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      The organized criminal gangs of the former Soviet Union are bound by what they call the thieves' code. The first rule is this: A thief must forsake his mother, father, brothers, and sisters. He must have no family – no wife, no children. We are his family. If any of the rules are broken, it is punishable by death.

      Frank Meyer had the American dream – until the day a professional crew invaded his home and murdered everyone inside. The only thing out of the ordinary about Meyer was that – before the family and the business and the normal life – a younger Frank Meyer had worked as a professional mercenary, with a man named Joe Pike. The police think Meyer was hiding something very bad, but Pike does not. With the help of Cole, he sets out on a hunt of his own – an investigation that quickly entangles them both in a web of ancient grudges, blood ties, blackmail, vengeance, double crosses, and cutthroat criminality, and at the heart of it, an act so terrible even Pike and Cole have no way to measure it. Sometimes, the past is never dead. It's not even past.
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      The organized criminal gangs from the fifteen republics of the former Soviet Union are governed by what they call the “Vorovskoy Zakon”-the thieves’ code-which is comprised of eighteen written rules. The first rule is this:

      A thief must forsake his mother, father, brothers, and sisters. He must not have a family-no wife, no children. We are his family.

      If any of the eighteen rules are broken, the punishment is death.

    

  
    
      
        Gotta do that right thing

        Please

        Please

        Please

        Someone be that hard thing

        For me

        – DECONSTRUCTED CHILD

      

       

      FRANK MEYER CLOSED HIS COMPUTER as the early winter darkness fell over his home in Westwood, California, not far from the UCLA campus. Westwood was an affluent area on the Westside of Los Angeles, resting between Beverly Hills and Brentwood in a twine of gracious residential streets and comfortable, well-to-do homes. Frank Meyer-more surprised about it than anyone else, considering his background-lived in such a home.

      Work finished, Frank settled back in his home office, listening to his sons crash through the far side of the house like baby rhinos. They made him happy, and so did the rich scent of braising beef that promised stew or boeuf bourguignon, which he never pronounced correctly but loved to eat. Voices came from the family room, too far away to make out the program, but almost certainly the sound of a game show on television. Cindy hated the nightly news.

      Frank smiled because Cindy didn’t much care for game shows, either, but she liked the background sound of the TV when she cooked. Cindy had her ways, that was for sure, and her ways had changed his life. Here he was with a lovely home, a growing business, and a wonderful family-all of it owed to his wife.

      Frank teared up, thinking how much he owed that woman. Frank was like that, sentimental and emotional, and had always been that way. As Cindy liked to say, Frank Meyer was just a big softy, which is why she fell in love with him.

      Frank worked hard to live up to her expectations, and considered it a privilege-beginning eleven years ago when he realized he loved her and committed to reinventing himself. He was now a successful importer of garments from Asia and Africa, which he resold to wholesale chains throughout the United States. He was forty-three years old, still fit and strong, though not so much as in the old days. Okay, well-he was getting fat, but between his business and the kids, Frank hadn’t touched the weights in years, and rarely used the treadmill. When he did, his efforts lacked the zeal that had burned fever-hot in his earlier life.

      Frank didn’t miss that life, never once, and if he sometimes missed the men with whom he had shared it, he kept those feelings to himself and did not begrudge his wife. He had re-created himself, and, by a miracle, his efforts had paid off. Cindy. The kids. The home they had made. Frank was still thinking about these changes when Cindy appeared at the door, giving him a lopsided, sexy grin.

      “Hey, bud. You hungry?”

      “Just finishing up. What am I smelling? It’s fabulous.”

      Pounding footsteps, then Little Frank, ten years old and showing the square, chunky build of his father, caught the doorjamb beside his mother to stop himself, stopping so fast his younger brother, Joey, six and just as square, crashed into Little Frank’s back.

      Little Frank shouted, “Meat!”

      Joey screamed, “Ketchup!”

      Cindy said, “Meat and ketchup. What could be better?”

      Frank pushed back his chair, and stood.

      “Nothing. I’m dying for meat and ketchup.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned back toward the kitchen.

      “You’ve got five, big guy. I’ll hose off these monsters. Wash up and join us.”

      The boys made exaggerated screams as they raced away, passing Ana, who appeared behind Cindy. Ana was their nanny, a nice girl who had been with them almost six months. She had bright blue eyes, high cheekbones, and was a fantastic help with the kids. Another perk of Frank’s increasing success.

      Ana said, “I’m going to feed the baby now, Cindy. You need anything?”

      “We’ve got it under control. You go ahead.”

      Ana looked in at Frank.

      “Frank? Anything I can do?”

      “I’m good, hon. Thanks. I’ll be along in a minute.”

      Frank finished putting away his paperwork, then pulled the shades before joining his family for dinner. His office, with its window facing the nighttime street, was now closed against the darkness. Frank Meyer had no reason to suspect that something unspeakable was about to happen.

       

      AS FRANK ENJOYED DINNER with his family, a black-on-black Cadillac Escalade slow-rolled onto his street from Wilshire Boulevard, the Escalade boosted earlier that day from a shopping center in Long Beach, Moon Williams swapping the plates with an identical black Escalade they found outside a gentlemen’s club in Torrance. This was their third time around the block, clocking the street for pedestrians, witnesses, and civilians in parked cars.

      This time around, the rear windows drooped like sleepy eyes, and street lights died one by one, Jamal shooting them out with a.22-caliber pellet pistol.

      Darkness followed the Escalade like a rising tide.

      Four men in the vehicle, black cutouts in the shadowed interior, Moon driving, Moon’s boy Lil Tai riding shotgun, Jamal in back with the Russian. Moon, eyes flicking between the houses and the white boy, wasn’t sure if the foreigner was a Russian or not. What with all the Eastern Bloc assholes runnin’ around, boy coulda been Armenian, Lithuanian, or a muthuhfuckin’ Transylvanian vampire, and Moon couldn’t tell’m apart. All Moon knew, he was makin’ more cash since hookin’ up with the foreign muthuhfucka chillin’ behind him than any time in his life.

      Still, Moon didn’t like him back there, money or not. Didn’t want that creepy, glassy-eyed muthuhfucka behind him. All these months, this was the first time the fucka had come with them. Moon didn’t like that, either.

      Moon said, “You sure now, homeboy? That house right there?”

      “Same as last time we passed, the one like a church.”

      Moon clocked a nice house with a steep roof and these gargoyle-lookin’ things up on the eaves. The street was wide, and lined with houses all set back on big sloping lawns. These homes, you’d find lawyers, business-people, the occasional dilettante drug dealer.

      Lil Tai twisted around to grin at the white boy.

      “How much money we gettin’ this time?”

      “Much money. Much.”

      Jamal licked his lips, makin’ a smile wide as a piano.

      “Taste the money. Feel it right on my skin, all dirty and nasty.”

      Moon said, “We gettin’ that shit.”

      Moon killed the headlights and pulled into the drive, the four doors opening as soon as he cut the engine, the four of them stepping out. The Escalade’s interior lights had been removed, so nothing lit up. Only sound was Lil Tai’s eighteen-pound sledge, clunking the rocker panel as he got out.

      They went directly to the front door, Jamal first, Moon going last, walking backward to make sure no one was watching. Jamal popped the entry lights, just reached up and broke’m with his fingers, pop, pop, pop. Moon pressed a folded towel over the dead bolt to dull the sound, and Lil Tai hit that shit with the hammer as hard as he could.

       

      FRANK AND CINDY WERE CLEARING the table when a crash jolted their home as if a car had slammed through the front door. Joey was watching the Lakers in the family room and Little Frank had just gone up to his room. When Frank heard the crash, he believed his older son had knocked over the grandfather clock in the front entry. Little Frank had been known to climb the clock to reach the second-floor landing, and, even though it was anchored for earthquake safety, Frank had warned the boys it could fall.

      Cindy startled at the noise, and Joey ran to his mother. Frank put down the plates, and was already hurrying toward the sound.

      “Frankie! Son, are you all right-?”

      They had only taken a step when four armed men rushed in, moving with the loose organization of men who had done this before.

      Frank Meyer had faced high-speed, violent entries before, and had known how to react, but those situations had been in his former life. Now, eleven years and too many long days at a desk later, Frank was behind the play.

      Four-man team. Gloves. Nine-millimeter pistols.

      First man through had average height, espresso skin, and heavy braids to his shoulders. Frank knew he was the team leader because he acted like the leader, his eyes directing the play. A shorter man followed, angry and nervous, with a black bandanna capping his head, shoulder to shoulder with a bruiser showing tight cornrows and gold in his teeth, moving like he enjoyed being big. The fourth man was a step behind, moving more like an observer than part of the action. White, and big, almost as big as the bruiser, with a bowling-ball head, wide-set eyes, and thin sideburns that ran down his jaw like needles.

      Two seconds, they fanned through the rooms. A second behind, Frank realized they were a home invasion crew. He felt the buzz-rush of excitement that had always sparked through him during an engagement, then remembered he was an out-of-shape businessman with a family to protect. Frank raised his hands, shuffling sideways to place himself between the men and his wife.

