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XI. Speeding Is Believing

Explosives are dangerous. But their usefulness and fun factor, to me, far outweigh the risk. I'm a bit rusty, having made my last bomb nearly four years ago. Fortunately it doesn't take a demolition expert to make low grade plastique. You don't even need a fundamental understanding of chemistry. All that's required is the advanced ability to click a mouse and read a recipe.

While Shocker and Bobby hovered over Ace and prodded the geek into finding Diep with his cyber voodoo, I decided it was a perfect time to prepare my kamikaze drone for the upcoming mission. Patty accompanied me outside, sky darkening, air cooling, sea gulls cawing over the beach across the road. We walked to Blondie's truck, eager to do something to get our minds off of what we had just witnessed.

Patty stopped and admired Demonfly. The black drone lay in the bed of the Ford. Her fuselage, wings, landing gear and propeller were all disassembled and arranged so everything just barely crammed in between the bed rails. Several feet of wings and tail stuck out the tailgate. Patty smirked, the sight of a plane in a truck ridiculous to her. “Tight. You build this thing?”

“Yeah.” I took keys from my pocket, pressed the key fob, opening the passenger door. Big Guns had left a ten gallon plastic garbage can on the floorboard, and two large trash bags full of specifics on the seats. I took everything out and set it on the pavement.

“How many bombs have you made?” she asked, turning to inspect the contents of the bags as I opened them, began arranging items on the ground.

I smiled a little. “Enough that I know how to not blow us up.”

She nodded approval. Then put her hands in her pockets and commented, “The only things I know how to blow up are balloons, car engines, and men.”

“Well then.” I grabbed the trash can, placed it in front of her. “You qualify to assist me. Make sure I don't spill any.”

“Alright.”

She knelt down and I grabbed one of the trash bags, tore a hole in it. Leaning over, I poured the contents into the can. Packing foam, the little Styrofoam Ss shipping companies use, flowed out of the bag, into the bucket, their feather lightness allowing a few to stray over the rim. Patty neatly palmed them into the can. “This is the polymers of the recipe,” I said.

“Huh?”

“The plastic part.”

“You could've just said that. You don't have to make shit up.” She grinned at the foam.

“Sure I do. Making shit up has made me a lot of money.”

I picked up a one gallon canister of Coleman's lantern fuel. Unscrewed the cap. “This will break down the plastic. It will mix and bind to the other ingredients while adding a little volatility.”

“Okay…” She watched me pour the fuel over the foam with confounded eyes, though intent, her mind busy committing everything to memory.

You sure you want to show this chick how to make a bomb? my subconscious said. You don't even know her.

I frowned in a moment of introspection. Shocker trusts her. The girl-beast doesn't place trust lightly. And, my eyes widened, my sense of reality altering slightly, permanently, though not necessarily in a bad way, I trust the Shocker's judgment implicitly.

The voices between my ears quieted at that, so I was able to refocus on the task in front of me.

The cold fuel instantly dissolved the foam, receding from the rim with a faint soda-like hissing, miniature bubbles forming then melting, polymers transitioning out of a solid state, integrating to form one liquid mass. I poured in the entire can of Coleman's, set it aside and grabbed a long-handled wooden spoon. “Stir it?”

“Sure.” She took the utensil, sat cross-legged in front of the garbage can and stirred the thick, dark petroleum plastic. Her nose wrinkled from the fuel's biting stench, accented by the funky, toxic scent of plastic. After a few minutes the foam had completely dissolved, a third of the can filled with a flammable liquid base.

“Next up,” I grinned, teeth feeling especially sharp, “boom powder.”

She gave me an uncertain look. Should I be making a bomb with this guy? I don't even know him.

I grabbed a large can of black gunpowder, opened it. The phosphoric scent made my jaw tighten. I emptied the can into the mix, Patty stirring slowly. Grabbed another can…

Gunpowder was super easy to obtain. Gun shops and the big box stores sell it for old school muzzle loaders and hobby cannons. They keep records of who buys it, and large purchases are tracked by the feds. No telling when some anarchist or mischievous character will feel the need to fabricate a device and indulge their inner demolition demon.

The chemical signature of every batch was different, if only slightly, as unique as a fingerprint. The feds can trace this powder back to the place it was purchased from, even if all they had was residue from the detonated bomb. Being a veritable expert on the subject, my Viet pal took measures to ensure the purchase couldn't be traced to us. Probably got Hong to round up a herd of hobos, paid them to buy cans at different stores…

I chuckled, “Hobos are fun.”

After dumping in two kilos of powdered awesomeness, the liquid had changed from an ugly dark brown to jet black, garbage can now filled a few inches over the halfway mark.

