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For T-Bone







One


Tuesday 1 January


He hummed as he worked.


An old folk tune he’d learned in El Calabozo as a child.


He couldn’t remember the words, which was odd; as a rule, he remembered everything. Memories tortured Vincente Carpio, and his tortured mind gave him a special kind of madness. The leadership recognized it early on. That was why they’d sent him to America – because he was willing to do the things that others weren’t. It was a decision many in the leadership now questioned. Now the madness seemed to have taken over.


He was sweating, and his bald, tattooed head was slick. This one was the eighth he’d done this way, and by far the hardest. He wouldn’t have thought it to look at her. She was young and thin, shorter than him, with a punk haircut; shaved on one side and dyed multiple colors on the other. At first he’d thought she was probably a junkie; Cambridge had its fair share, a consequence of the ultra-liberal orthodoxy of the city that viewed tolerance of everything as an imperative.


He’d realized quickly that she wasn’t. Junkies put up little resistance. They were so unhappy with their lives that they simply couldn’t find a reason to fight. This girl, though, had been full of fight. She fought so hard he considered aborting the attack and moving on, but that wasn’t a realistic option. If she’d escaped, the police would have combed through the area immediately, and there was little doubt that he would be found. He couldn’t let that happen.


Eventually she had succumbed, as they all did in the end. Even now, though, she continued to resist in her own way. The sinew around her vertebrae was stringier and less cooperative than he had found with the others, forcing him to work harder, and his perspiration mixed with the blood on his hands, making the task all the more difficult. He found the work invigorating, though, and the blood sliding down the crosses adorning his wrists made him think of the graveyard in his home town – fields of crosses covered in blood.


He was surprised that he could sweat in the cold. Growing up, he’d thought that the winter in El Calabozo was frigid. The temperatures could sometimes dip into the fifties in January and February. He’d never experienced any cold like a New England winter. He’d left the upstairs windows in the little house open, mainly to keep the flesh refrigerated, and with the outside temperatures below zero, the house was an icebox.


And yet, still, he was sweating.


Finally, he finished with the knife and started with the ropes, tying her up the same way he’d done with the others. When he was done with that, he stepped back and examined his work.


He was satisfied.


He wondered how long it would take for his work to be found. Two days, he thought. Maybe three. The police were already looking for two of them. And he was a priority for the FBI and the other federal authorities. Even with the cold, the stench was overpowering in the basement. With the windows left open, it would not take long for one of the neighbors to decide that their civic tolerance ended with the smell of rotting flesh, and they would call the authorities. Then the real madness would begin. America would realize what it had wrought unto itself.


He walked to the basement sink and washed the blood and sweat from his arms and his face. He gave the place one last look. His fingerprints would be everywhere, as would other identifying evidence.


He didn’t care. He wanted them to know it was him.


He needed them to know it was him.




Two


Wednesday 16 January


The dream returned.


Her little boy had come back to her, with a smile that melted her heart and made her long for the chance to hold him just once more. They were by the shore, near the Nantasket motel south of Boston where they’d spent a week every summer of his life – just the three of them, the perfect young family.


She tried to run to him, but the ground slipped beneath her feet, like a great terrestrial treadmill. She called out to him, begged him to come to her, but he just smiled.


A foghorn blared in the background. She called to him again, pleading with him to say something – anything – to her. His lips were moving, but the foghorn grew louder, drowning him out. He was slipping away, and she could feel her panic growing …


She opened her eyes. The dream was gone, but the foghorn droned on, beating in time to the dull throb in her skull until she reached over and grabbed her phone. She looked at the caller ID, recognized the number and was instantly awake.


‘Yeah, it’s Steele.’ She listened for a moment, her heart rate climbing, the blood pumping through her body, clearing away the last of the dream-fog as anticipation took root. ‘OK, I’ll be there.’


She hung up and looked over at the body next to her – a silhouette draped in a sheet. For a moment it brought to mind all the crime scenes she’d worked over the years. She swung her legs off the bed, pulled on her underwear and jeans, a blouse and a jacket.


‘Your tip panned out,’ she said. ‘I gotta go.’


‘So go,’ the body replied. She’d hoped he was asleep. It would have been easier.


‘Thanks for last night. It was nice.’


‘Always is.’ He didn’t turn to face her.


Kit Steele opened her mouth to say something, but could think of nothing appropriate. She grabbed her gun and her bag and headed out of the apartment.




Three


Vincente crept along the pier, careful with every step to avoid a slip. The fall wouldn’t kill him, but the water probably would. Not right away, but within a matter of minutes. Even in the dark he could see the chunks of ice floating in Boston Harbor, gathering at the edge of the shoreline as though conspiring to take over the waterway – choke it off, force it to grow still. Carpio had heard that it had happened once, a few years before, when the ice floats had become so large that ships had to be diverted, and the harbor had to be closed for two days as icebreakers were called in.


He was the hunted now. Every newscast flashed his picture and pleaded with the public to join the chase – to feed the police information regarding his whereabouts. The skulls tattooed over his entire head captured the imagination like a horror film, and he was regarded as a supernatural predator by all of Boston. It was understandable, given the carnage he’d brought down upon the surrounding area. What none of them understood was that everything up to now had been a prelude. He was growing stronger, and he would continue to take his revenge until he’d killed as many as he could.


He was looking for a new area in which to hunt. It was getting more difficult with his growing notoriety. It would be hard for anyone not to recognize him. Images of the dead and blood and bones and carnage covered his entire body. Even his eyeballs had ink in them – two crosses flanking both irises. He could keep his hood up, but that wouldn’t work to hide his identity for long. He’d now taken to sleeping during the days and hunting at night in the deserted areas of Boston, where his work would attract less attention.


The pier ran along the side of the harbor, in what was known as the Seaport District. It was a patchwork of high-end developments at the edge of South Boston, just across Fort Point Channel from the Financial District and Downtown. Five years before it had been a wasteland of warehouses and parking lots, but now it was the hottest growth area in the city. A dozen high-rises were already up, with a mixture of office space and luxury condos nestled around the federal courthouse, which for a decade had been the area’s lonely architectural sentinel. Seven more complexes were under construction and the shoreline was pocked with construction sites.