      “Take what you want. Take it and leave. We won’t give you any trouble.”

      The leader came directly to Frank, holding his pistol high and sideways like an idiot in a movie, bugging his eyes to show Frank he was fierce.

      “Goddamn right, muthuhfucka. Where is it?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he slapped Frank with the pistol. Cindy shouted, but Frank had been hit harder plenty of times. He waved toward his wife, trying to calm her.

      “I’m okay. It’s okay, Cin, we’re gonna be fine.”

      “Gonna be dead, you don’t do what I say!”

      He dug the pistol hard into Frank’s cheek, but Frank was watching the others. The bruiser and the smaller man split apart, the bruiser charging to the French doors to check out the back, the little guy throwing open cabinets and doors, both of them shouting and cursing. Their movements were fast. Fast into the house. Fast into Frank’s face. Fast through the rooms. Fast to drive the play, and loud to increase the confusion. Only the man with the strange sideburns moved slowly, floating outside the perimeter as if with a private agenda.

      Frank knew from experience it wasn’t enough to follow the play; you had to be ahead of the action to survive. Frank tried to buy himself time to catch up.

      “My wallet’s in my office. I’ve got three or four hundred dollars-”

      The leader hit Frank again.

      “You take me a fool, muthuhfuckin’ wallet?”

      “We use credit cards-”

      Hit him again. Harder.

      The man with the sideburns finally stepped out of the background, appearing at the table.

      “See the plates? More people are here. We must look for the others.”

      Frank was surprised by the accent. He thought it was Polish, but couldn’t be sure.

      The man with the accent disappeared into the kitchen just as the bruiser charged out of the family room to Cindy and Joey. He held his pistol to Cindy’s temple, shouting at Frank in his rage.

      “You want this bitch dead? You want me to put this pipe right in her mouth? You want her to suck on this?”

      The leader slapped Frank again.

      “You think he don’t mean it?”

      The bruiser suddenly backhanded Cindy with his pistol, splashing a red streamer from her cheek. Joey screamed, and Frank Meyer suddenly knew what to do.

      The man with Frank was watching the action when Frank grabbed his gun hand, rolled his wrist to lock the man’s arm, and jointed his elbow. Frank had been out of the life for years, but the moves were burned into his muscle memory from a thousand hours of training. He had to neutralize his captor, strip the weapon as he levered the man down, recover with the pistol in a combat grip, put two into the big man who had Cindy, then turn, acquire, and double-tap whoever was in his field of fire. Frank Meyer had gone automatic. The moves flowed out ahead of the play exactly as he had trained for them, and, back in the day, he could have completed the sequence in less than a second. But Frank was still fumbling with the pistol when three bullets slammed into him, the last shot hitting the heavy vertebra in Frank’s lower back, putting him down.

      Frank opened his mouth, but only a hiss escaped. Cindy and Joey screamed, and Frank fought to rise with the fierce will of the warrior he had been, but will was not enough.

      The man with the accent said, “I hear someone. In the back.”

      A shadow moved past, but Frank couldn’t see.

      The leader appeared overhead, cradling his broken arm. Huge shimmering tears dripped from his eyes and fell in slow motion like rain from his braids.

      He said, “I’m gonna get me that money.”

      He turned away toward Cindy.

      Frank’s world grew dark, and all he had left were feelings of failure and shame. He knew he was dying, exactly the way he had always thought he would die, only not here, and not now. All of that should have been behind him.

      He tried to reach for his wife, but could not.

      He wanted to touch her, but could not.

      He wanted to protect her, but had not.

      His index finger was the only part of him that moved.

      Twitching as if with a life of its own.

      His trigger finger.

      Pulling at empty air.

       

      OUTSIDE, with its shades drawn, the Meyer house appeared peaceful. Heavy walls muffled most of the sounds within, and traffic noise from nearby Wilshire Boulevard was loud enough to mask the rest. Those screams which could be heard might have been from a home theater, a nice Surround Sound system.

      Cars passed, some leaving home to go out for the evening, others returning home after a long day at the office.

      The dull thump of a gunshot within the house was muted and unnatural. A Lexus sedan passed, but with its windows up and an iPod playlist rocking the exquisitely engineered vehicle, the driver heard nothing. She did not slow.

      Another thump pounded within the house a few moments later, accompanied by a flash like distant lightning behind the shades.

      More flashes followed.

      Then more.

    

  
    
      
        You become responsible, forever, for what you have tamed.

        – ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, 1900-1944, Free French warrior and aviator who also typed

      

       

    

  
    
      
        Part One. Professionals

      

    

  
    
      
        1

      

      AT TEN FOURTEEN THE following MORNING, approximately fifteen hours after the murders, helicopters were dark stars over the Meyer house when LAPD Detective-Sergeant Jack Terrio threaded his way through the tangle of marked and unmarked police vehicles, SID wagons, and vans from the Medical Examiner’s office. He phoned his task force partner, Louis Deets, as he approached the house. Deets had been at the scene for an hour.

      “I’m here.”

      “Meet you at the front door. You gotta see this.”

      “Hang on-any word on the wit?”

      A slim possibility existed for a witness-an Anglo female had been found alive by the first responders and identified as the Meyers’ nanny.

      Deets said, “Not so hot. They brought her over to the Medical Center, but she’s circling the drain. In the face, Jackie. One in the face, one in the chest.”

      “Hold a good thought. We need a break.”

      “Maybe we got one. You gotta see.”

      Terrio snapped his phone closed, annoyed with Deets and with the dead-end case. A home invasion crew had been hitting upscale homes in West L.A. and the Encino hills for the past three months, and this was likely their seventh score. All of the robberies had taken place between the dinner hour and eleven P.M. Two of the homes had been unoccupied at the time of entry, but, as with the Meyer home, the other four homes had been occupied. A litter of nine-millimeter cartridge casings and bodies had been left behind, but nothing else-no prints, DNA, video, or witnesses. Until now, and she was going to die.

      When Terrio reached the plastic screen that had been erected to block the front door from prying cameras, he waited for Deets. Across the street, he recognized two squats from the Chief’s office, huddled up with a woman who looked like a Fed. The squats saw him looking, and turned away.

      Terrio thought, “Crap. Now what?”

      She was maybe five six, and sturdy with that gymed-out carriage Feds have when they’re trying to move up the food chain to Washington. Navy blazer over outlet-store jeans. Wraparound shades. A little slit mouth that probably hadn’t smiled in a month.

      Deets came up behind him.

      “You gotta see this.”

      Terrio nodded toward the woman.

      “Who’s that with the squats?”

      Deets squinted at the woman, then shook his head.

      “I’ve been inside. It’s a mess in there, man, but you gotta see. C’mon, put on your booties-”

      They were required to wear paper booties at the scene so as not to contaminate the evidence.

      Deets ducked behind the screen without waiting, so Terrio hurried to catch up, steeling himself for what he was about to see. Even after eighteen years on the job and hundreds of murder cases, the sight of blood and rent human flesh left him queasy. Embarrassed by what he considered a lack of professionalism, Terrio stared at Deets’s back as he followed him past the criminalists and West L.A. Homicide detectives who currently filled the house, not wanting to see the blood or the gore until absolutely necessary.

      They reached a large, open dining area where a coroner investigator was photographing the crumpled form of an adult white male.

      Deets said, “Okay we touch the body?”

      “Sure. I’m good.”

      “Can I have one of those wet-wipes?”

      The CI gave Deets a wet-wipe, then stepped to the side, giving them room.

      The male victim’s shirt had been cut away so the CI could work on the body. Deets pulled on a pair of latex gloves, then glanced at Terrio. The body was lying in an irregular pool of blood almost six feet across.

      “Be careful of the blood.”

      “I can see fine from here. I’m not stepping in that mess.”

      Deets lifted the man’s arm, cleaned a smear of blood off the shoulder with the wet-wipe, then held the arm for Terrio to see.

      “What do you think? Look familiar?”

      Lividity had mottled the skin with purple and black bruising, but Terrio could still make out the tattoo. He felt a low dread of recognition.

      “I’ve seen this before.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

      “Does he have one on the other arm, too?”

      “One on each side. Matching.”

      Deets lowered the arm, then stepped away from the body. He peeled off the latex gloves.

      “Only one guy I know of has tats like this. He used to be a cop here. LAPD.”

      A blocky, bright red arrow had been inked onto the outside of Frank Meyer’s shoulder. It pointed forward.

      Terrio’s head was racing.

      “This is good, Lou. This gives us a direction. We just gotta figure out what to do about him.”

      The woman’s voice cut through behind them.

      “About who?”

      Terrio turned, and there she was, the woman and the two squats. Wraparounds hiding her eyes. Mouth so tight she looked like she had steel teeth.

      The woman stepped forward, and didn’t seem to care if she stepped in the blood or not.

      “I asked a question, Sergeant. Do about who?”