“What's next?” Patty said, her interest for the project increasing by the minute. Her forearms flexed as she had to apply more strength to stir the thick substance.

I stood with hands on waist, watching the mix blend, waiting on it to become homogeneous before adding the final ingredient. “Stucco.”

“Stucco,” she said slowly. “Is that even flammable?”

“Not by itself. It does have elements that supplement the compound, but mainly it just binds everything together in a moldable consistency.”

“Uh-huh.” She had an idea of what I was talking about. She indicated the mix. “This looks as blended as it's gonna get.”

I nodded agreement, turned and picked up a large bag of stucco. Clawed a hole in it. “We'll add a little at a time,” I told her. “Stir it in. When everything turns a smooth dark gray it'll be done.”

“Okay.”

She stirred slow but hard, the heavy mix tough to move, while I poured in the white powder in small amounts. It took about a half pound of stucco and a good twenty minutes of stirring before I was satisfied. I set the bag down, gestured that she could quit.

She wiped her shirt sleeve over her eyes, standing up, dusted off her butt. “Damn. I'm sweating.” She looked down at our creation and grinned suddenly. “I can't cook worth spit, and I hate the idea of me standing in a kitchen mixing a batter. But I gotta say I've enjoyed this one so far.” She looked at me and made her eyes do a silly dance. “How do we blow it up?”

My grin mirrored hers, sideways and stupid, with irresponsible playfulness. “Either, A, cannon fuse.” I squatted down and plucked up a roll of dark green fuse sealed in plastic. “Or, B, electrical charge.” I dropped the fuse and grabbed a small electronic device and a roll of 18 gauge wire. “In this case I think we'll go with the mini lightning bolt.”

“I like lightning,” she said with that same grin.

“Me, too.” I showed her the electronic device. “This is a step-up coil. Basically the guts out of a taser. A small voltage applied here,” I pointed to a square of iron with copper windings at it center, a sugar cube-size coil on the four inch circuit board, “will produce a magnetic field that induces a voltage in the larger coil.” I pointed to a square of iron positioned next to the first one, a coil the size of two D batteries.

“So the two coils aren't actually connected?”

“Not by wires or solid state. Just magnetically.”

She gave an impatient flick of fingers. “Explain that.”

My mouth twisted while I organized my response. The people I normally discuss this stuff with know as much or more than I do – Blondie and Pete Eagleclaw. And I'm no teacher. Shrugging, I decided she was helping so I had to tell her something. “A low voltage runs through the small coil, which produces a magnetic field. The field envelops the larger coil. Because the larger coil has larger copper windings, it amplifies the magnetic influence, producing a voltage far higher than what is applied to the smaller coil. Zzzz…” I snapped my fingers. “ZAP! Tased, bitch.”

“You mean BOOM.” Her face was rubbery with expression, deep thinking one moment, goof troop the next.

“Right.”

“How are you going to wire it?”

“I'll show you.”

“You might as well. It's already too late to stop my terrorist plot.”

“Heh.”

I stood and went back inside Blondie's truck, grabbing the tool bag from behind the seat. The canvas Craftsman bag held all sorts of tools and odds and ends. I set it on the seat, opened it.

Grabbing a pair of wire cutters and a one inch cotter pin, I stepped over to the truck's bed, where Patty stood looking at Demonfly. “Hold this for a minute,” I said, handing her the pin. She studied it curiously. I went to work.

I unraveled a three foot length of wire and cut it, dropped the roll on the ground. Used the cutters to strip the insulation off so that copper shone brightly on both positive and negative ends. I took the cotter pin from her, found one end of the wire, and twisted the naked strands of wire around the pin, negative on one side of it, positive on the other.

“What's that supposed to do?” Patty asked.

I indicated the pin. “This will be pressed into the explosive. The coil will send fifty thousand volts into it. The pin will become superheated in about point-zero-one seconds and burst into plasma, igniting the explosive.”

Her mouth was slightly parted in wonder. “Uh-huh.” She frowned and flicked a hand at me, Go. Continue.

I pointed and Patty grabbed the step-up coil, handed it to me. I connected the other end of the wire to the large coil's output. With that done I handed it to Patty and leaned over the bed rail, opening Demonfly's engine cover and the panel above the wing connect point. Set the sheet aluminum sections carefully on the ground, gritting my teeth; I had rolled and hammered these panels by hand. Laying them on concrete went against years of ingrained protocol.

Like it really matters now, my subconscious heckled. Ha! Those panels will get more than a few scratches real soon.

“Yeah yeah yeah,” I muttered.