It was a perfect hunting ground. There was enough development to provide prey, but it was still new enough that there were few people who walked the streets at night. He’d had little luck on this night, though, and he decided to go down to the water to see whether there might be a drunk passed out by the shore. He’d gotten lucky in such ways before.


He’d been forced to hop a chain-link fence to climb onto the pier, which was nearby one of the newest developments. He saw the boat approaching and his hopes rose. If the vessel was pulling in, he might be able to overpower those on board. Perhaps his luck had changed.


Suddenly a spotlight on the front of the boat flashed so bright that it felt like an explosion. He was looking straight into it, and it blinded him, almost knocked him to the ground. He stumbled back into a piling, his hand defending his eyes as they adjusted and tried to make out shapes.


It was futile. A siren screamed, and the hands protecting his eyes flew to his ears. It continued for a few seconds, and then cut off abruptly. A voice came over a bullhorn. ‘Freeze!’ It was a woman’s voice, and he recognized it instantly. ‘FBI! You are under arrest!’


The voice spurred him to run. He had always known the risks of capture, but to be captured by her was too much to bear. He stumbled in the direction of the shore, still blinded, unable to see the rotted wood beneath him. It was only twenty yards from the edge of the pier to solid ground, but the pier was only ten feet wide, so there was precious little room for error. The odds were low that he would make it, but he was willing to take that chance.


*  *  *  *  *


On the lead boat, Kit held the megaphone. There were two other vessels in the group – all boats currently at the disposal of the joint task force through the Coast Guard and the Boston Police Department. Some of the brass had grumbled at the excess. There was a sense that it was overkill, but the tip indicated that Vincente Carpio was crawling the shoreline at night, looking for fresh meat. No one was willing to risk him slipping through their fingers once more. He was the most wanted man in the United States, and, of greater political importance, he had previously escaped from their custody. His escape had been an embarrassment that had tarnished every branch of law en forcement. No one wanted to be the one who called for fewer resources in the effort to bring him to justice, so Kit had gotten everything she’d asked for.


Now she had him again. She could see him running, his hands covering his bald, tattooed head, crashing into the fence by the edge of the pier, scurrying like a cockroach in the brightness of the spotlight. As the boat approached the pier she felt every muscle in her body tense, adrenaline driving through her veins. There was a special operations detail on land, closing in from the other side of the construction site, so there should be no way for Carpio to escape, but his elusiveness had taken law enforcement by surprise before, and she was unwilling to take chances. As the boat came within a few feet of the pier, Rich Alvarez, the Coast Guard Commander captaining the vessel, cut the engine, and Steele dropped the megaphone, took three strong strides and launched herself toward the pier.


‘Shit!’ Alvarez shouted. ‘Steele! What the hell are you doing?’


Bill McCaughy, a captain in the Boston Police Department also on board, barked angrily, ‘Get back here, missy!’


She ignored them both.


She could hear the commotion behind her as guardsmen lashed the boats to the pier, but she didn’t look back. As soon as her feet hit the splintered wood she drove forward. Her gun was drawn, and she focused on the dark figure just now clearing the fence at the edge of the pier. She ran faster than she ever had before, possessed by the need to capture and to punish. She would not let him escape. She was no longer motivated by her job; she needed to fulfill a moral imperative, and as she pushed herself to the edge of her physical abilities, she knew that she had crossed a dangerous line where her perspective and her judgment had been compromised. Even that realization was not enough to stem her obsession, though, and she pushed on faster.




Four


Carpio’s feet hit the hard, uneven ground on the other side of the fence. Earthmovers had spent the better part of two months on the site before the freeze set in, pushing giant mounds of dirt and rock from side to side, removing debris to be carted off, and their tracks had cut into the ground, leaving a checkerboard of pits and ridges in the frozen mud. He landed awkwardly on the edge of one of the ridges and heard a loud popping in his right ankle. He let out a muffled scream, but stifled it immediately. He rolled to his left and stood, taking most of his weight on his left leg as he hobbled forward.


The construction site was a maze of heavy equipment and materials and he ducked behind a tall pile of rebar, moving steadily toward the side of the site that bordered Northern Avenue. If he could get there, he might have a chance. It was a slim chance, but it was all he had at that moment.


He crept forward, ducked under a giant crane and around a temporary trailer that served as the nerve center for the construction site. He slid his back along the side of the trailer until he could see around the corner, and caught sight of the fence at the far side of the site. His spirits leapt at his good fortune when he saw that there was a gap in the gate, wide enough, he thought, that he might be able to squeeze through. His ankle throbbed, but there was hope if he could make it to the street.


He took a deep breath and felt the frozen air stinging his lungs as he started what was the closest to a sprint he could manage. He’d only got two strides from the trailer when the break in the fence widened, and a stream of police flooded through into the construction site. They were clad in full body armor and armed with military rifles. The sight brought him up short and he reversed course, diving back to the cover of the trailer.


He was trapped now. There was no question of escape – not for the moment, at least. He was resigned to that, and knew in his heart that he would eventually escape again. Revenge was his destiny. He still needed to play the part of the hunted, though. And if he was going to be captured, perhaps he could at least kill her.


He made his way back along the side of the trailer and slipped into the maze of rebar and construction equipment. As he hobbled forward, he tripped and went down, his hands grasping in front of his body to brace against the fall. His fingers touched metal, and he grasped a two-foot length of rebar that was lying on the ground. He picked it up and held it like a club, ducking into a dark recess in between two piles of gravel.


He could hear them as they spread out through the construction site. He could smell their fear and it made him feel powerful. He was but one man among all of them, and yet he was the one who was feared. It was further confirmation of the strength there was in terror, and that strength validated everything he had done. He wanted all of America to feel the terror he’d known his entire life. It was only fair, after all.


Crouched silently in the shadows, he could hear her now. She was approaching slowly from the water, breathing heavily. Her footsteps were muffled but unmistakable, and it made him angry to think that she believed that she could take him herself. The muscles in his arms tensed, and he gripped the length of rebar tightly in his hand, readying himself to strike.


