full in the face, and I reveled in it. It was too dark to see the ocean, but I knew it was there. It lay in the gap between the hotels that had sprouted on the shoreline like mushrooms in damp shade. My balcony had one spot that offered an unobstructed view of the ocean to where it met the sky on the far horizon. I’d installed a plastic chair there and, for just a second, thought about plopping down in it for a few minutes.

      “And now we join Candice Kennedy, live from Anglia Street, where a man was found dead earlier tonight,” the news anchor said in the background.

      The hell with it … I’d fall asleep if I decided to sit down out here. I turned back to the news to focus on something other than my exhaustion.

      “Yes, Jim, that’s true,” Kennedy’s voice agreed in a soft Texan accent. “Ethan Nicholls, sixty-two, was found dead tonight in front of the Cinema Leone. Nicholls was well-known and loved in the neighborhood. He was a pillar of the community and the owner of the charming old cinema here on Anglia Street, where you can hear the flicker of the projector and watch a black-and-white film every Saturday.”

      I returned inside and glanced at the screen. The young blonde dressed in a dark-blue trench coat and standing in the night street had to be Kennedy. A bright light was on her, separating her short frame from the surrounding darkness. Around her, the night was punctuated by the red-and-blue flashes of the police cruisers’ gumball lights.

      “An official statement has yet to be issued, but we can already report that Mr. Nicholls was found dead in the street right outside his cinema,” Kennedy continued, the camera panning to the right to show the sidewalk where it happened. Patrol cars hid the view, but there was an unmistakable impression that something bad had happened.

      “According to several witnesses, Mr. Nicholls’ death, which has been attributed to a wild animal, was gruesome.” Despite the circumstances, pride showed on the blonde’s face as she reported her next find. “A source close to the investigation told me earlier that several teams have been dispatched in the neighborhood to look for a wolf. Zoo officials have yet to comm⁠—”

      I flicked the TV off and moved to the shower. Something about that report annoyed me as the water washed the blood and pain of the last few hours from my skin. A lone wolf in the streets of this city? What next … alligators in the sewers?

      I’d just got out of the shower when she showed up. Same entrance as usual. One second she wasn’t there; the next, she sprawled languidly on my bed. That always gave me the creeps. And how in all the hells could she always have such perfect timing? But I knew better than to question how she appeared from nowhere, disappeared without a trace, or knew the things she knew.

      We were old acquaintances, and she had seen into my soul and beyond. I had no problem with her seeing my nakedness. And even if I did, I was too worn down to care anyway. I flicked the bedside table lamp on, walked past her, ass-naked, and reached for a shirt and a pair of sweatpants. Someone else may have tried to educate her on social behavior, but I’d long ago given up on the hope that she would ever come to grips with a concept as trifling as privacy.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight,” I said as I shrugged the clothes on. My sore shoulder protested, and I winced.

      “Why would you?” she replied with a slight accent that was impossible to place.

      I glanced at her for clues. Her hair was loose and dark brown again. She had a little makeup on and looked to be anywhere between twenty-five and forty. Her feet were bare, and she wore a long and oh-so-thin black dress.

      I recognized the look. It was the one I’d dubbed “the Mediterranean”, and I knew what it meant. She sat up, and her gaze darkened to a coal shade as she took a good, long look at me.

      “I’m not in the mood,” I said as I finished pulling down my shirt. I tried hard not to notice the movements her dress made against her feminine curves. But I was a man, and no straight man in his right mind could resist giving the attention demanded by that oh-so-perfect cleavage.

      “You do not get to choose, mon Bel-Ami,” she said.

      Hearing her use my name like that did things to me that no human being could have ignored.

      “Or have you forgotten how this works?” she added.

      “I haven’t, but no amount of French-silver-tonguing will make me like it,” I retorted. It was a weak protest, and we both knew it.

      She laughed, a deep, throaty, sultry sound that did things to me—I wish it didn’t. Then she moved again, seeming to undulate as she rose to her feet. In two steps, she was in front of me, ripe for the taking, temptation personified. She was beautiful, every man’s dream, and she knew it.

      “What do you want?” I asked, throat dry.

      “A man died tonight,” she murmured. “I want you to investigate.”

      The change of topic helped me get my mind off … other things. “For God’s sake, why? Certainly, you would know what happened.”

      She remained stock still. It was as if I hadn’t said anything, and maybe I hadn’t as far as she was concerned. She sure tended to hear only what interested her.