“Pretty neat work for a douche,” Patty declared, inspecting the aluminum tubing and spars that comprised Demonfly's fuselage.

The engine wasn't much bigger than a lawn mower engine, though had twenty times the power. The 125 hp rotary mirrored no light, coated with the same non-reflective black as the engine control unit, a small computer the size of a pop tart. The “brain”. Mind racing with the schematics of the electrical system, my response to her was late and absentminded. “That's i douche.”

I felt her goofy smile directed at the side of my head. “What're you doing now?”

I glanced at her. “Need a remote power source to detonate this thing.” I put my finger on a large solenoid mounted on the central cross-member, a large hook and swivel attached to it hanging from the center of the plane. “This holds cargo, and can release it remotely. Its power source should work fine to fire the coil.” Gently, I removed the power wire from the solenoid.

“Well, is it enough, or not? And what kind of cargo?” She stared at the six inch mechanical hook attached to the solenoid. She gasped with realization, smiling. She nodded and pointed smartly. “That's the plane's center of gravity. Right?”

I grinned at her. “Yep.” Then said defensively, “It's enough voltage.”

I took the device from her and connected the small coil's input to the solenoid's power wire. “Now when I hit the cargo release button, instead of opening the hook it will fire the coil.”

“BOOM.”

We shared a smile that became awkward, faces turning serious. As fun as making bombs and blowing stuff up may be, that “stuff” in this instance may very well be people, with ramifications that could ripple out to affect many others. These people likely wouldn't lose any sleep if we were blown to pieces, but still. I think we were both on the same page about getting carried away with the humor of it.

On top of contemplating the demise of disreputable marks, the situation with the kids and Blondie's parents was still sinking in.

“Okay. This just got real,” Patty murmured. She looked up at the cloudy, moonlit sky, took a breath. I glanced around, just now realizing that sometime during the bomb cook the fading sunlight had been replaced with the garage's floodlights. She elbowed me. “What kind of cargo? Don't make me douche it out of you.”

“That's disgusting.”

“I make no excuses.”

Grabbing several zip-ties out of the tool bag, I secured the coil inside the plane, being sure to position it in the center of the crossmember so as not to upset the plane's lateral balance. “Weed.”

“Weed?” Her eyes widened with her stance. She turned toward me, arms spread. Her fingers wiggled. She asked quietly, don't-screw-with-me, “You guys have weed?”

I stopped my work, turned a speculative eye to her. “Yeah. You smoke?”

“On man. On man! Do I smoke???” She dropped her arms and threw her head back with a look of longing. “Ugh! I haven't been stoned in like a hundred years. Damn High Priestess of Gold's Gym in there made me swear to stay sober while I had the kids.” She shifted her head and glared at the house.

A horrific thought occurred to me. You're supposed to be sober around kids? I turned and glared at the house, picturing my girl in there gabbing away with the girl-beast about men and feelings and kids and bullshit. If we have a kid, does that mean I have to stay… sober?

“Surely not,” I said aloud, head shaking in dismissal.

“She did!” Patty argued. She took a breath, composed her curly hair, then glanced around furtively. She leaned close to me and said in a conspirator's whisper, “What do you say we burn one on the sly? One or two tokes and I'll be good.”

I fed the side of the wire with the cotter pin through the fuselage, into the engine compartment. “Blondie has it.”

“Nooo,” she whined. Her lip poked out. The giant woman looked crestfallen.

I laughed. “That's probably what Doctor Gorman will say when he smells high-grade reefer smoke coming from her room.”

With disinterest she muttered, “Yeah, probably.”

“Cheer up. We'll celebrate after the job. Trust me.” She met my eyes. I said, “You'll agree it was worth the wait once you've tried Blondie's Fairy Dust.”

“Well,” she perked up. “Since it has such a cool name…”

I turned, knelt, grabbed the garbage can of plastique, hefted it into the back of the truck. Then I retrieved a pair of latex gloves from the tool bag. Slipped them on. The explosive was thick and heavy, like clay. I packed it tightly around the rear and sides of the engine, shaping it so the detonation would blow into the thick aluminum casing, propelling the hundreds of plasmic shards toward the target. Effectively making a very large shrapnel grenade. It would obliterate anything within an eight yard radius.

Satisfied the distribution was even on both sides, I took up the wire and pressed the cotter pin deep into the explosive. Packed some over it tightly.

“Is that it?” Patty asked as I put the panels back on Demonfly.

“That's it.”