      Terrio glanced at the arrow again, then gave her the answer.

      “Joe Pike.”
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      FIRST TIME JOE PIKE saw the tattooed woman, she was struggling up the eastern ridge of Runyon Canyon, Pike running down, both of them blowing steam in the chill before dawn. The eastern trail was steep; a series of slopes and terraces that stepped from the apartment-lined neighborhoods at the base of the canyon to Mulholland Drive at the top of the Hollywood Hills. Seeing her in the murky light that first morning, the young woman appeared to be wearing tights, but as she drew closer, Pike realized her legs were sleeved with elaborate tattoos. More ink decorated her arms, and metal studs lined her ears, nose, and lips. Pike had only two tattoos. A red arrow on the outside of each deltoid, both pointing forward.

      Pike saw her two or three times each week after that, sometimes in the early-morning dark, other times later, when the sun was bright and the park was crowded. They had never exchanged more than a word or two.

      The day Pike learned about Frank and Cindy Meyer, he and the tattooed woman left the park together, jogging easily past the small homes north of Hollywood Boulevard with their whispers of faded dreams. They had not run together, but she had been at the bottom when he finished, and fell in beside him. Pike wondered if she had planned it that way, and was thinking about it when he saw the first man.

      The first man waited beneath a jacaranda tree on the opposite side of the street, jeans, sunglasses, knit shirt tight at the shoulders. He openly stared as Pike passed, then fell in behind at a casual jog, three or four car lengths back.

      The second man was leaning against a car with his arms crossed. He watched Pike and the woman pass, then he, too, fell in behind. Pike knew they were plainclothes police officers, so he decided to give himself room. He grunted a good-bye, and picked up his pace.

      The woman said, “See you next time.”

      As Pike drifted to the center of the street, a blue sedan pulled out from a cross street two blocks behind. One block ahead, a tan sedan pulled from the curb, boxing him in. Two men were in the front seat of the tan car, with a woman in back on the passenger side. Pike saw her turn to see him. Short brown hair. Wraparound sunglasses. Frown. The man in the passenger seat dangled a badge out the open window, letting Pike see.

      Pike eased to a stop. The sedans and trailing officers stopped when Pike stopped, everyone keeping their distance.

      The tattooed woman realized something was happening, and nervously danced on her toes.

      “Dude, what is this?”

      “Keep going.”

      She didn’t keep going. She edged toward the nearest house, clearly frightened as she glanced from car to car.

      “I don’t like this. You want me to get help?”

      “They’re police. They just want to talk to me.”

      If they wanted to arrest him, they wouldn’t have approached in the middle of a residential street. If they wanted to kill him, they would have already tried.

      The man with the badge got out of the lead car. He was balding, with a thin mustache that was too dark for the rest of his hair. His driver got out, too, a younger man with bright eyes. The woman remained in the car, twisted around to watch. She was on her cell phone. Pike wondered what she was saying.

      The man with the badge said, “Jack Terrio, LAPD. This is Lou Deets. Okay if we come over there?”

      They knew who he was, and so did the officers who had established a perimeter behind the two sedans. They had blocked the street and were rerouting traffic onto the cross streets.

      “Sure.”

      Pike unshouldered his rucksack. He ran with a weighted ruck, and also wore a fanny pack, a sleeveless gray sweatshirt, New Balance running shoes, blue shorts, and government-issue sunglasses. The sweatshirt was dark with sweat.

      When Terrio and Deets reached him, Deets stood to the side.

      “That’s some nice ink you have there, Pike, the red arrows. Don’t see many like that, do we, boss?”

      Terrio ignored him.

      “You armed?”

      “Gun’s in the fanny pack. With the license.”

      Deets toed the ruck.

      “What’s in there, a rocket launcher?”

      “Flour.”

      “No shit. You gonna bake me a cake?”

      Deets fingered open the ruck, then frowned.

      “He’s got four ten-pound bags of flour in here.”

      “That’s what he told you, didn’t he? C’mon, let’s stay on topic.”

      Terrio put away his badge.

      “Don’t touch the fanny pack, okay?”

      Pike nodded.

      “You know a man name of Frank Meyer?”

      A chill spread through Pike’s belly. He had not seen Frank Meyer in years, though he frequently thought about him, and now his name hung in the mid-morning air like a frosty ghost. Pike glanced at their car. The woman was still watching, and still on the phone, as if she were reporting his reaction.

      “What happened?”

      Deets said, “Have you seen him in the past week or so?”

      “Not in a long time. Ten years, maybe.”

      “What if I told you I have a witness who claims you were with Meyer recently?”

      Pike studied Deets for a moment, and read he was lying. Pike turned back to Terrio.

      “You want to play games, I’ll keep running.”

      “No games. Meyer and his family were murdered in their home two nights ago. The boys and the wife were executed. A woman we’ve identified as their nanny survived, but she’s in a coma.”

      No part of Joe Pike moved except for the rise and fall of his chest until he glanced at the tattooed woman. An older woman in a dingy robe had come out of her house, and the two of them were watching from the door.

      Deets said, “That your girlfriend?”

      “I don’t know who she is.”

      Pike faced Terrio again.

      “I didn’t kill them.”

      “Don’t think you did. We believe a professional home invasion crew killed them. We believe that same crew has hit six other homes in the past three months, murdering a total of eleven people.”

      Pike knew where they were going.

      “You don’t have any suspects.”

      “Nothing. No prints, pix, or witnesses. We don’t have any idea who’s doing this, so we started looking at the victims.”

      Deets said, “And guess what, Pike? Turns out we found something the first six have in common. Three were drug traffickers, one was a pornogra pher who laundered money for the Israeli mob, and two were jewelry merchants who fenced stolen goods. The first six were as dirty as yesterday’s socks, so now we’re seeing what’s up with Meyer.”

      “Frank wasn’t a criminal.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “Frank had an import business. He sold clothes.”

      Terrio fingered a photograph from his jacket. The picture showed Frank, Pike, and a chemical-company executive named Delroy Spence in the El Salvadoran jungle. The air had smelled of rotten fish and burning oil when the picture was taken. The temperature had been one hundred twelve degrees. Spence was dirty, lice-ridden, and wearing the remains of a tattered blue business suit. Meyer and Pike were wearing T-shirts, faded utility pants, and M4 rifles slung on their arms. Meyer and Spence were both smiling, though they were smiling for different reasons. Spence was smiling because Pike, Meyer, and a man named Lonny Tang had just rescued him after two months of captivity at the hands of a band of narco terrorists. Meyer was smiling because he had just cracked a joke about retiring to get married. Meyer looked like he was fourteen years old.

      “What does this have to do with now?”

      “You and Meyer were mercenaries.”

      “So?”

      Terrio studied the picture. He flexed it back and forth.

      “He’s all over the world in shitholes like this, hanging out with the wrong kind of people. Maybe he started importing more than clothes.”

      “Not Frank.”

      “No? None of his friends or neighbors knew what he used to do. Not one of the people we interviewed. This little picture is the only thing from those days we found in his house. Why do you think that is?”

      “Cindy didn’t approve.”

      “Whether she approved or not, the man kept secrets. Maybe he wasn’t the man you thought.”

      “I can’t help you.”

      Terrio slipped the picture into his pocket.

      “This home invasion crew doesn’t pick homes at random. They don’t drive around, and say, hey, that one looks good. Sooner or later, we’re going to learn Meyer had something they wanted-dope, cash, maybe the ayatol lah’s secret jewels.”

      “Frank sold clothes.”

      Terrio glanced at Deets, then returned to the tan sedan without another word. Deets didn’t follow.

      Deets said, “So you haven’t seen this guy in ten years?”

      “No.”

      “Why is that? You have a falling-out?”

      Pike thought how best to answer, but most of it wasn’t their business.

      “Like I said, his wife.”

      “But it was your picture he kept. And your tattoos. What’s up with that, Pike? Some kind of unit thing?”

      Pike didn’t understand.

      “The arrows?”

      “Yeah, here and here, like you.”

      On the day Frank’s contract expired and he left the contract service for good, Frank Meyer had no tattoos.

      Pike said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Deets made a stiff smile, then lowered his voice.

      “I never met someone who’s killed as many people as you, still walking free.”

      Pike watched Deets walk away. Terrio was already in the car. Deets walked around to the far side, and got in behind the wheel. The woman in the backseat was talking to Terrio. They drove away. The plainclothes officers followed. The neighborhood returned to normal.

      Everything was normal except Frank Meyer was dead.

      The tattooed woman trotted up, excited and anxious.

      “Dude, that was crazy. What did they want?”

      “A friend of mine was murdered.”

      “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. That’s awful. They think you did it?”

      “Nothing like that.”

      She made a ragged laugh, nervous at the edges.

      “Dude, listen, they do. I’m tellin’ you, man, those cats were scared of you.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’m not.”

      The tattooed woman punched him in the arm. It was the first time she had touched him. Pike studied her for a moment, then shouldered his ruck.