*  *  *  *  *


Kit Steele could see the police special operations teams moving in from the street. They were spreading through the site, starting at the perimeter and working their way in toward the center. They worked in pairs, spaced in a military formation that allowed them to protect each other, providing cover and safety as they methodically searched the lot.


She should back off, she knew. There was no chance that Carpio could escape now, and the ops team was better equipped to root him out without bloodshed. They were appropriately armed and dressed in the best protective gear available. She, on the other hand, was in jeans and a windbreaker, and while the bright yellow ‘FBI’ stencil on the back of the windbreaker might impress some civilians in the daylight, it wouldn’t stop a bullet.


She couldn’t back off, though. She needed to see his face when he was taken. She needed him to see her face, and know that she had caught him once more. This time she would make sure that he would never see freedom again.


The cold sliced through the windbreaker and her jacket underneath, and it felt as though her fingers were frozen to her 9mm Glock. She could have worn gloves, but she didn’t trust the feel of a gun through the material. Even in the freezing cold, she was more comfortable with her skin against the weapon


She was picking her way through the giant piles of earth and construction material, alert to every sound and every movement, her heart pounding and her breath coming in desperate, shallow gulps she struggled to control.


As she came around a corner where two piles of gravel intersected, she sensed movement – feeling rather than seeing it – and spun and ducked at the same time, her arms coming up with her gun, aiming it toward the gravel.


The pain was exquisite as the heavy metal connected with her forearm, and the gun went off as it was knocked from her hands. She could hear shouts from the tactical squad, and she knew they would be there to help in a matter of seconds, but it wasn’t clear that she would survive those seconds. Carpio was raising the rebar above his head again, looking into her eyes, aiming for her forehead. He was moving forward awkwardly, as though unsteady on his feet, his own eyes cold and calculating. The thought to punch at him flashed through her mind, but she wasn’t sure whether her arm was broken. It was too cold, and the pain was too acute to know. Instead she swept her left leg forward, aiming to take his feet out from under him. She hoped that he would lose his balance and that would disrupt his aim enough to prevent him from shattering her skull.


The impact, though, was far more effective than she anticipated. Her shin connected with his right ankle, and his cold, calculating eyes went wide with pain and fury. Carpio let out a scream like a wounded animal, and he swung the rebar wildly as he toppled over. He hit the ground just to the left of her, and she knew that her advantage would be short-lived. She lashed out with her left elbow, driving it into his face, satisfied with the dull crunching sound she heard as his nose snapped.


The shouts from the tactical team were close now, and she got to her feet. Her gun was a few feet away, and she grabbed it with her left hand. Carpio was on all fours, spitting blood into the ground, and she stepped to him and kicked him hard in the ribs, flipping him over. He looked up at her, and the hatred in his eyes was unmistakable. ‘Whore!’ he screamed at her.


She kicked him again in the ribs and he coughed out blood. ‘You don’t know me well enough to call me that,’ she said. With the dexterity of a seasoned professional, she grabbed one of his wrists and slapped a cuff tight to it. He grunted in pain, and that gave her some satisfaction. She pulled his other wrist behind his back and snapped on the other cuff. Then she grabbed him by the front of his jacket. ‘Get up,’ she ordered. He struggled to his feet, favoring his right side as she leaned him against a stack of rebar.


His face was a mess, his nose twisted, but his tattooed eyes had cleared and they stared at her with a malice she had seen before. She supposed it matched her own toward him.


The tactical team was there now, assault rifles out, body armor bulging, eyes vigilant. And as they regarded the scene – Carpio bloodied and cuffed and cowed – a few of them tittered.


‘Nice job, Special Agent,’ one of them said. ‘Looks like we didn’t need the heavy artillery, all we needed was a pissed-off chick with a badge.’ Several of the others laughed.


It was intended less as a compliment to her than as an insult to her prisoner. And it was clear that the slight had landed effectively. Carpio’s bloodied face twisted in uncontrollable rage.


‘You will all pay!’ he screamed. ‘You will pay for what you have done to my people!’


One of the tactical guys shook his head. ‘Shit, he actually talks like that, huh?’


Kit nodded. ‘He does.’ She stepped forward, so that her face was less than a foot in front of Carpio’s. ‘Sorry to spoil your plans, Vincente.’


And then a strange thing happened … Carpio smiled.


‘Don’t worry, Special Agent,’ he said through a heavy accent. ‘You have not spoiled my plans. I can’t be stopped. You should know that by now.’


There was something about the look on his face that sent a fresh wave of rage and hatred through her. It was like she was losing her son all over again – as though no matter what she did to push back the tide of grief she had fought for half a decade, human trash like Carpio could bring it back, like a tsunami that washed away the emotional fortifications she had constructed to protect herself.


Before she realized what was happening, she brought her knee up hard and fast between Carpio’s legs. His cheeks plumed and his face went a dark shade of purple. His right leg buckled, and he crumpled to the ground at her feet with a loud groan.


One of the tactical officers behind her laughed. ‘Jesus, Special Agent. Remind me not to get on your bad side.’




Five


Friday 18 January


‘Special Agent Steele, welcome to FMC Devens.’


Warden Stevens was a soft, round man with prodigious jowls and sympathetic eyes. Kit could imagine no one better suited to put on a fake white beard and red suit and hand out gifts to children at an office Christmas party. She questioned, though, whether he was the right sort to guard truly hardened men.


The Federal Medical Center was forty minutes west of Boston, nestled in a suburban enclave where upper middle-class families bustled through their lives without giving a thought to the criminals housed in their midst. Nor did the facility provide any real external reminders. The place was neat and clean, and there were no barbed wire fences in view from the outside. It was split into two parts. One half housed a federal minimum security prison where tax cheats and Wall Street bandits played chess and made macramé hats for their hedge-fund friends, who would welcome them back to the financial world in six to eighteen months with there-but-for-the-grace-of-God nods and shrugs. The other half housed prisoners who required medical care or special attention. It had been designed to accommodate prisoners at every level of risk, from minimum security up through SuperMax. Steele had read all of this on the FMC Devens website, which proudly advertised the humanity with which all prisoners were treated.


Warden Stevens led Steele through the administrative building, which looked more like an educational facility than a prison. ‘It’s good of you to come all the way out here to check on Mr Carpio. I understand you were the one who took him into custody?’