I pulled the gloves off, dropped them in a garbage bag. Began cleaning up our mess. The euphoric release I normally enjoy after crafting a job like this didn't quite hit me. In the past my skills were used to make money and the devices I built were used to defeat law enforcement. No one was seriously injured, and certainly not killed. The instrument of destruction we just put together was for a different purpose, one that could make me a hero or a mass murderer. Or both. The mixed feelings were a real bitch to choke down.

When the hell did you get feelings??? my subconscious asked once more. And once more I didn't have an answer.

With Patty's help the cleanup took seconds. We piled everything into one bag and set it in the back of the Ford. As we walked into the house she asked me, “You ever kill anyone before?”

Her delivery of the question, the tone and gravitas, hinted that she wasn't judging, almost as if she, herself, had killed before.

I closed the front door, turned with an intrigued look to answer her.

My jaw snapped shut at the sound of an inhuman roar of frustration.

* * *

“Find them!” Shocker yelled at her husband.

“Yes dear,” Ace said calmly, eyes bright with the reflection of the Big Black Wrecker's enormous screen. Hands busy over the thin clear keyboard.

Shocker stalked back and forth behind his chair, arms folded, then up in the air with clenched fists. Muscular wings sprouted from her back, retracting, tilted down. She bared her teeth, snorted a growl, found her ponytail and yanked hard on it. “When Nolan and Jasmine were kidnapped, you found them with a fucking Navy satellite. For Christ's sake! You must be able to find Carl and Tho!”

“Yes dear.”

I looked sharply at Patty. Jasmine too?

Her eyes moved from me to the floor, mouth tight. I left it alone.

Bobby looked up as Patty and I walked in, whites of his eyes overly bright in the den's shadowed corner. He sat in a plush recliner, making it look like a child's chair. We exchanged nods, then he resumed watching the geek and girl-beast, deep in thought.

The huge computer was on a wide desk of dark, ancient looking cedar. The monitor was at least twenty-four inches, its black frame sporting connect ports and digital meters only he would know how to use. Behind the monitor were two hard drive towers that looked like they belonged on the set of Alien vs. Predator. Black and sharp and wicked in design, they hummed with power, beak-shaped heat vents resonating the high-pitched flow of the water cooling system. Green, red and yellow lights flared and blinked with meaning.

The geek built that thing… What did they call him? A supervillian.

That's one bad ass rig!

Goosebumps excited my skin as I considered the computer's capabilities. We could steal a billion dollars and take over a few countries with that thing. I sighed wistfully and shook my head.

Or, we could help a lot of people.

“Both,” I muttered.

“Both what?” Patty said next to me. She watched the Shocker with worry.

I glanced at her. “I want my cake and to eat it too.”

She looked at the computer. At Shocker and Ace. “I doubt anyone will bake you a cake any time soon.”

I sighed, “Yeah.”

“Razor.”

I turned and nearly blanched from the intense stare that Shocker directed at me. “Yes?”

She put fists on hips and narrowed her eyes. “Do whatever it is you have to do to get your mind in gear. Snort a line, cut a flip on your bike. Sniff Blondie's underwear. Whatever. Just get your ass in gear.”

My first thought was to respond in anger and check her. No one talks to me like that. I do shit on my time. Which made my acceptance of it baffling. I shook my head, emulated her demanding posture and said with contempt, “One line. Pfff.” I lifted my chin derisively snobbishly. “I'd need more than one pitiful line. Get real.”

Her nostrils flared. Patty giggled.

I gave a broad, disarming grin that said, Chill dammit. Turned to speak to Ace. “Alright. Let's hear what you've got so far.”

Ace spoke without taking his eyes off the screen, fingers constantly typing. “I'm synchronizing my bots. With this network I'll have enough bandwidth and processing juice to access government satellites and databases. We'll be able to tap into the same systems the feds use to track major criminals and terrorists. Though we'll have a lot more,” he glanced at his wife, “horsepower. Shouldn't take much longer.” He looked at a meter that counted percentages. “We'll get a better look at those facilities.”

He indicated companies listed on the screen. Assets, property and staff were detailed under specific headings. I said, “We need to narrow it down.”

Ace looked at me, glanced at the others. “I studied the movements of Anh Long's moles in the Tiger Society. Most of their activities appeared to be involved in legit business. But some of it was definitely illegal.” He touched the Wrecker's screen, running a finger over several facility's names, highlighting them. “I found three businesses that are seriously deep in the criminal sewage.”

“What kind of crime?” Patty inquired.

“Drugs and prostitution, for starters.”

“Oh, mmm.” Patty waved that off.

“Uh,” Ace said. “Counterfeiting. One was raided for employing children in a sweat shop. I figure if these places already sponsor such business…”

“They might be used for slaves,” Bobby rumbled angrily from his dark corner.