      “You don’t know me.”

      Pike settled the pack, and continued his run.
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      WHEN PIKE REACHED HIS JEEP, he drove directly to Frank Meyer’s home. Pike had lied to Terrio. He had seen Frank three years ago, though they had not spoken. A mutual friend told Pike about Frank’s new house in Westwood, so Pike cruised by. Pike also cruised by the little ranch home Frank and Cindy owned in Studio City a few years before that. Frank Meyer had been on Pike’s team, so Pike liked to make sure he was doing okay even though the two hadn’t spoken in years.

      The Westwood house was taped off as an active crime scene, though the crush of lookie-loos and newspeople that would have been present the day before were gone. A black-and-white radio car was out front, along with two SID wagons, an unmarked sedan, and a single TV news van. Two female officers posted to protect the scene were slumped in the radio car, bored out of their minds with nothing to do except listen to their iPods.

      Pike parked a block behind their car, then studied Frank Meyer’s house. He wanted to know how Frank died, and was thinking he would break in later that night when a tall, thin criminalist named John Chen came down the drive to an SID wagon. Chen was a friend. Pike would have called Chen anyway, but Chen being here was a stroke of good fortune that would save time.

      Chen’s vehicle was directly in front of the radio car. If Chen left, Pike would follow. If Chen returned to the house, Pike would wait.

      Pike was waiting to see what Chen would do when his phone rang. The caller ID read John Chen.

      Pike said, “Hello, John.”

      Chen was a paranoid. Even though he was alone in his vehicle his voice was guarded, as if he was worried about being overheard.

      “Joe, it’s me, John Chen. I’m at a murder scene in Westwood. The police are coming to-”

      “I’m behind you, John.”

      “What?”

      “Look behind you.”

      Chen emerged from his wagon. He stared at the radio car as if the officers would jump out to arrest him.

      Pike said, “Farther back. I’m on the next block.”

      Chen finally saw him, then shriveled back into his wagon.

      “Did the police already come see you?”

      “A detective named Terrio.”

      “I was calling to warn you, bro. They found a picture of you with the vic. I’m sorry, man. I only heard about it this morning.”

      “I want to see what happened in there.”

      Chen hesitated again.

      “It’s a mess.”

      Chen, warning that he would see something awful, but Pike had seen awful things before.

      Chen sighed.

      “Okay, listen-two dicks from West L.A. are inside. I don’t know how long they’ll be.”

      “ I’ll wait.”

      “They might be here all day.”

      “ I’ll wait.”

      “All right. Okay. I’ll call when it’s clear.”

      Pike could tell Chen wasn’t comfortable with him being out here, but Pike didn’t care about that or how long he might have to wait. Chen reemerged from his wagon and slouched back to the house, shooting nervous glances at Pike over his shoulder.

      Pike got out of his Jeep, pulled on a pair of spare jeans and a plain green windbreaker so he would be less memorable, then climbed back behind the wheel. He studied Frank’s house. A sloping front lawn led to a two-story brick home with a steep slate roof, surrounded by elm trees and feathery hedges. The house looked stable, traditional, and strong, and was suited to the Frank Pike knew. Pike liked that. Frank had done all right for himself.

      After a while, a man and woman who were likely the West L.A. detectives came down the drive, got into the unmarked sedan, and drove away. Chen called as Pike watched them.

      “You still out there?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll come get you. We won’t have much time.”

      Pike met Chen on the sidewalk, then followed him to the house. The two uniforms appeared to be dozing, and no one was visible in the media van. Neither of them spoke until they reached the front door, when Chen handed Pike a pair of blue paper booties.

      “Gotta put these over your shoes, okay?”

      They slipped on the booties, then stepped into a large circular entry with a winding staircase up to the second floor. A towering grandfather clock stood guard at the stair, standing tall over a rusty crust of blood footprints that dotted the floor.

      Pike felt odd, entering Frank’s home, as if he were intruding into a place where it was understood he would never be welcomed. He had glimpsed Frank’s life from the outside, but never from within. He had never met Cindy, or the boys, and now here he was in their home. Pike heard movement upstairs, and Chen glanced toward the sound.

      “That’s another criminalist, Amy Slovak. She’ll be up there a while.”

      Pike followed Chen through the entry to a large, open family room adjoining a dining area. An irregular pool of drying blood covered the floor midway between the dining table and the hall. Bright green yarn had been stretched from the blood pool to two metal stands in the living room, two strands to one of the stands, a single strand to the other. These stands marked the probable location of the shooters. A jumble of footprints crossed and crisscrossed the drying pool where one or more of the shooters had walked through the blood. A second, smaller stain was visible across the family room.

      Chen nodded toward the big stain at their feet.

      “Mr. Meyer was here. His wife and one of the boys there by the French doors. The nanny was in her room. I can give you a pretty good take on how it unfolded.”

      A blue three-ring binder was open on a nearby table where Chen had been making sketches. He flipped to a scaled floor plan showing the location and position of the bodies, along with recovered shell casings.

      “The family was probably having dinner when the shooters broke in. You saw the door. Bam, they scared the shit out of everybody. Meyer probably advanced on them, brief struggle, boom, boom-he had cuts on his face like they hit him with a hard object, probably a gun-and that’s when they killed him.”

      Pike studied the three strands of yarn.

      “They shot him three times?”

      “Yeah, once high on his hip, once in the side, and once in his back. Two shooters, like they were trying to put him down fast. This suggests he was fighting. The others were shot once in the forehead at close range, which suggests a deliberate execution.”

      The others. Cindy and the boys.

      The ugly stain where Meyer bled out looked like the Salton Sea. Meyer had been a good fighter. He had superb training and great instincts, else Pike would never have made him part of his team.

      “How many men all together?”

      “Four, which makes this one a little different. The earlier invasions, there were only three guys. They added a fourth.”

      “Four guns?”

      “Looks like, but we’re still running the casings and bullets. It’s the shoe prints. We’ve got four distinct shoe prints.”

      Pike glanced at the black smudges on door jambs and handles.

      “Fingerprints?”

      “Gloves. We didn’t get anything from the earlier crime scenes, either. No identifying prints, no DNA, no nothing except the shoes. C’mon, I’ll show you where we found the nanny.”

      Chen led Pike across the dining room, through the kitchen, then past the laundry room to a tiny bedroom where the door and jamb were split.

      “See how they crunched the door? It was locked. She was probably trying to hide.”

      Chen glanced at his notes.

      “Ana Markovic, age twenty. Two shots close range, one in the face, one in the chest, two casings here in the room. Both nine-millimeter. Did I mention that?”

      “No.”

      “These guys used nines. All the bullets and casings we found-nines.”

      The room was a small place to die, filled by a bed and a table, with only a casement window for light. Pictures of a smiling young woman hugging Frank’s boys were taped over the desk, part of a birthday card the kids had made of construction paper. We love Ana.

      Pike said, “Her?”

      “Uh-huh. An au pair.”

      Smears of blood on the floor and the door indicated she tried to crawl away after being shot.

      Pike said, “Did she describe them?”

      “Uh-uh. She was unconscious when the uniforms found her. They got her over to UCLA, but she’s not going to make it.”

      Pike stared at the streaks of blood. It was easy to imagine her outstretched hand.

      “Does Terrio have any suspects?”

      “No one we’ve identified. If he has someone from the other side, I couldn’t tell you. They haven’t issued any warrants.”

      SID was the science side. The other side was shoe leather-whatever detectives turned from informants and witnesses.

      “How many people have they killed?”

      “Four. If the nanny dies, five.”

      “Not here, John. All together.”

      “Eleven. Hey, that’s why they set up a task force. They’re using divisional dicks from all over the city.”

      Chen suddenly glanced at his watch, looking uncomfortable.

      “Listen, I gotta get busy. Those dicks are coming back.”

      Pike followed Chen back to the dining room, but he still wasn’t ready to leave.

      Pike said, “Let me see the pictures.”

      Criminalists, coroner investigators, and homicide detectives photo-documented everything. Chen would have photographed the scene before he made the sketches.

      “Bro, these people were your friends. You sure?”

      “Let me see.”

      Chen went to his case and returned with a black digital camera. He scrolled through the images until he found what he wanted, then held it so Pike could see.

      The image was tiny, but Pike saw Frank splayed on the floor. He was on his back, his left leg straight and right leg cocked to the side, floating in a pool of deep red that shined with the flash. Pike had wanted to see if the red arrows were inked on his arms like Deets said, but Frank was wearing a long-sleeved shirt, rolled to his forearms.

      “I want to see his face. Can you zoom it?”

      Chen adjusted the picture, then held out the camera again. Frank was cut beneath his right eye in two places, indicating he had been hit more than once. Pike wondered if Frank had been trying to disarm the man or men closest to him when the men across the room shot him.

      Pike said, “Was a time, he would have beat them.”

      Chen said, “What?”

      Pike felt embarrassed for saying it, so he didn’t answer.

      “You want to see the wife and kids?”

      “No.”