‘That’s right. Both times.’


‘The first time was on a raid, correct?’


Kit nodded. ‘I’ve been working to cut into MS-13 for the last three years.’


‘Yes, from what I understand, you have quite a reputation among the gang community. They even have a nickname for you. I’m told they call you the Hunter. Why is that?’


‘I’m good at my job.’


‘Mr Carpio certainly has a great deal of animosity toward you. How did you catch him the first time?’


‘Dumb luck, really. We found one of their hangouts and raided it for drugs and weapons. He was there, and we picked him up. We didn’t know at the time who he was. He had no papers, and he didn’t show up in the system, so we handed him over to ICE. He was going to be deported.’


‘What happened?’


‘Somebody screwed up.’


Stevens frowned. ‘His escape was unfortunate.’


‘Particularly for the eight people he killed afterwards. Since then, we’ve connected him to more than a dozen killings over the past few years.’


Stevens nodded grimly. ‘As I say, it was unfortunate.’ His reassuring smile returned. ‘Of course, that had nothing to do with this facility, and such an escape could never happen here.’


‘No?’


‘No. Here we have the most stringent SuperMax medical containment protocols in existence, and the most modern incarceration equipment available. He is halfway through the orientation program, and throughout that he is monitored constantly. There is a video feed to his cell, so that even when he is asleep, there is at least one guard who can monitor him at all times. There is no way that he could get out of here.’


‘Can anyone get in?’


‘I’m not sure I understand your question, Special Agent Steele. Why would anyone want to get in?’


They were at his office now, and he led her in. It was neat and organized and the furniture was solid, though not ostentatious. It was an office that any high school principal or university provost would have found completely adequate.


‘Vincente Carpio has a dedicated and inspired group of followers, Warden. He’s an enforcer in MS-13’s army. That means you need to consider the possibility that they will attack from the outside in an attempt to get him out of here.’


Stevens waved a hand at her dismissively as he sat behind his desk. ‘They would have to be crazy to attempt such a thing.’ His eyes maintained a confident glint.


‘They are crazy,’ Steele said. She reached into the satchel she’d brought with her and took out two manila folders. She opened one and put it in front of Stevens. It contained a series of color photographs from the crime scene where Carpio’s most recent victims had been found. Steele pointed to the first picture. ‘This is from the last crime scene,’ she said. ‘There were eight of them. Their heads were found in another room.’


In the image, the bodies were kneeling, their hands tied together behind their backs, the ropes tied to their ankles so the bodies would stay on their knees, hunched forward but upright nonetheless. The chests and backs were black with dried blood, and the stumps of their necks still looked damp. In the center of four of those stumps, vertebrae gleamed white.


‘Jesus Christ,’ Stevens whispered.


‘Christ had nothing to do with it, I can assure you.’ Steele pointed to one of the bodies. ‘By the time they were found, rigor had set it, so the bodies had to be transported in sacks. They wouldn’t even stay on the coroner’s gurney. We had to have the loved ones identify the clothing so we could match up the heads with the bodies. Even then, it wasn’t easy. Have you ever seen a human head after the blood has been drained from it?’


Stevens shook his head, but didn’t look up.


‘It’s hard to recognize. The skin sags and the features become muddled. Our coroners are good, but there were still a couple we had to use DNA with to make sure we weren’t putting the heads with the wrong bodies.’ Steele walked over to the window and gazed out on the rolling grass in what would have seemed a suburban paradise, had she not had a complete understanding of the evil that was in the immediate vicinity. ‘You understand why I’m showing these pictures to you, don’t you, Warden?’


Stevens still didn’t pick up his head to look at her. ‘No,’ he whispered.


‘Because you need to understand who we are dealing with. You have to understand what we are dealing with. We are dealing with pure evil. He’s a psychopath. I’ve caught him twice, but he’s escaped once. I’m not going to let that happen again. Do you understand?’


He finally looked up at her, and to her relief the confidence and reassurance was gone from his eyes. Their place had been taken by fear and revulsion. That made her feel better, and gave her some hope that he might have a grasp of the seriousness of his task. He nodded. ‘I understand.’


‘Good. Now, I’d like to go over your security procedures.’




Six


Thursday 31 January


Two weeks after the recapture of Vincente Carpio, the historic freeze still gripped Boston. The morning sun crawled into view over the waterfront. At six thirty, the thin light promised no respite from the New England winter. A slate sky met the ashen sea on the horizon as though in conspiracy to chill the bones of those who dared to make their living on the water. It was still dark enough that the inside light shone through the crack in the door from the small, run-down warehouse at the water’s edge in East Boston where six men had gathered.


T’phong Soh studied the man across the table from him. The last few days’ travel showed on the man’s face; the lines were etched deep, the weariness apparent. The eyes were still sharp, though – sharp enough that Soh knew not to test him.


Physically, the two had nothing in common. Soh was small and thin, with a broad, shallow nose and pale Southeast Asian skin. His hair was cropped close, his scalp visible. His twenty-four-year-old face was hairless, the smooth skin marred only by the neck tattoos that strayed unevenly above the jawline.


Javier Carpio was well over six feet tall, heavyset, with hands the size of bear claws. His forehead fought a losing battle with the massive tangles of his long black hair, tinged with grey, which fell around an aquiline face that hinted at his Amerindian ancestry. His eyebrows were so thick they reminded Soh of the underbrush of some great jungle.


‘Drink?’ Soh offered.


‘Yes,’ his guest said. ‘Tequila.’


Soh nodded to one of his men.


Two shot glasses and a bottle were swiftly placed on the grooved table between them. Javier poured a single shot, picked it up and threw it down his throat. He put the shot glass back on the table and filled both his and Soh’s. Soh picked his glass up, his eyes never leaving those of the man across the table. They both drank.


Javier Carpio stared at him for a long moment before he spoke again. ‘The routes are set,’ he said finally. ‘The supply is limitless. Two directions. One from our friends in Colombia to your people in California, the other from Afghanistan, across land to the Mediterranean, here to your port of Boston.’