      I glanced at the clock and saw that it was just past three a.m. “Look,” I told her, “I’ve had a lousy day that doesn’t seem to want to end. I’m more banged up than a crash test dummy right now. So why don’t you and I make an appointment for next Thursday, when I’ll⁠—”

      That would be the part she heard clearly. She was on me in a second, swift as a viper. Her cold fingers laced themselves around my throat, pushing me backward until my back hit the wall. The pain of the injuries, which I kept finding new ways to aggravate, registered this time. Must have had something to do with how I felt my feet lift off the ground as she kept me there, pinned like an insect.

      “You signed a contract with me, Bellamy Vale,” she hissed. “Your life for a favor. It was granted to you; thus, I get your life.”

      Her gaze bore into me, and her vice-like grip did not relax. I tried to struggle, but she was as immobile as a statue.

      “You are mine,” she said. The sexy accent was long gone, replaced by something darker and deadlier. “I see the tapestry of life, and I hold your string in one hand and the scissors in the other.”

      I’d have swallowed if I could. Instead, I started to suffocate, spots clouding my vision as my heartbeat took up a staccato rhythm. In spite of all that, her arm remained rigid.

      “I will cut it when it pleases me,” she continued. “Until then, you are mine, and you will do as I command.”

      Blood thumped in my ears, and I could feel my heart slowing down. I nodded; it was all I could do.

      “The man’s name was Ethan Nicholls,” she informed me.

      Nicholls … I’d heard that name before, hadn’t I? Where, though? The world was starting to look very hazy, and a lot of things weren’t making sense anymore. Pressure was building behind my eyes, and it felt as if they were going to pop. One thing couldn’t be denied, though. My heart had stopped beating.

      I should have died then and there, but I didn’t. She had my life in her hands, literally. And she couldn’t have found a better way to spell it out for me.

      “He was but the first of many, and you will put an end to these killings,” she said. “It is my command.”

      Darkness spread in her eyes until it consumed all of the white. “Disobey me, Bellamy Vale, and I will let death take you next time.”

      She let go of me, and I fell to the floor like a rag doll. My heart started pumping blood again, and pain ripped through my chest. I coughed as I struggled to remember how to breathe.

      She was gone by the time I looked up. I got back to my feet on shaking legs. She’d meant every word of what she’d said. One day, she would be the death of me, just as she’d promised a long time ago. Until then, however, she wouldn’t let anyone else have me … that was the contract. Death would keep looking the other way, what with guns jamming, three-story falls being broken by beds of pretty flowers, and my heart beating no matter what happened. But one day … or one night …

      I crashed onto my bed, too cold to stop shivering, too tired to pull up the covers. Yeah, Death Incarnate really was every man’s dream. They call ’em femme fatales for a reason.
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      At first light, I headed out to the Cinema Leone. By the time I woke up, my brain had connected the dots between the news report I’d caught last night and what my boss of a dubious nature wanted me to do about it. I was battered, aching all over, and feeling every bit like I’d fallen from a three-story building just the day before. Don’t get me wrong. The doc had done a good job patching me up. Nothing was bleeding anymore, and the swelling in my bad eye had gone down enough for me to open it, even if it was an ugly shade of purple. Just the same, I looked like a victim from a Freddy Krueger movie and felt just about as lively. I wanted to get this job over with, so I could sleep for the next month.

      With my car still parked next to the SeaVenture building (assuming Morgan hadn’t done something pissy like have it towed while I was being processed), I walked down to the crime scene, working out the kinks as I went.

      A cold wind was coming in from the ocean and up the streets, chilling my skin wherever that icy gust could touch it. Summer was over, making way for what local meteorologists and residents alike called “not-summer.” Not-summer was an uneven mix of icy winds, rain, fog, and the rare hailstorm, that lasted three to four months. It was a major letdown after the rest of the year when summer ruled with a perfect combination of sun, cool breeze, and the occasional gray cloud. Whoever had named this burg Cold City had a sick sense of humor, but most of us had all long since stopped wondering about it.

      I fell in love with Cold City the first time I ever laid eyes on it. Back then, I was in the Navy, serving on the Arleigh Burke-class guided missile destroyer USS Ramage. After an eight-month deployment into the US Navy 6th Fleet, we were finally heading back for Norfolk, but technical issues forced us to port in Cold City Bay instead.