      Chen looked relieved.

      “You knew him pretty well?”

      “Yes.”

      “What was he holding?”

      “Frank wasn’t a criminal.”

      “All the other vics in the string were dirty. That’s part of the pattern.”

      “Not Frank.”

      Chen read something in Pike’s voice.

      “Sorry. They probably made a mistake. Assholes like this, they probably hit the wrong house.”

      “Yes,” Pike said. “They made a mistake.”

      “Listen, I gotta get back to work. I gotta get you outta here.”

      Pike followed the hall back to the front door, but he did not immediately leave. On the way in, they had passed what appeared to be a home office.

      Photographs of Frank and his family hung on the walls. Movie posters from The Magnificent Seven, Shane, and the original Star Wars, Frank’s three favorite films. Frank used to joke he was a Jedi. He called Pike Yoda.

      Pike studied the pictures, comparing the Frank he had known with the Frank who had lived in this house. When Pike met Frank for the first time, Frank was fresh out of eight years in the Marine Corps, having seen service in Central America and the Middle East. Frank had been young and lean, but had the chunky build of a kid who would put on weight quickly if he stopped working out. The Frank in these pictures had gained weight, but looked happy and safe.

      Pike found a picture of Frank and Cindy, then moved to a picture of Frank and Cindy with the two boys. Cindy was squat and sturdy, with short brown hair, happy eyes, and a crooked nose that made her pretty. Pike studied more pictures. The two boys, then the four of them together, father, mother, children, family.

      Pike moved through the office until he came to a space on a shelf with an empty frame. The frame was the right size for the El Salvador picture.

      Pike took a breath, let it out, then found Chen back in the dining room.

      “Show me his family.”

      “You want to see what they did to his wife and his kids?”

      Pike wanted to see. He wanted to fix them in his mind, and have them close when he found the men who killed them.
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      PIKE LIVED ALONE IN a two-bedroom condo in Culver City. He drove home, then stripped and showered away the sweat. He let hot water beat into him, then turned on the cold. Pike didn’t flinch when the icy water fired his skin. He rubbed the cold over his face and scalp, and stayed in the cold much longer than the hot, then toweled himself off.

      Before he dressed, he looked at himself in the mirror. Pike was six foot one. He weighed two hundred five pounds. He had been shot seven times, hit by shrapnel on fourteen separate occasions, and stabbed or cut eleven times. Scars from the wounds and resulting surgeries mapped his body like roads that always came back to the same place. Pike knew exactly which scars had been earned when he worked with Frank Meyer.

      Pike leaned close to the mirror, examining each eye. Left eye, right eye. The scleras were clear and bright, the irises a deep, liquid blue. The skin surrounding the eyes was lined from squinting into too many suns. Pike’s eyes were sensitive to light, but his visual acuity was amazing. 20/11 in his left eye, 20/12 in his right. They had loved that in sniper school.

      Pike dressed, then put on his sunglasses.

      “Yoda.”

      Lunch was leftover Thai food nuked in the microwave. Tofu, cabbage, broccoli, and rice. He drank a liter of water, then washed the one plate and fork while thinking about what he had learned from Chen and Terrio, and how he could use it.

      Jumping Pike in broad daylight on a residential street to ask a few questions was a panic move. This confirmed that after three months, seven invasions, and eleven homicides, Terrio had not developed enough evidence to initiate an arrest. But a lack of proof did not necessarily mean a lack of suspects or usable information, what Chen had called “shoe leather” information. Professional home invasion crews almost always comprised career criminals who did violent crime for a living. If caught, they would be off the streets for the period of their incarceration, but would almost always commit more crimes when released. Experienced investigators like Terrio knew this, and would compare the date of the original robbery to release dates of criminals with a similar history, trying to identify high-probability suspects. Pike wanted to know what they had.

      Pike went upstairs to his bedroom closet, opened his safe, and took out a list of telephone numbers. The numbers were not written as numbers, but as an alphanumeric code. Pike found the number he wanted, then brought it downstairs, sat on the floor with his back to the wall, and made the call.

      Jon Stone answered on the second ring, the sound of old-school N.W.A pounding loud behind him. Stone must have recognized Pike’s number on the caller ID.

      “Well. Look who it is.”

      “Got a couple of questions.”

      “How much will you pay for a couple of answers?”

      Jon Stone was a talent agent for professional military contractors. Stone used to be a PMC himself, but now placed talent with the large private military corporations and security firms favored by Washington and corporate America. Safer that way, and much more profitable.

      Pike didn’t respond, and after a while the N.W.A was turned down.

      Stone said, “Tell you what, let’s table that for now. You go ahead, ask, we’ll see what develops.”

      “Remember Frank Meyer?”

      “Fearless Frank, my man on the tanks? Sure.”

      “Has Frank been working?”

      “Frank was one of your guys. You tell me.”

      “Has he been on the market?”

      “He retired ten years ago, at least.”

      “So you haven’t heard any rumors?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like Frank getting involved with people you wouldn’t expect.”

      Jon snorted.

      “Fearless Frank? Get control of yourself.”

      “He didn’t like being called Fearless Frank. It made him uncomfortable.”

      Stone lapsed into silence, probably embarrassed, and Pike went on.

      “Less than two hours ago, a police detective named Terrio told me Frank was dirty. He believes Frank was using his import business for something illegal.”

      “Why was a cop talking about Frank?”

      “Frank and his family were murdered.”

      Stone was silent for a time, and when he spoke again, his voice was low.

      “For real?”

      “A robbery crew broke into their home two nights ago. Frank, his wife, their kids. They zero in on targets with a cash payoff-dope dealers, money launderers, like that. Frank wasn’t their first.”

      “I’ll ask around, I guess. I can’t believe Frank went wrong, but I’ll ask.”

      “Another thing. You have juice with Fugitive Section or Special Investigations?”

      Now Stone grew wary.

      “Why?”

      “You know why, Jon. If Terrio’s task force has any suspects, Fugitive Section or SIS will be trying to find them. I want to know what they have.”

      Fugitive Section detectives specialized in tracking down and apprehending wanted felons in high-risk situations. Special Investigation Section were elite operators who ran long-term, covert surveillance on criminals suspected of committing violent serial crime. With their expertise, skill, and experience, retired Fugitive Section and SIS operators commanded top dollar at private security firms, and Jon Stone had placed more than a few into fat corporate jobs.

      Stone hesitated, and Pike listened to the N.W.A tracks behind him, back in the day before Ice Cube went legit.

      “C’mon, Jon. You have ins with those guys.”

      Stone cleared his throat, sounding uncomfortable.

      “I might have a friend who has a friend. I’m just saying, is all.”

      “I need this information before they make an arrest.”

      Stone lapsed into another silence, and now seemed thoughtful when he spoke.

      “I guess you would, then, Joseph.”

      “Frank was one of my guys.”

      “Listen, that business about Frank, I have an idea. Ask Lonny. Lonny might know.”

      Lonny Tang. The man who had taken the picture in El Salvador. Thirteen days later, on a job in Kuwait, Frank Meyer would save Lonny Tang’s life on what would turn out to be Lonny’s last job.

      Pike said, “Why would Lonny know?”

      “Frank kept in touch with him. You didn’t know? He sent Lonny Christmas cards, stuff like that. I’ll bet you ten bucks his wife never knew.”

      Pike didn’t respond because Pike hadn’t known, either. He hadn’t spoken with Lonny in years, and Frank even longer. Stone went on, finishing his idea.

      “If Frank was mixed up in something, he’d tell Lonny if he was gonna tell anyone.”

      “That’s a good idea, asking Lonny. I will.”

      “You gotta set it up through his lawyer. You want the number?”

      “I have it.”

      “I’ll let you know about the other thing after I talk to my guys.”

      “Thanks, Jon. How much do I owe you?”

      Stone cranked up the N.W.A. Something about guns in Compton. Something about making a muthuhfucka pay.

      “Forget it. Frank was one of my guys, too.”

      Pike lowered the phone, thought over what he needed to do, then raised the phone again. Pike owned a small gun shop not far from his condo. He had five employees who were expecting him that afternoon.

      “Gun shop. This is Sheila. May I help you?”

      Sheila Lambert was a retired FBI agent who worked part-time at the store.

      “Me. Everything good?”

      “Yeah, we’re groovy. What’s up?”

      “I won’t be in this afternoon. That okay?”

      “Not a problem. You wanna speak with Ronnie?”

      Ronnie managed Pike’s store.

      “Just pass the word. If he needs me, I’m on the cell.”

      “Roger that.”

      Pike hung up, cleared two other appointments he had that afternoon, then called Lonny Tang’s attorney, a man named Carson Epp.

      Pike said, “I need to speak with him. Can you set it up?”

      “How soon?”

      “Soon. It’s a family emergency.”

      “May I tell him what this is about?”

      Pike decided Lonny should hear about Frank from him, and not Epp or someone else. Lonny had been one of Pike’s guys, too.

      “Frank the Tank.”