Soh glanced out through the grime-caked window toward the water. The warehouse that served as his headquarters sat by a small pier at the northern edge of East Boston. It was a convenient place from which to operate on a limited scale, but there was little doubt that a larger, more suitable location would have to be found if the plan were to move forward. ‘Price and quality?’


‘As discussed.’ The man poured two more shots.


‘And the leadership?’


They were both captains in MS-13, one of the most dangerous criminal gangs in the world. They knew that doing business behind the backs of their superiors was risky, and would result in death if discovered before they could finish their plans.


‘They will be informed in good time,’ Javier said. ‘This is a deal that I offer to you as an individual. To strengthen you as well as the organization.’


‘We have a deal, then.’ Soh said.


The man shook his head. ‘Not yet. There is one thing that you must do before we are agreed.’


Soh patiently folded his hands in front of him on the table. In his experience, people always wanted something more.


‘My younger brother,’ Carpio said.


Soh frowned. ‘His situation is a great offense to you, no doubt.’


‘It is,’ Javier agreed. ‘It is a great offense to all of us, and it must be rectified. We are putting together a plan, and we need assistance along the shore. You are our representative here. Can you help us?’


‘An escape?’ Soh frowned. ‘It would be virtually impossible.’


‘Virtually, perhaps. But he is my brother. Besides, with the right weapons and the right plan, anything is possible.’


Soh considered the request, and chose his words carefully. ‘There are those in the leadership who question your brother’s sanity. I do not agree with them, of course. But an escape attempt would be violent and would bring the full anger of the police.’


‘It would,’ Carpio agreed. He stared at Soh without saying anything else.


Soh massaged his chin, considering the request. If he could close the deal that had been proposed, he would be one of the most powerful criminals in the country. He could take over Boston Harbor. ‘There is a man we would need to involve. He is not one of our people.’


‘Who?’


‘A local who controls the harbor. If he finds out, and we have not included him, he will be a problem.’


Carpio shook his head. ‘No, we cannot involve another.’


‘He has many eyes on the water,’ Soh said. ‘He will know.’


‘Will he cooperate?’


Soh shrugged. ‘There is no way to know with him. He follows a code from days that have passed. It makes him difficult to predict.’


‘Then he must not be told. This is too important. He must be removed.’


Soh again chose his words carefully. ‘That will be difficult,’ he said. ‘What is the timing?’


‘Two weeks, Wednesday.’


‘To remove this man so quickly,’ Soh said, shaking his head. ‘It will require great sacrifice.’


‘To sacrifice in the service of our cause is an honor,’ Carpio said. He poured two more shots and pushed one toward Soh. He lifted his in toast, to drive the point home. Soh sat motionless. ‘Do you not agree?’


Soh levelled his eyes at Javier Carpio. ‘We are no longer talking about our cause – as in the organization. We are talking about our cause – yours and mine. This is a dangerous discussion.’


The man frowned. ‘And yet you are having it.’


‘I am. But there are those who are higher up who have reservations about your brother.’


‘He is a soldier!’ Javier bellowed, slamming his huge fist on the table.


‘He is,’ Soh agreed. ‘But he is also a psychopath.’ Soh leaned forward and put a hand on Javier’s in a reassuring gesture. ‘For good reason, and I have no problem with his actions. But there are those in the organization who believe that he has gone too far. To free him without agreement from our superiors will be viewed as an act of disobedience. When you add that to the independent deal we are talking about, it will be viewed as revolt.’


Javier put his glass back down on the table. ‘What do you propose?’


‘The same terms as discussed, but my payment at ninety per cent. That will ensure that I will have the funds to organize my men in case I am attacked by our superiors.’


‘And you will guarantee my brother’s safety?’


‘With my life.’


Carpio raised his glass again. ‘Then our cause will truly be served.’ The two of them drank. ‘When will you move against this local boss?’


‘Tonight.’


Javier Carpio looked startled. ‘So soon? Do you not need to plan?’


Soh looked out the window again. Steam was coming off the frozen water, hovering low and fragile along the surface in the frigid air. ‘I have a plan,’ he said.


Soh could sense the realization dawning on his guest. ‘You were already moving against this man,’ the hirsute giant said in a tone of offense.


Soh nodded. ‘It will serve our cause under any circumstances.’


‘You deceived me.’


‘Perhaps,’ Soh agreed. ‘But in this case, that, too, was a service to our cause.’




Seven


Diamond O’Connell sat at the table in her father’s kitchen, staring at her hands. People had always remarked on her hands. Her fingers were long and delicate, her skin porcelain. When she was younger, people often assumed she was a pianist based on the grace with which she moved her fingers. Or maybe a dancer. She had such natural beauty and poise as a child, everyone always said she was destined for a brilliant career in some section of the entertainment industry.


Few made those assumptions anymore. Now, at nineteen, the tattoos started just above her wrists. Her hair, which had once been light when she was young, was dyed jet black and cut in severe bangs that ended just beneath her eyebrows. Her clothes were dark and layered, and she wore heavy unlaced boots that came halfway up her calves.


Her beauty, though, was still undeniable. In some ways, her rejection of traditional fashion and make-up and other supposed hallmarks of attractiveness had made her more alluring. People saw strength in her nonconformity, and power in her refusal to bow to the expectations of others. And, she’d come to realize, men assumed her non-traditional appearance advertised promiscuity and a predilection toward sexual experimentation.


Men were idiots.


She’d always been willing to use that stupidity to her advantage. She’d been going to bars since before she could drive, and she couldn’t remember ever having to pay for a drink. Notwithstanding her willingness to accept drinks and dinners, though, she was selective with men. She chose only the worst.


It wasn’t deliberate – at least she didn’t think it was. It was probably genetic. Given her parents, that would certainly make sense. They had hardly been decent role models. Their relationship had lacked any of the traditional hallmarks of stability. No rings, no vows, not even any cohabitation that lasted more than a few nights. And yet they had spent years drawn to each other with a passion that approached violence, crashing into each other’s lives like two storms merging into one, wrecking anyone and anything that happened to have the misfortune of being nearby when the thunder and lightning really got going.


Diamond had spent her youth caught in their storm.