We turned as one to look at the ebony muscle mountain. He stared at the Wrecker, menace pulsing from his wide jaw. Disturbed. Shocker walked over next to him. Put a hand on his shoulder and sighed a feminine reassurance. The whites of his eyes rolled up to look at her. His sigh sounded like a distant lion's roar.

I hit Ace's shoulder, pointed at the computer. “Most likely place. Which is it?”

He squirmed at the request. He obviously wanted to go into great detail about how he analyzed, equated and extrapolated the data to arrive at a result of the most likely possibility, bluh, bluh. Blondie did that too. At times I didn't have the patience for it. I rolled a finger.

He frowned, You suck, then said, “This lab.” He tapped the screen twice. All the highlighted names disappeared except one: Immunity Visions.

“Why?”

“The security staff. Half of them are ex-Army.” He typed. The page that popped up showed detailed lists of security tech, from cameras and electronic locks to motion sensors and constantina wire fences. “It's a legit company on paper.” He said “legit” with a slight roll of his eyes. “Some obscure charity funds it. I'll run through their financials and find out more, but have enough on them now to know that they are definitely a large component in a bad circuit. HIV research doesn't require so much security.” He squinted at the screen. “It's serious enough for a modest level. But not all this.”

I said, “Can you compromise their system, open some doors for us?”

One side of his mouth raised slowly, one eye narrowing. He gave a cocky wag of his head, wiggled his fingers and said, “To outcompete is to outcompute.” He glanced around. “Of course, I'd need to be on-site. And that's the problem.”

I scratched my ear, frowning. “I can put you there.”

“If you knew where it is.” He indicated the list of companies. “Addresses are listed for all of them except Immunity Visions. I searched for employee records, shipping records. Tried tracing them on the 'Net a dozen ways. Nothing turned up. No clue to the lab's location. And according to GPS records, none of Anh Long's guys have been to any lab. All their movements were accounted for. All evidence of the location has been erased, and quite thoroughly, if what I've discovered so far is any indication.”

“Vietech,” I grumbled. “That dude needs to find a new job.”

“Or maybe just a new boss,” Bobby said, reminding us of Anh Long's plan.

I nodded. It was entirely possible Vietech did everything for Diep out of fear. And he would be valuable to whoever took over the Tiger Society. “Maybe. We'll see what Blondie thinks.” We'll see if we can stop her from beating his ass…

“How are we going to find the lab?” Patty said.

Shocker stepped forward, massaging her fist deliberately. “By any means necessary.”

I felt a lightbulb suddenly click on above my head. “Oh yeah! Eddy's notes. Maybe, just maybe…”

I dashed out of the room, jogged excitedly out to Blondie's truck. Opened the door. The center console was deep, containing several tubes of flavored Chapstick, a white lace bra, and five manila folders. I grabbed the files and headed back inside.

“Here.” I passed a file to everyone. Bobby turned on a lamp next to his chair. We read in silence for a while, finding nothing about a lab or references to anything like that.

“Crap,” Shocker complained, turning through the last page in her stack.

“What about this guy?” Patty said. She held up a page of Eddy's handwritten notes, read from it. “Sylvester Masterson. Biochemical engineer.” She lowered the paper. “Doesn't sound like an Asian gangster.”

“Where does he live?” I asked, closing the folder in my hands.

“Slidell. It looks like your coach noted him because he had repeated meetings with the gang members he was tracking.”

“Now what would a biochemical engineer need from a gang that deals in drugs, extortion and human trafficking?” Shocker wondered. “Drugs?”

“Humans,” Bobby said in a low rumble, restraining emotion.

That gave everyone pause. It was quite a stretch, but possible, considering what we knew about these people. I mean, Sylvester had to work in a lab somewhere, right? And how many bio labs could the Tiger Society be affiliated with?

Ace was spaced out. He murmured, “Human Immune Virus. Immunity Visions runs human trials, which are highly regulated…” Then, “Who would sign up to be infected with HIV?”

Shocker said, “A couple years ago there was a lab upstate that successfully 'cured' a baby of HIV. Other labs jumped on the bandwagon. Can you imagine all those corporate slimeballs out there fighting each other and breaking laws to find the cure?” She shivered. “I bet Diep's associates are willing to cheat to get that billion dollar prize first.”

Everyone chewed that over for a moment. I said, “So it's possible they buy people to experiment on. Possible. Let's not make too many assumptions. It could just as easily be a drug factory using bio workers as cover.”

“That would explain all the security,” Ace said.