      “Frank the Tank?”

      “He’ll know. Let me give you my cell.”

      Pike gave him his number, then lowered the phone, thinking he couldn’t wait for Stone to come up with something Terrio might or might not have developed. He wondered if Ana Markovic was still alive, and if she had managed to speak. Chen said she hadn’t, but Chen was only repeating what he had heard from the cops, and the cops would have left as soon as a doctor told them she was not going to wake up. Pike wanted to talk to the nurses. Even unconscious, she might have mumbled something after the cops were gone. A word or a name could give him an edge. Pike wanted the edge.

      Pike changed into a pale blue dress shirt to make himself presentable, then bought a bouquet of daisies and drove to the hospital.
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      THE INTENSIVE CARE UNIT was on the sixth floor of the UCLA Medical Center. Pike stepped out of the elevator and followed signs to an octagonal command post at the end of a hall lined by glass-walled rooms. Curtains could be pulled for privacy, but most of the rooms were open so the staff could see the patients from the hall.

      Pike walked the length of the hall checking for officers, but any officers who had been present were gone. He returned to the nurses’ station, and waited until a harried female nurse turned to him. Her name tag read BARBARA FARNHAM.

      “May I help you?”

      Pike and his dress shirt held out the flowers.

      “Ana Markovic.”

      The nurse’s expression softened when she saw the daisies.

      “I’m sorry. Are you a relative?”

      “I know the family.”

      “We limit our visitors in ICU, only one person at a time, and then only for a few minutes. Her sister’s here now, but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

      Pike nodded.

      “Room twelve, but you can’t leave the flowers. If a patient has an allergic reaction, it could weaken their immune system.”

      Pike had expected this, and handed over the flowers. The nurse admired them as she placed them on the counter.

      “Pretty. I like daisies. You can pick them up when you leave or we can send them to another part of the hospital. We usually send them to Maternity.”

      “Before I see her, I’d like to speak with her primary nurse. Is that possible?”

      “Well, that’s all of us, really. We work as a team.”

      “The police told me she wasn’t able to make a statement when they found her. I was wondering if she came around after surgery.”

      “No, I’m sorry, she hasn’t.”

      “I don’t mean a conversation. Maybe she mumbled a name. Said something that might help the police.”

      The nurse looked sympathetic.

      “You’ll understand when you see her. She’s unconscious and completely uncommunicative.”

      “Would you ask the other nurses?”

      “I’ll ask, but I’m sure she hasn’t spoken.”

      A light mounted outside a nearby door came on, drawing the nurse’s attention.

      “Room twelve. Only for a few minutes, all right?”

      The nurse hurried away, so Pike went down the hall to room twelve. Like the other rooms, the door was open and the drape pulled back so the nurses could see the patient. Pike expected to find the sister, but room twelve was empty except for the bandaged figure in the bed.

      Pike hesitated at the door, wondering how far he should take this, then went to the bed. The left side of Ana’s face and head were hidden beneath heavy bandages, but the right half of her face was visible. She seemed to be trying to open her eye. Her eyelid would lift, the eye beneath would drift and roll, then the eyelid would close.

      Pike knew she had not spoken as soon as he saw her, and thought it unlikely she would regain consciousness. The shape of the bandage on her head suggested a bullet had entered beneath her left eye, angling away from the midline. The way the visible part of her face was swollen and discolored suggested bone fragments from the maxilla had exploded into her sinuses, mouth, and eye like shrapnel. The pain would have been excruciating. Pike lifted the sheet enough to see the incisions taped across her chest and abdomen, which were still orange from the Betadine solution used to clean the area. He lowered the sheet, and tucked it beneath her. The upper chest wound had done the most damage. The bullet had likely deflected off her ribs or clavicle, and punched down through the diaphragm into her abdomen. Between the time she was shot and the time she was wheeled into surgery, her left lung had collapsed, the chest cavity had filled with blood, and the blood had drained through the diaphragm into her abdomen. As she lost blood, her blood pressure dropped until it was so low her organs began shutting down, like a car engine without enough oil. A car engine without oil will run, but the engine will damage itself. Let it run long enough, you can replenish the oil all you want, but the damage will have been done, and the engine will die. Ana Markovic had bled out internally, and now she was dying.

      Pike had seen men die this way before, and knew if this young woman was ever going to offer what she had seen, she would have to offer it soon.

      Pike said, “Ana?”

      Her visible eye flagged, rolled, drooped.

      Pike touched her cheek.

      “Ana, we need your help.”

      The eye rolled, then drooped again, an autonomic move without conscious thought.

      Pike took her hand. He stroked it, then pinched the soft flesh between her thumb and index finger.

      “What did they look like?”

      She did not respond.

      “Who shot you?”

      A rigid female voice cut him from behind.

      “Move away from her.”

      Pike calmly turned. A woman in her late twenties who was probably the sister stood framed in the door. Eyes like flint chips, black hair pulled tight, and a pronounced East European accent.

      Pike said, “I was trying to wake her.”

      “Leave go her hand, and move away.”

      She wore a suede jacket over designer jeans and cradled an oversized leather shoulder bag with one hand. The other hand was inside the bag, and ominously still.

      Pike placed Ana’s hand on the bed.

      “I’m sorry. I came to see if she was awake. The Meyers were friends of mine.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      “The people she worked for?”

      “Frank and Cindy. Ana cared for their boys.”

      “You know Ana?”

      “We never met, no.”

      The woman didn’t soften in any way Pike could see. Her eyes charted his face, his build, his shades, and cropped warrior hair. She didn’t like what she saw. Not even the shirt.

      She stepped aside to clear the door.

      “You should leave now. They don’t like the visitors.”

      Her hand stayed in the purse.

      Pike said, “Has she said anything that could help us?”

      “Us. Now you are the police?”

      “I misspoke. A name. A word. Something that could identify the people who did this.”

      “I think you go. She tells us who did this thing, I will tell the police.”

      Pike considered her for a moment, then went to the door.

      “I understand. I’m sorry about your sister.”

      The woman edged further to the side as Pike left. He glanced back, and saw her watching from the door as if sizing him for a coffin. He glanced again when he reached the nurses’ station, but this time she was gone.

      Pike waited at the station until Barbara Farnham returned, then asked if she had checked with the other nurses. She had, but all of them had responded the same. Ana Markovic had made no sounds, nor shown any signs of recovery.

      “I’m sorry, but you’ve seen her. I wish I could be more optimistic for you.”

      “Thanks for checking.”

      When Pike reached the elevator, Ana’s sister was waiting. He nodded, but she looked away. The elevator arrived with three other people aboard, so they rode down in silence, Pike on one side, Ana’s sister on the other.

      The sister exited the elevator first, but stopped at a lobby newsstand as Pike continued to the parking structure. He saw her watching as he passed, and caught her reflection in a wall of glass when she followed him.

      Pike crossed to the parking garage, then stopped on the ground floor for the elevator. Pike always took the stairs no matter how many flights he had to climb, but now he waited for the elevator. He was not surprised when Ana’s sister stepped up beside him.

      This time, she made a tight smile.

      “We are destined to see each other.”

      Pike said, “Yes.”

      The elevator was empty when it opened. No one else waited to board. Pike held the door, letting her go first. The woman stepped aboard, and moved to the back corner. Pike followed her, as certain of what she was about to do as if he could see it on a Sunset Boulevard billboard. Her hand was still in her purse.

      Pike said, “Which level?”

      “Three.”

      As the doors closed, her hand came out of the purse with a small black gun that Pike twisted away even before she raised it. She swung at him, trying to hit, but Pike caught her arm, careful not to break it. She tried to knee him, but he leaned in just enough to pin her with his hip. He pulled the button to stop the elevator. A loud buzzer went off, but not for long.

      “I didn’t come here to hurt her.”

      She was trapped. Breathing hard, eyes cut to slits, she looked like she wanted to rip his throat with her teeth.

      Pike said, “Calm down. Look.”

      Keeping her pinned, he one-handed the clip from the pistol, and jacked the slide to clear the chamber. A nice little Ruger.380.

      Pike kept his voice calm and measured.

      “You see? I wasn’t one of the men who killed them.”

      He stepped away, raising his hands.

      “Frank Meyer was my friend.”

      Pike held out the unloaded gun.

      “You see?”

      She straightened herself, maybe embarrassed, but maybe not altogether convinced. She clutched the gun with both hands, her back pressed to the wall.

      “How did you find her?”

      “The police told me.”

      “Those bastards might find her, too. What if they come to kill her?”

      “So you’re standing guard?”

      “They leave her here with no one! I do what I have to do.”

      Pike’s phone vibrated, so loud in the closed space she glanced toward his pocket. Pike would have ignored it, but he was expecting Carson Epp, and that’s who it was. Pike took the call, staring at her as he spoke.

      “Pike.”

      “I will have Lonny on the line in twenty minutes. Will you be able to take it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Twenty.”

      Pike returned the phone to his pocket, then tipped his head at her pistol.

      “Put it away.”