Her mother had been a tempest unto herself, always searching in vain for brighter skies. Her few friends called her a dancer. Those who didn’t know her called her a stripper. Many who were less kind called her a whore. She had lived out on the fringe, in a part of the world that polite society ignored, and many thought existed only in films. It was a dark, dangerous, alluring world; one that was never quite suited to raising a daughter. And so it hadn’t surprised Diamond when one day she simply disappeared. It wasn’t even ‘one day’, really, it was more of a process. She had gone out for her shift at the club and hadn’t returned that night, which wasn’t unusual. Nor was it strange that she hadn’t returned that day or the next two nights. It was a pattern Diamond was used to, and she was fine at the time taking care of herself. It took a week without any sign of her mother before she grew concerned and went down to the police station to ask what she should do. She was thirteen years old. After that, she’d been told that she would be living with her father.


Cormack O’Connell lived on an entirely different fringe. He worked down at the docks, but it was always clear to Diamond that there was more to his business than he let on. He knew too many people, and too many people were deferential to him to be explained by any role as a clerk or shipping manager. It was clear to her that he operated in the shadows of the law. She didn’t care, and she’d learned enough to know when not to ask questions. Whatever his business was, it provided enough for her to be comfortable in the little clapboard house off L Street in the clean middle-class section of South Boston.


That was where she was now, in his house, at his kitchen table, uneaten eggs sitting on the plate in front of her, figuring out what to tell him when he got home.


She wondered how he would react, how he would feel, what he would say and do. Her timing was deliberate. He had not come home the night before, which had become a semi-regular occurrence in recent months. It was a sign, she assumed, that he was seeing a woman. She wondered whether he would introduce her to whomever was taking up his evenings. Probably not. It didn’t seem likely that her father would be with someone he would feel was suitable to introduce to his precious daughter. He didn’t travel in any circles where he would meet anyone he would think was good enough. Diamond respected his privacy. She knew enough of the world to understand that, even at his age, men and women have needs.


And in this instance she supposed that played to her benefit. If he was out getting laid last night – and maybe even again this morning – he might be relaxed enough to deal with her request. Maybe it wouldn’t make a difference. He was stoic and hard to read under the best of circumstances. How he would handle this was anyone’s guess.


She glanced at her hands again. Maybe she could have been a musician. Or an actor. Or a ballerina. It’s funny to think about what a person might have been if they’d grown up in a different fishbowl. She supposed it didn’t matter. You made the most of what you had to work with. There was no shame in that.


She heard the lock turn in the front door.


*  *  *  *  *


Cormack O’Connell had been lost in thought on the drive home. It was a dangerous game he was playing, even for someone who had played the game for as long as he had. Boston was one of the largest ports in the country, and for years he’d controlled it with a certainty that was unchallenged. The world was changing, though, and he could feel others jockeying for position behind him. As a result, he’d started to cut some corners and seek help from people he never would have imagined working with before. He wondered whether his luck was running out.


As he stepped out of his Buick sedan in front of his house, he felt an ache in his back and his knees. Approaching fifty, he was no longer a young man, though he didn’t quite feel old. He sometimes did feel tired, though – particularly after nights like this. He stretched his back as he closed the car door and looked around. It was a modest but pleasant life he’d created – certainly more modest than most in his position would have adopted. He’d never cared about flash. He cared about respect. And he had enough of that to be a burden.


As he turned the lock in the front door, he felt the familiar satisfaction of coming home. This was his sanctuary. It was the place where the rest of his life melted away and he could be normal. His daughter, Diamond, was a large part of that. He remembered the moment he’d been told that she would have to live with him, after her mother had gone missing. He’d never known real fear until that moment.


She had always been a part of his life, even before she’d come to live with him. He paid attention to birthdays and holidays, and spent time with her when it was possible. He probably could have contested paternity if he’d really wanted to. Her mother was no nun. But then again, he was no priest, so who was he to judge? And there was never any doubt that she was his daughter. She had his stunning bright-blue eyes and his attractive angular features. He had looked at her the first time, when she was just a baby, and he knew. He’d paid more than required in child support, and kept tabs on her life to make sure she was generally doing all right.


But there was a big difference between being a part-time father and having full responsibility for raising a thirteen-year-old girl. The prospect had been enough to make him break out in a cold sweat. In those first few months, he’d probably slept less than a few hours a night, constantly worried that he was screwing something up.


That had passed, though. They had settled into a comfortable routine, and they had come to rely on each other in ways that he hadn’t anticipated. She was willful and determined, but he liked that about her. He wasn’t thrilled with the tattoos, but she was one of the smartest students in her school. She worked hard, and she had a good head on her shoulders and a solid heart, so he let things like that pass. It wasn’t like she would ever be hanging out with the Daughters of the American Revolution up on Marlborough Street anyway. She was from Southie, and he liked her that way. He sometimes felt like he’d let her down – like she could have been so much more if given the chance. But then he’d look at her and see her smile and realize that she was exactly who she wanted to be.


That was enough. The time that he had with her, brief though it might be, was enough. He had to be in at work in an hour or so, but even that temporary respite from the rest of his reality would help to serve as his touchstone.


He walked into the kitchen and saw her sitting at the table, and felt a wave of comfort roll over him. ‘Darlin’,’ he said with a smile. He’d never fully lost the Irish brogue from the land he’d left behind when he was twelve.


‘Mack,’ she said. They’d struggled early on over what she should call him. Even as a young child, ‘Dad’ just didn’t fit, but he’d never been comfortable with his own daughter calling him ‘Cormack’. It seemed too common and disrespectful. At some point they’d settled on ‘Mack’. She was the only one who would have ever been able to get away with such informality.


‘Good morning,’ she added.


‘Morning.’ He moved to the counter and picked up the coffee pot, pulled a mug out of the cupboard and poured. ‘You’re up early. Did you sleep well?’


‘OK. You?’


He couldn’t tell whether there was a hint of reproach in her voice. He supposed it didn’t matter; she was entitled. Most parents didn’t stay out all night with the regularity that he had for most of her life. ‘I grabbed a few winks at the shipyard office. It was a late night.’ He wondered whether she believed him.


‘It’s been busy a lot, lately.’