“Well, they don't want anyone knowing what they're doing, whatever it is,” Shocker said. “But we're going to find out. It's a good place to start. We'll kick down doors until we find them.” Her eyes glistened with anger and sadness. She lay the folder on the table, massaged her fist again. She told Ace, “Find Sylvester.”

“Yes dear.” The geek faced the gargantuan Wrecker as a master of the cyberverse, going to work with a fervor.

* * *

I decided not to tell Blondie about her parents yet. She was in no shape to deal with the stress, and if everything went right we would have them out of there before Blondie found out.

She'll punish me for it later. I'll just have to deal with it. Keeping things from her was something we didn't do as a Rule. And breaking this particular Rule carried strict penalties.

I blew out a breath. “Fucking Rules.”

I focused on the speeding hot rod in front of me, unable to make out Shocker and Patty through the El Camino's tinted back window. A glance at the rearview showed the drone in the Ford's bed, covered with a tarp, and Ace's Scion cruising on my tail. Behind the bright headlights the geek's long head and Bobby's wide shoulders were artful silhouettes. Interstate 10 was congested with traffic. Tractor trailers, sedans, pickups and their impatient drivers vied for lane position, a full range of luminosities cutting through the starless night.

I cursed in thought. Is that a storm? Leaning over the steering wheel, I looked up at the black sky and complained, “Droll. Just fucking lovely.”

Our racing engines mirrored our ardent desire. We made it to Slidell, Louisiana, in about forty minutes. Ace had found several addresses for this Sylvester guy, most old, one current. Guess which one we went to.

Our car show turned off the interstate, Shocker leading us to a gas station. A van pulled away from the pumps as we rolled onto the lot. The Ford and El Camino vibrated the pavement, the very air, raw big block horsepower shaking the thin metal housing on the pumps, reflected light shimmering on the store's quaking windows. I pulled behind the girl-beast, killed the ignition and stepped out. Stretched. Yawned.

Ace's Scion buzzed around us, parked in front of the store. The boxer engine under his hood used less fuel than my Suzuki. I couldn't see him, though somehow knew his face was smug with the fact he could afford to pass up gas stations and we couldn't. He and Big Swoll rolled down their windows, remaining in the car.

The store had thick steel bars covering bulletproof glass, one of those stations people weren't permitted to enter because the local junkies and thugs were so numerous and prone to daily take-someone's-shit rituals. These joints always piqued my inner wolf. Day or night, anyone standing at the store's pay slot could be blind-sided and robbed.

Grinning with the thought of Shocker's reaction to a stickup, I watched her and Patty approach the store. Patty swished her hips past Bobby. Shocker made rude comments to her man about his “weed eater on wheels”, then turned to greet a gum smacking store clerk that gave a flippant gesture in response.

As I waited for the pumps to turn on, I focused my senses on the surroundings. Traffic roared on the nearby highway and town streets, eerie Doppler effects that always made me think of fast breaking waves. Movement on the side of the store caught my eye and breath. I relaxed in disappointment as two black kids of around twelve pimp walked into the light. They wore loud red jerseys with thick, glittering gold chains, crisp new jeans and clean basketball shoes. Definitely not dressed for a take-someone's-shit job.

Damn, I thought, then mused in admiration, Young dudes are in the game and winning.

My smile faltered. Seemingly out of nowhere two cop cars raced into the lot and pinned the kids between their headlights. An overzealous officer jumped out of each cruiser and made ready to chase their suspects. The kids froze, eyes wide, deciding whether to make a break for it. Apparently they weren't carrying anything that would warrant running. They made it easy for everyone and stepped over to one of the cruisers, put their hands on the hood, well versed with the routine.

Shaking my head, I turned when the pumps clicked on. Began topping off the Ford's tank. Shocker and Patty were still talking to the clerk. It sounded like Patty wanted a beverage or snack and the clerk was too lazy to get up and get it.

“If I could come in I'd get the damn thing myself!” Patty shouted suddenly.

The clerk, a rail-thin black girl with braids piled on top of her head, cocked her neck side-to-side and motioned eloquently with long-nailed hands. Muffled, unintelligible squawking projected out of the store's pay slot.

“That's bullshit!” Patty contested. “I see it right there!” She pointed inside the store.

More argumentative gestures and squawking from the clerk. Shocker folded her arms and watched the exchange for a moment, then turned and walked back to her El Camino to pump gas, muttering darkly.

“What's going on over there?” the girl-beast asked me a minute later, indicating the cops, who had made the kids take their shoes off, white socks staining on the filthy pavement. She unscrewed the fuel cap, inserted the pump nozzle, eyes alternating between her task, the cops, and Patty's futile attempt to score a candy bar.