      She put the Ruger into her purse. Pike added the clip and the loose cartridge, then offered his hand.

      “My name is Pike.”

      She stared at him, the dark eyes remaining suspicious. Her cheekbones were high and prominent, her cheeks were lean, and a small scar capped the bridge of her nose where she had been cut as a child. Pike’s hand had been cooked dark by the sun, but her skin was pale as milk.

      She gripped his hand quickly.

      Pale and warm, but hard underneath.

      She said, “Rina.”

      “Karina.”

      “Yes.”

      “Russian?”

      “Serbian.”

      “Leave the gun home. They won’t come here. Their risk would be larger than the chance she could identify them. They know that, so they won’t take the chance. The police know the same thing, which is why they didn’t post a guard.”

      Her eyes narrowed again, mapping him like before.

      “You are not a policeman?”

      “Frank was my friend.”

      The elevator buzzed again, anxious to move.

      Pike said, “Which floor?”

      “Here. I am not parked in this building.”

      Pike reached for the button to open the door.

      “When we got on, what were you going to do, shoot me?”

      “I thought you might be one of them. If you were, then, yes, I would have shot you.”

      Pike opened the door. A round man got on as Rina Markovic stepped off.

      She said, “Perhaps someone will find these bastards, yes?”

      “Someone will find them. Yes.”

      She studied him for a moment as if taking his measure, and Pike thought her eyes were haunted.

      “I am sorry for your friend. I think many families have been lost by this.”

      She walked away as the door closed. Pike took the elevator up to his Jeep. He took off the blue dress shirt, slipped on the sleeveless gray sweatshirt, then wound his way down to the exit.

      Eight minutes later, he was in a Best Buy parking lot when Lonny Tang called.
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      PIKE WAS WATCHING UCLA students cut between cars on their way home from campus, not far from Frank Meyer’s home, when his phone finally vibrated, three minutes late.

      Pike said, “I’m here.”

      Carson Epp said, “Lonny, can you hear him okay?”

      Lonny’s voice was high-pitched and soft.

      “Yeah, I hear him fine. Hey, Joe.”

      Epp said, “I’m going to hang up now. That will leave the two of you on the line. Lonny, when you’re finished, just hang up. I’ll check back with you to make sure everything is all right.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Carson.”

      “Righto, then.”

      Pike heard a click as Epp left the line, then the hush of Lonny Tang’s voice.

      “Must be bad, you calling like this.”

      Pike didn’t know how else to say it, so he gave it to Lonny head-on.

      “Frank’s dead. He was murdered two nights ago. Frank and his family.”

      Lonny was silent on the other end, but then Pike heard a gentle sobbing. Pike let him cry. If any of them had a right to cry, it was Lonny.

      Lonny said, “Sorry. I don’t mean to carry on.”

      “It’s okay.”

      Lonny got himself together and cleared his throat.

      “Thanks for letting me know. I appreciate it, Joe. The bastard who did it, they get him?”

      “Not yet. The police think it’s a home invasion crew. Frank’s house was the seventh home they’ve hit.”

      Lonny cleared his throat again.

      “Okay, well, I don’t know what to say. When they get these pricks, will you let me know?”

      “I have to ask you something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This crew, they work on good intelligence. Their first six targets were all people like dope dealers and money cleaners. You see where I’m going?”

      “Frank had an import business. He imported clothes.”

      “If Frank was importing something else, he was in business with someone who gave him up. That person knows who killed him.”

      “You think I’m holding out on you, Joe?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “This is Frank, man. Are you serious?”

      “Did he tell you something I should know?”

      Lonny was quiet for a while, breathing, and his voice was calm.

      “He came to my trial. Not every day, but a couple of times. This once, I asked him if he was sorry he saved me, you know-because if he hadn’t saved me, those men I murdered would still be alive. So I asked if he regretted it. He told me guys like us had each other’s back, so he had my back. He didn’t have any choice.”

      “Way it was, Lonny. What would you expect him to say?”

      “I know. I just wanted to hear it, I guess, that I still meant something to someone, and wasn’t just a murdering piece of shit.”

      Pike remained silent, which spurred Lonny to laugh.

      “Thanks for chiming in there, boss. Appreciate the support.”

      Lonny suddenly burst out laughing, but the laughter shivered into a sob.

      Lonny said, “Shit. I’m sorry.”

      “C’mon, Lonny, yes or no. Did Frank tell you he was into something? Maybe ask about certain people or say something that left you wondering?”

      “You think if I could help get the pricks who killed him, I wouldn’t be all over it? I’d kill those fuckers myself.”

      “ You’re sure?”

      “Yes. He was the same Frank we knew. Being an Eagle Scout was in his frakkin’ DNA.”

      Pike felt the tightness in his chest ease, feeling a sense of relief.

      “Okay, Lon. That’s what I thought, but I had to be sure. You’re the only one he stayed in contact with.”

      “I know. She drove a hard bargain, that girl.”

      Cindy.

      Pike was finished. He wanted to hang up, but he hadn’t spoken with Lonny in a long time, and now he felt guilty. Lonny Tang had been one of his guys for eleven years, on and off, until Lonny got hurt.

      Pike asked the obvious.

      “How you doing in there?”

      “You get used to it. Thirteen years to go, I’m on the beach with a smile.”

      “You need anything?”

      “Nah. I get all the free meds and medical care I need. I crap blue nuggets and can’t eat spicy foods, but other than that I’m fine.”

      On the day Frank Meyer saved Lonny Tang’s life, an RPG explosion sent a rock the size of a golf ball through Lonny Tang’s abdomen. Lonny lost his left kidney, a foot of large intestine, two feet of small intestine, his spleen, part of his liver, half of his stomach, and his health. He was left with a growing addiction to painkillers and no way to pay for them. The Perco cets led to harder drugs, and finally to a bar in Long Beach, which Lonny robbed. When two longshoremen tried to stop him, Lonny shot and killed the bar’s owner and an innocent bystander. Lonny Tang was arrested less than three hours later, passed out in his car after scoring enough dope to deaden the pain. He was tried on two counts of first-degree murder, convicted, and was currently serving twenty-five years to life at the California State Prison in Corcoran.

      Pike didn’t know what else to say, so he decided to tie off the conversation.

      “Lonny, listen, the police are investigating Frank-”

      “They’re not going to find anything.”

      “When they go through his phone records, they’ll see he talked to you.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll tell’m just what I told you.”

      “Tell them whatever you want about Frank. Don’t tell them about me.”

      “You didn’t call me. My lawyer called.”

      “That’s right.”

      “You going after these people?”

      “I gotta get going.”

      “I hear you, brother.”

      Pike was about to hang up when he remembered something else.

      “Lonny, you there?”

      “I’m here. Where else am I going?”

      “One more thing. The police told me Frank had my ink.”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “No.”

      “That was years ago, man. This time he came to visit, he showed me. He’d just had’m done.”

      “The arrows.”

      “Big ol’ red arrows like yours. Cindy was livid. She damn near threw him out of the house.”

      Lonny laughed, but Pike felt embarrassed.

      “He say anything?”

      “Why he got them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Remember all the shit she gave him about being a contractor, and how she wouldn’t marry him unless he settled down?”

      “Sure.”

      “The rest of us were all over him to dump her-what, you’re going to give this chick your balls? But Frank said you told him to go for it. Told him, if he wanted that kind of life, he had to make it happen. He really appreciated that, Joe. It was like you gave him permission.”

      Pike considered that for a moment.

      “Was he happy?”

      “Yeah, brother. Hell, yeah, he was happy. It was like he woke up in someone else’s life. What’s the word? He was content, man.”

      Pike said, “Good.”

      “Said somethin’ weird, though. Said he’d wake up sometimes, scared God was going to realize he made a mistake, say, ‘Hey, that’s not your life, Frank, you belong back in the shit,’ and take everything away. He was joking when he said it, but still.”

      Pike didn’t respond, thinking that sounded like something Frank would say.

      “You think that’s what happened? God realized he made a mistake?”

      “Someone down here made the mistake, Lonny.”

      “I hear you. Joe? Thanks for calling about Frankie. I don’t get many calls.”

      “I have to go.”

      “Joe?”

      “I gotta get going.”

      “You were a good leader. You really took care of us, man. I’m sorry I let you down.”

      Pike closed his phone.
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      THE EARLY-EVENING SKY PURPLED as Pike turned toward Frank Meyer’s house for the second time that day. He drove slowly, buying time for the twilight sky to darken. Pike loved the night. Had since he was a boy, hiding in the woods from his raging father; loved it all the more as a young combat Marine on long-range patrols, then again when he was a police officer. Pike felt safe in the darkness. Hidden, and free.

      Frank’s house was dark when Pike drove past. The bright yellow tape across the door was now ochre in the gloomy light, and the SID wagons and criminalists were gone. A radio car remained out front, but Pike noted the windows were up and the glass was smoked. Pike recognized the car as a scarecrow vehicle, left to discourage intruders, but posted without a crew. This made Pike’s task easier.