‘Aye, it has. Not a bad thing for business, though.’


‘That’s good, I guess.’


‘It is.’


‘Particularly because I have a favor to ask. I need to borrow five hundred dollars.’


He was lifting his mug to his lips, and her request caused a hitch; he spilled some coffee on his hand.


Five hundred dollars, in the grand scheme of things, was a pittance, but he couldn’t recall her asking for money before. She was not materialistic. She had worked from the time she was sixteen, and he generally provided enough spending money to meet whatever additional modest needs she had. ‘Five hundred,’ he said pensively. He licked the spilled coffee off his hand. ‘What’s it for?’


‘I’d rather not say.’


He looked at her carefully. Reading people was a particular strength of his; he could not have succeeded in his line of work had it not been. And yet the one person he found hardest to read was his own daughter. ‘You want me to give you that kind of money without knowing what it’s for?’


‘I would, yeah.’


‘I’m not sure I can do that.’


‘You don’t trust me?’


He thought about it for a moment. ‘I trust you more than I trust anyone else.’


‘That’s not saying that much, is it?’


‘Maybe not. What’s the money for?’


He could see her struggle as she weighed whether to tell him or not. And then she took a deep breath and spoke the two words the father of every teenage daughter dreads most.


‘I’m pregnant.’




Eight


From the outside, the Mariner Tavern looked like it had been condemned and abandoned. The two-story building listed to one side at the base of Pier Six in Charlestown’s old naval yard, its few windows blacked out, the small sign over the door long darkened, lettering missing, clinging to the broken shingles in resignation.


Inside, the place was dim and poorly insulated. A draft swirled, seemingly from everywhere and nowhere at the same time, leading most of the patrons to keep their outerwear on. No one cared. They were seafaring men used to living in the same clothes – both outer and inner – for days at a time. They reeked of the sea and all that she brought to them and they brought to her: salt and sweat and fear and diesel and pain and the guts of the animals she nurtured and they hunted. Even if the stench could be borne by tourists, it was not a place outsiders would want to visit. It was a private place: a place of shared experience beyond the grasp of those who had never fought the loneliness of the sea and lost the battle against indifference.


Cookie Landrigan stood behind the bar, wiping down glasses and keeping an eye on the place. It could sometimes be a difficult task, but at ten o’clock on a Tuesday night business in the place was dying. It was an on-shift bar, frequented by the men who worked by day. Those on leave, with a week or more to blow the cash that slipped so easily into and out of their hands, found nicer places downtown where women were welcome and welcoming. The Mariner was for those who had to work the next day, and the days started early enough on the water that the nights were necessarily short.


In one corner, a group off a cargo tanker that had pulled in earlier in the day drank with raised Greek voices and tense good cheer. Cookie knew that rowdy celebration could easily turn sour among men who had been confined together for weeks at a time. He’d served for ten years, slinging hash aboard the USS Warrington, a navy destroyer that spent most of her time in the early seventies trolling off the shore of North Vietnam, bombing anything that moved along the trails at the edge of the jungle. He’d seen the stress of close-quarters set best friends at each other’s throats over trifles as simple as a misplaced cigarette. Men who had been together for too long were nitroglycerine – unstable and explosive. The Greeks seemed to be in control of themselves, though.


They’d better be, Cookie thought to himself. He’d always run a tight ship, and he had a heavy wooden club at the ready under the bar. Anyone stepping out of line at the Mariner was dealt with swiftly and in a manner that left a lasting impression. In that way, the Mariner was like most aspects of life along the waterfront.


*  *  *  *  *


The office above the bar at the Mariner was small but neat. There was a functional desk with a swivel chair behind it, and two mismatched chairs in front of it. The window behind the desk would have had a good view of the harbor if it hadn’t been caked with twenty years’ worth of diesel soot. There were two doors opposite the desk. One led to the narrow stairway down to the bar; the other led to a narrow hallway off which there was a bathroom and a tiny nook of a room with a cot and a small dresser.


Cormack sat in the swivel chair, rocking slowly, his hands folded on his lap. He wasn’t a large man, but he was solid through the chest and shoulders, the way men who have spent a lifetime working the sea so often are. The dark beard that had framed his face for at least half of his nearly five decades was full and flecked with grey.


‘We go back a ways, Jimmy,’ he said to the man sitting before him, the Celtic lilt ever-present in his baritone voice.


‘We do,’ Jimmy responded. Cormack could hear the fear in Jimmy’s throat.


‘Long enough for you to know the rules.’


‘This was different,’ Jimmy started to say, but Cormack cut him off.


‘Different, was it?’ His smile was pure ice. ‘Well, if it was different, I guess the rules don’t apply, do they?’


‘That’s not what I mean.’


‘Isn’t it now?’


Jimmy’s brow was slick, and he shifted in his seat. ‘It’s not. But Cormack, you gotta understand the deal I was gettin’ here, and I needed the help, y’know?’


‘Oh, well, you were gettin’ a deal, were you? I guess that’s all I need to know. If you were gettin’ a deal, then everything’s set right, is that what you’re saying?’


‘I just thought—’


‘You just thought I wouldn’t find out.’ Cormack’s voice was low and strong, and cut through the man before him. He stared until Jimmy lowered his eyes and looked at the floor. Only then did he relent even a little. He sighed. ‘What are my rules on this, Jimmy?’


‘You get a cut of everything that comes or goes.’


‘Exactly. And you didn’t give me my cut, did you?’


‘I didn’t, but I got it here.’ Jimmy pulled out a stack of bills and held it up for Cormack to see. ‘See, I kept it for you. I would have given it to you sooner, but I couldn’t tell you.’


‘And you couldn’t tell me because you were breaking one of my other rules, weren’t you?’ Jimmy didn’t answer. ‘What’s my other rule on this?


Jimmy seemed to struggle as he answered. ‘No human cargo.’


‘That’s right. And why is that?’


Jimmy’s head went even lower. ‘The cops don’t like human smuggling,’ he said.