“Looks like they were bored and in the mood to harass someone,” I said.

She nodded, sympathetic eyes on the kids. “Someone should tell those kids not to walk around at night dressed like that. All that bling makes them targets for the cops.”

I leaned against the truck and smiled at her. “Listen to you! Talking like a criminal.”

“Whatever.” She snorted. Tanks filled, we hung up the nozzles.

“Bring your anorexic ass out of there, Horse Hair!” Patty screamed in rage.

One of the cops pointed at her and laughed.

The blonde giant stepped back from the window and threw a furious combination. “I'll show you how we 'country-ass Mississippi hoes' deal with lazy Louisiana bitches.”

The clerk was standing now, screaming back incessantly.

“Yeah right. No way she's coming out.” I looked back at the young hustlers. The cops had finished their shakedown, finding nothing. One of the boys was arguing with outraged antics, demanding to know why they were going to the detention center, they didn't do anything wrong.

Shocker had the same response to the exchange as I did: Anger. Those dudes were being collared for no reason. There was no evidence of a crime. They probably planned to process those kids in just so they could keep their chains and watches, a grand in gold they could claim was “lost” in the property room. And there was a potential crime about to be committed by Patty, to which the cops did nothing but point and chuckle. “Someone should harass them,” Shocker growled, glaring at the policemen.

I looked at the clerk, at the cops, a solution to both problems manifesting. Patty stalked toward us with balled fists and a tempestuous face. Stopping abruptly, she stared at her friend and said, “Can you believe she called me a country-ass Mississippi ho?”

“Yes,” Shocker answered. She nodded imperatively at the El Camino. “Get in. What would Jasmine say if she saw you picking a fight over a candy bar?”

Patty's anger went flaccid, a silly grin replacing the scowl. She took a calming breath and tittered, started to walk around to the passenger side, patting her stomach. “She'd say I didn't need a candy bar.” She pursed her lips. “And to quit being rude.”

I stopped her. “Hold up. Can you drive stick?”

She looked at the Ford. “Yeah…”

I lifted my chin toward the policemen. They had handcuffed and were manhandling the kids into the back of a cruiser. “I need to take care of something real quick.”

“Bad idea,” Shocker said, then seemed to change her mind. She sighed. “We don't have time.”

I looked at her and folded my arms, I can't let this pass. Then smirked, Besides, I have a PLAN.

“Crap,” she muttered, resigned, opening her door.

Patty grinned happily, approaching the Ford like it was Bobby, naked and covered with Hershey's Kisses.

“Bad idea,” I murmured. “Yep.”

Patty slid into the driver's seat. I closed the door and reminded her, “Bomb in back.” Then turned to walk nonchalantly toward the store. I needed to hurry but couldn't run. The cops stood in front of their cruisers, posing with hands on holsters. Fast movement would attract their attention.

I crept around the side of the dirty brick building, sprinting once out of sight. Rounded the back of the store. I squatted down at the corner, on the side where the cops were standing, thirty feet away. I peered at them from my patch of darkness. The officers were white, heavily muscled if slightly obese and clean shaven. Buzz cuts gleaming in the gas station lights. I looked at the boys in the cruiser. One looked right back at me. I threw up a finger, What's up, and readied to dart to the car, heart racing, thudding amplified jolts as the challenge rolled over me. My legs were primed, back, arms, and fists loose. The cops continued to talk, facing away from me. I tensed to go… And my phone vibrated.

I dug it out of my pocket, looked at the screen. It was Blondie. “Babe?” I answered. “I'm kind of busy.”

“What are you up to?” Her tone was worried, drugged voice lacking full enunciation.

“What do you think? Rescuing kids.” I gave a dreamy sigh. Flipped hair off my forehead and clucked my tongue. “'Cause that's what I do now.”

“I have a bad feeling… Whatever you're doing, you need to stop.”

I pictured her in the clinic bed, battered, bandaged and beautiful, wishing she was at my side. I told her what I planned.

She sighed. “You're doing it again.”

“Huh?”

“Vice hidden in virtue.”

“Oh, here we go…”

“Fearless domination of obstacles will give you capacity to skilled leadership,” she pressed on, with yet another phrase that pointed out my errors in decision making. She had a new one every week. “But it can also enable criminality and violence.” She paused for effect. “And waste talent.”

“Okay okay. I admit it: I'm a violent criminal. So what? So are you.”

She huffed, You're missing the point.

I continued. “What we are wasting is time. If you were here… Nevermind. Babe, I'm sorry but I have to go. Wicked love.” I hung up, grimacing because I had just broken another Rule with strict penalties.