      We’d docked in the morning, and I got a first view of the city I’ll never forget. The arc of scrapers glistening in the rising sun and the shining beams over the long golden sandy beach left an impression on my mind that forty-eight hours of leave and a lot of booze couldn’t erase.

      Cold City had been constructed in a bay area, sandwiched between the ocean and a range of tree-covered mountains at its back. It was first colonized in the eighteenth century when it was little better than a fishing village. The town fathers had concentrated on the port first, building docks along the shore before developing backward from there. By the mid-nineteenth century, they’d stopped referring to it as a village or even a town and had started calling it a city. Half a dozen villages sprang up around it, nestled near the foot of the mountains. By the end of the twentieth century, all of the villages were long gone, swallowed up by a city which had reached the limits of its growth.

      It took a little while, but people came to grips with the idea that Cold City was never going to get any bigger than it was. The mountains were too steep for anything more solid than raccoon nests and hunting cabins. There were talks, once or twice, of blowing up the mountain or carving deep sections into its base, but that had always seemed too complicated and expensive, especially after the Great Recession sank its teeth into the city economy in ’08. But entrepreneurs don’t give up easily, and they found other ways to keep the pipe dream of expansion alive. All they wound up accomplishing, however, was the constant remodeling of what was already there, destroying the old buildings to make room for the new, which would get destroyed themselves in a few years if the pattern held. As the local saying goes, “Nothing changes like Cold City.”

      The sky was looking ominously gray when I turned into Anglia Street. I’m no weather expert, but it seemed to me like the clouds were minutes away from pelting rain. The street was empty, save for a car or two driving by. The cops had all gone, and so had the journalists.

      I walked up the street until I found the Cinema Leone. Now that I was here, yet more history—this time, my own—hit me smack between the eyes. I remembered coming to this place once with my wife, Marissa, around the time we started dating. It had been for a Boris Karloff marathon, seeing him in everything from Frankenstein to Bedlam and Targets. The sweetness of that memory hurt with surprising strength … damn if I wasn’t in a nostalgic mood this morning. I guess almost getting killed twice in one night will do that to a guy.

      It’d been five years since that film fest, but the place hadn’t changed one iota. The old white billboard was the same. The entrance arcade had that red-gone-brown carpet that looked like it’d been laid in the fifties. The building’s façade still hadn’t had that paint job it so badly needed.

      The large bloodstains on the carpet were new, though. So was the line of yellow tape barring the entrance. Now I’m no more psychic than I am a weatherman, but I had a pretty good idea what would become of this place. Someone would rip the tape away at some point and, when no one came to reinstall it, people would start to forget what had happened and move on. Then, as the circle of life moved on, the entire building would be demolished by the end of the year to make room for some condos nobody in this town could afford, even if they worked 120 hours a week.

      That “someone” who’d remove the tape and initiate this town’s collective coping mechanism could be a junkie looking for something to steal or a hobo looking for a warm, safe place to spend the night—or it could be a brown-haired, six-foot PI in need of answers to questions nobody was asking. Behold the unpredictability of life.

      I ripped the yellow tape away and entered the arcade. My nose was assaulted by a mixture of bleach and cleaning products. The cleaning team must have worked through the night. It wouldn’t do for the neighbors to wake up to someone lying dead on their sidewalk. No amount of bleach was going to get rid of those bloodstains, though. And it was going to take a lot more than soap to repair the cuts in the carpet and the claw marks on the concrete walls.

      My stomach churned at the sight. Either that or it was protesting against all the painkillers I’d popped down. I heaved a sigh, knowing the next step was going to make that feel like a paper cut in comparison. Closing my eyes, I forced my breathing to slow down and emptied my mind of everything superficial. I counted down from five to one, opened my eyes, and looked at the scene in front of me again.

      The world had narrowed down, dimmed to a tunnel of sharp, laser-like focus, allowing me to make out the individual fibers of carpet even. The smells had multiplied into a rich palette of chemical compounds that I could separate and identify. Knowing I couldn’t keep my concentration up like this for too long, I hastened to get to work, taking in all the tiniest details of the crime scene.

      From the intensity of the claw marks and the pattern left by the blood splatter, I could map out the attack to the point of being able to discern the moves of the victim from those of the beast. Whatever it was that had made the attack, it had a cruel streak that would have done credit to Jack the Ripper. It had trapped the victim in a corner, pushed him further and further inside as it kept moving forward, claws digging into the carpet like some low-rent Hellraiser knock-off, ready to strike when the fear hit fever pitch.
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