At this, Cormack exploded. ‘For Christ’s sake, Jimmy, it’s not the cops, it’s the fuckin’ Feds!’ He lowered his voice. ‘Immigration, FBI, Homeland Security, the US Attorney’s office. Every single one of them has got fuckin’ jurisdiction. And it’s not that they don’t like it – it’s a fuckin’ holy war for them! Do you remember when they found that cargo container full of dead Chinese in the nineties? They shut the whole fuckin’ harbor up for a year. A few hundred kilos of coke – well, they find that, they make a few headlines and bust the people bringing it in, and then they go back to business as usual. But a cargo container full of dead chinks? That gets people really upset, and when people get really upset, the political types see opportunity.’


‘These weren’t chinks,’ Jimmy said. ‘These were girls, Cormack! Russian girls, and at a thousand a head, I’m not gonna get cheaper pros.’


‘Slaves, you mean,’ Cormack growled. He leaned over the desk so that his face was close to Jimmy. ‘Understand me, Jimmy, I don’t want you putting these girls to work. I hear that any of them are on their backs for you, you’ll be gettin’ a visit you don’t want.’


‘What am I supposed to do with them?’


‘How should I know? Buy them plane tickets back to Moscow. Or get them real jobs. I don’t give a fuck.’


‘But that’s a waste, Cormack,’ Jimmy protested. ‘I paid good money for these girls.’


‘Consider it a fine for breaking the rules, and be thankful we go back a ways. Anybody else, Jimmy, and I’d have one of my boys take you out fishing, you understand? I hear a Russian accent on any girl in your club, or in one of your houses, or I see a girl on the street with a short skirt who even looks Russian, and I may change my mind. Got it?’


‘Shit, Cormack, half the girls I’ve already got working got accents.’


‘Then I’d get them elocution lessons if I were you, Jimmy.’


‘Electrocution lessons?’ Jimmy shook his head in confusion. He stared at Cormack, and Cormack ran a hand over his face. ‘I don’t get it.’


‘No, Jimmy, that’s true, you don’t.’ He looked down at the pile of work on his desk. Without looking up, he dismissed Jimmy with a flick of his wrist. ‘Leave the money on your way out.’


Jimmy started to say something, but then held his tongue. Cormack O’Connell had made it clear that the meeting was over.




Nine


‘Cormack still around?’


Cookie glared at Buddy Cavanaugh, a young stevedore sitting at the bar nursing a Guinness. Nate Chaplain, another novice cargo man, sat next to him.


‘Who said anything about Cormack being here?’ Cormack almost never stayed at the Mariner into the evening. It wasn’t the sort of place he would want to be if something ugly transpired, as was often the case in the evening. And Cormack didn’t often telegraph his plans to anyone. He was very careful about that.


‘He called us,’ Buddy said, nodding at Nate. ‘He told us he might have some work for us tonight.’


Cookie knew that Buddy moonlighted for Cormack, taking care of low-level muscle jobs, but his suspicion wouldn’t let go easily. ‘Then maybe you should wait for him to call again.’


‘Sure. He said if it didn’t happen by ten, it wasn’t gonna happen. We’ve got an offload tomorrow. But I don’t want to leave Cormack out in the lurch if he needs us is all. I just wanted to know if he was here.’


‘Greek freighter?’


‘Yeah, I think so. It’s the only one that’s in right now, so it’s gotta be, right?’


‘What’s the cargo?’


‘I don’t know, and I don’t care. I know I’m not gettin’ rich off whatever it is.’


‘No doubt,’ Nate grumbled.


Cookie glared at Nate. He didn’t like the young man. There was something about his air of entitlement that set Cookie off. Cookie had been born just before the baby boom, and shared the attitude of the Greatest Generation that had stood firm against the onslaught of both the Nazism of Germany and the Communism of the Soviets. Cookie took his first job when he was seven, sweeping up the floors at Old Man Murphy’s shop out in Worcester, and he’d worked every day of his life since. He was loyal and trustworthy, and while he might fairly be described as taciturn at times, he’d never been heard to complain about his lot in life. Young men like Nate Chaplain, who felt that life owed them something, got under Cookie’s skin. Men like that could never have beat back the Nazis.


‘Could be worse,’ Buddy pointed out. ‘We got jobs at least.’


‘If you call it that,’ Nate said. ‘I was hoping to make some real coin tonight. Maybe not even have to show up tomorrow.’


Buddy shook his head. ‘Showing up is half of it,’ he said. ‘Even if we had gotten some work tonight.’


‘Jesus, Buddy, live a little. You’ve never missed a goddamned day. I don’t think there’s anyone else who hasn’t played hooky at least once.’


‘And you’ve missed more days than anyone. You miss another, they’ll pull your union card.’


Cookie looked at Buddy. He was all right, he decided after a moment. Buddy had his faults, no doubt. Like most young men he was a little too loud and a little too brash, and it was clear that he knew he was good looking. Vanity could be a dangerous vice, but it was a common sin. Even with his faults, though, it seemed as though Buddy had a decent work ethic, and that impressed Cookie. ‘Cormack’s here,’ Cookie said quietly. ‘But it doesn’t look like there’s any work tonight.’


‘OK. Thanks.’ Buddy threw a ten on the bar. ‘Keep it, Cookie,’ he said. ‘Let’s bail,’ he said to Nate.


Cookie watched the two of them amble across the barroom and out the door. A shiver ran through the entire place as they pushed out into the cold and an icy breeze blew in. Cookie supposed that Nate could be forgiven for wanting something better for himself; working the docks was a hard life, and during the winter months it was brutal and dangerous. It wasn’t unreasonable for him to try to make a few bucks on the side, even if it wasn’t strictly legal work. Still, he thought, there was something about the lad that didn’t sit right with him. Cookie supposed it was not his concern. He kept out of everyone’s business along the shore. That was how he’d survived for so long.


He glanced around the bar and saw that the only ones left were the Greeks in the far corner. It looked as though they were losing steam, and Cookie was guessing it would only be a half hour or so before he could lock up. Cormack might want him to stay later, but considering how slow the night had been, he would more likely tell him to head home. Cookie hoped so; the Bruins were playing the Canadiens, and he planned to catch the replay in the warmth of his shabby little apartment a few blocks away. A quiet life was all he’d ever wanted, and he had it now. He reflected on how lucky he was as he started to ring out the register.
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