Damn her. Damn Psychology Today.

I'll twist her blonde pubbies for distracting me like that! Then, Am I jeopardizing the mission with this tangent???

I reached behind me and unsnapped the sheath snug against my lower back. My trusty straight razor slipped smoothly into my hand, heavy with intent. Feeling excited once more, I relaxed on the balls of my feet and darted away from the dark corner into the light, rocks crunching faintly under my boots, noise camouflaged by the bustling traffic behind the cruisers.

The police cars were parked in the shape of a triangle, nosed only feet apart, officers standing in front of the headlights, their shadows projecting over the pavement. Unnoticed, I glided to the side of the nearest car and sliced the front tire, moving to cut the rear tire without pause. The front tire let out a loud psss! that caught their attention. The nose of the cruiser dipped slowly. One of the cops cursed. Both of them stepped around for a look. I was already around the other side of the second car, the one with the boys in the back, sliding into the open door, closing it calmly. Shifted the running machine into Drive.

Why do cops always leave the door open and engine running? They're just begging for it.

“Hey!” the cops yelled as I stomped the gas pedal, grinning maniacally, painting the lot between the pumps and store with long gorgeous Michelin rubber.

“This is the third time I took a cruiser from you stupid motherfuckers!” I yelled out the window, turning onto the street, barely avoiding a collision. Several vehicles locked up their brakes to avoid the lunatic cop.

People would call the police station tonight and complain about #617.

“Ha!”

“Yeah! Yeah! Fuck those punk-ass cops!”

“…with my sack in their mouth, grinding.”

The kids in the back bounced up and down, hollering with me.

A few seconds later I spotted the El Camino and Ford behind us, blue-white LED lights of the Scion behind them. I turned off the police radio and turned on the FM radio. Found a good song and maxxed out the volume. I felt electrified in the best possible way.

“I got a million ways to get it, chose one / bring it back, bring it back / now double your money and make a stack.” Jay Z's beats strained the factory speakers. I danced my shoulders, head, waving a hand over the steering wheel.

The boys sang along. “I'm on to the next one, on to the next / I'm on to the next one, on to the next!”

I noticed the young hustlers had slipped their cuffs under their feet, hands now in front of them. I stopped at a busy intersection, cars on both sides of us. Looking to my left, I laughed at an old black couple that stared stupidly at the rap stars in my custody. They looked at me and I shrugged, What???

The boys stuck their faces right up to the windows, mugging, rapping with attitude. “Hold up, freeze, hey! / somebody bring me back some money please, hey!”

They bounced against each other. Every driver and passenger at the intersection was watching the police car concert. Some gestured good-naturedly, though most looked incredulous, stunned by the unusual sight. While waiting on the light, I took out my BlackBerry and recorded the rappers and their audience.

The kids had no clue who I was or where I was taking them, and evidently didn't care. They knew for sure we weren't going to the detention center. And this was fun. So what else mattered?

The address Ace found for Sylvester was in a neighborhood of richly styled homes. I parked the police cruiser in front of a large brick one-story with a disproportionate yard. Got out, opened the back door to let the kids out. The El Camino and Ford rumble-snarled to a stop behind us, deafening exhaust overwhelming any sound the Scion made as it pulled up. Unconcerned about blocking traffic, my crew parked in the middle of the quiet, pristine street. The girls got out, looking around the upper-middle class neighborhood. Walked over to the police car.

“I'll take care of those,” Shocker told the young thugs. She dug into the collar of her black long sleeve, pulled out a chain with a key on it.

“Why'd you bring us to this rich white folks' hood, dog?” one of the kids asked me.

The other smiled charmingly at the hot, ripped chick that unlocked his handcuffs. “Yeah,” he said. “And why baby girl holding down a 'cuff key?”

Shocker smiled at him, eyes glittering. She chortled richly, turned and unlocked the other kid's hands.

“We brought you here for a learning experience,” I said. I nodded at the girl-beast. “And she wears a key because she's a famous criminal. You may have seen her on America's Most Wanted.”

The boys looked at her with mouths unconsciously hanging open. Speechless.

I shaped my index fingers and thumbs into a heart, told Shocker, “See? Criminals get respect.”

She blew out a breath, spun on a toe, strutted over with speak to Ace. The boys made no attempt to hide watching her walk away.

Bobby approached. Tall, wide, mountainous. His upper body blocked the sun, shrouding me, the boys and half the cop car. “Young bloods,” he rumbled deeply. His chest rolled in wavy slabs as he placed hands on waist. Scowling, he said, “You know why those cops harassed you?”
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