      Pike circled the block, then parked in the deep shadow of a maple tree two houses away. He moved quickly and without hesitation, sliding out of his Jeep and into a row of hedges. He crossed the neighbor’s yard, then hoisted himself over a wall. He followed the side of Frank’s garage into the backyard, then stood for a moment, listening. The neighborhood was alive with normal sounds-cars shortcutting to Beverly Glen on their way home to the Valley, a watchful owl in the maple tree over Frank’s pool, a faraway siren.

      Pike went to the edge of the pool, smelling the chlorine, then touched the water. Cold. He went to the French doors, popped a pane near the handle, and stepped into the deeper black of the family room. Pike listened again, then turned on a small flashlight that produced a dim red light. He covered the lens with his fingers, letting out only enough light to reveal the room. His hand glowed as if filled with fire.

      The heart-shaped stain where Cindy Meyer and her younger son died was a darker smudge on the dark floor, one murky red over another. Pike studied it for a moment, but Pike wasn’t looking for clues. He was looking for Frank.

      Pike circled the family room, the dining room, and the kitchen, moving as silent as smoke. He noted the furniture, toys, and magazines as if each was a page in the book of the family’s life, helping to build their story.

      A hall led to the master bedroom, which was large and spacious. Photographs of the kids and Frank and Cindy dotted the walls like memories captured in time. An antique desk sat opposite a king-sized bed with a padded headboard, a plaque on the desk reading: Empress of the World. Cindy’s desk, where she had paid bills or helped with the business.

      Something about the bed bothered Pike, and then he realized the bed was made. The family room and Frank’s office had been upended, but the bed here in the master was undisturbed. It had likely been made that morning, and was still waiting for a bedtime that would never come. This suggested the home invaders had either been frightened away before searching the master, or had found what they wanted. Pike concluded there was no way to know, and that John Chen might be right. The invaders could have realized they hit the wrong house, but by then they had killed Frank, so they killed everyone else to get rid of the witnesses.

      Pike played the red light over Cindy’s desk, and saw more snapshots. Frank and the kids. An older couple who might have been Cindy’s parents. And then Pike found the picture he was looking for. He had not known he was searching for it, but felt a sense of completion when he saw it. The snapshot showed Frank in a swimming pool with one of the boys. Frank had heaved his son into the air amid a geyser of water, both of them laughing, Frank’s arms extended. This picture was the only photograph of all the photos that showed the blocky red arrows inked onto his del toids. Pointing forward, just as the arrows on Pike’s delts pointed forward. Identical.

      Pike studied the picture for a long while before he returned it to the desk and left the bedroom. He moved back along the hall, thinking how different his own home was from the home that Frank Meyer built. Pike’s furnishings were minimal, and the walls were bare. Pike did not have a family, so he had no pictures of family on the walls, and he did not keep pictures of his friends. Pike’s life had led to blank walls, and now he wondered if his walls would ever be filled.

      When Pike reached the entry, the outside of the house lit up like a blinding sun. Vengeful bright light poured around curtains and shades, ignited the cracks in the broken door, and streaked through the windows. Pike closed his hand over the tiny red light, and waited.

      A patrol car was spotlighting the house. They had probably been instructed to cruise by every half hour or so. Pike was calm. Neither his breathing nor his heart rate increased. The light worked over the house, probing the hedges and side gates for three or four minutes. Then the light died as abruptly as it appeared.

      Pike followed his crimson light upstairs.

      The house seemed even more quiet on the second floor, where a stain on the carpet marked the older son’s murder. Little Frank. Pike counted the years back to a deadly night on the far side of the world when Frank told Pike that Cindy was pregnant.

      That time, they were protecting a collective of villages in Central Africa. A group called the Lord’s Resistance Army had been kidnapping teenage girls they raped and sold as slaves. Pike brought over Frank, Jon Stone, a Brit named Colin Chandler, Lonny Tang, and an ex-Special Forces soldier from Alabama named Jameson Wallace. They were tracking the LRA to recover sixteen kidnapped girls when Frank told him that his girlfriend, Cindy, was pregnant. Frank wanted to marry her, but Cindy had stunned him with an ultimatum-she wanted no part of his dangerous life or the dangerous people with whom he worked, so either Frank would leave his current life and friends behind, or Cindy would never see him again. Frank had been shattered, torn between his love for Cindy and his loyalty to his friends. He had talked to Pike almost three hours that night, then the next, and the next.

      Pike closed his eyes, and felt the carpet beneath his feet, the chill air, the empty silence. He opened his eyes, and stared at the terrible stain. Even in the bad light, he could see where fibers had been clipped by the criminalists.

      Those African nights led through the intervening years like a twisting tunnel through time to this spot on the floor. Pike covered the red light, turning the world black.

      He went downstairs to Frank’s office.

      The drapes had been left open by the SID crews, so the office was bright with outside light. Pike turned off his red flash. He sat at Frank’s desk with his back to the window. Frank the Tank’s desk. A long way from Africa.

       

      THE NIGHT IN AFRICA when Frank decided to change his life, he had thirty-one days remaining on his contract, but was still thirteen days from earning his nickname. Two days after Africa, Joe, Frank, and Lonny Tang flew to El Salvador. Frank had not been able to reach Cindy until they landed in Central America, but that’s when he told her. She wanted him to fly home immediately, but Frank explained he had made a commitment for the duration of his contract, and would honor that commitment. Cindy didn’t like it, but agreed. Joe and his guys spent five days in El Salvador, then flew to Kuwait.

      It was a British contract, providing security for French, Italian, and British journalists. That particular job was to transport two BBC journalists and a two-person camera crew inland to a small village over the mountains called Jublaban, untouched and well away from hostile forces.

      Pike was responsible for three different groups of journalists that day, so he split his crew, giving the Jublaban run to Lonny, Frank, Colin Chandler, and an ex-French Foreign Legion trooper named Durand Galatoise. Two Land Rovers, two operators per Rover, the journalists divided between them. A fast thirty-two miles over the mountains, leave in the morning, back after lunch. Durand Galatoise packed two bottles of Chablis because one of the journalists had a nasty smile.

      They left at eight that morning, Lonny and Frank in the lead truck, Chandler and Galatoise in trail, and reached Jublaban without incident. There to do a story on rural medical care, the journalists were interviewing Jublaban’s only physician when an incoming RPG hit the second Rover, flipping it onto its side. The operators and journalists immediately came under small-arms fire.

      Galatoise was killed within the first sixty seconds, the remaining Rover was hit, then Lonny Tang caught the piece of shrapnel that tore him inside out. Frank and Chandler realized they were facing eight or ten men, then noticed an approaching nightmare: Four armored vehicles and two full-sized battle tanks were rumbling toward them across the desert. With both Rovers disabled, the operators and their journalists were trapped.

      Frank pushed Lonny Tang’s intestines back into his body, then wrapped him with pressure bandages and belts to keep him together. While Chandler laid down cover fire, Frank ran to his burning Rover for radios, more ammunition, and a.50-caliber Barrett rifle they used for sniper suppression. The Barrett, a beast of a rifle that weighed over thirty pounds, could punch through engine blocks at more than a mile.

      Chandler herded the journalists to a more defensible location, but Lonny Tang could not be moved. Frank stashed him in a stone hut, then moved forward with the Barrett gun. Frank later said he was crying during the entire firefight; blubbering like a baby, he would say, running, then firing, then running again.

      Pike heard much of it through his radio, with Chandler broadcasting a play-by-play as Pike coordinated a rescue mission with a British air controller.

      Frank Meyer fought on like that for almost thirty minutes, running and gunning with the Barrett even when the tanks and armored vehicles crunched into the village, Frank banging away like a lunatic to draw them from Lonny Tang.

      Everyone later assumed the big boomers turned back into the desert after they picked up their troops, but Colin Chandler and the BBC journalists reported that a young American named Frank Meyer had shot it out toe-to-toe with four armored vehicles and two heavy tanks, and driven the bastards away.

      Frank’s contract expired five days later. He wept when he shook Pike’s hand for the last time, boarded an airplane, and that had been that, changing one life for another.

      Pike officially retired from contract work sixty-two days later, and maybe Frank’s decision had something to do with Pike’s decision, though Pike never thought so. Pike had told Frank to do it. Build the family he wanted. Leave the past. Always move forward.

       

      PIKE WAS STILL AT Frank’s desk when his cell vibrated, there in the cool blue light.

      Stone said, “All right, listen. They’re watching a guy named Rahmi Johnson. Been on him for almost a month. I’ve got an address here for you.”

      “If they’re on him, he didn’t murder Frank.”

      “Rahmi isn’t the suspect. Cops think his cousin might be involved, a dude named Jamal Johnson.”

      “Might be, or is?”

      “Gotta have proof for it, but he looks pretty good. Check it out. Jamal was released from Soledad two weeks before the first score. He crashed with Rahmi when he got out, but moved out three days after the score. Four days after the second score, Jamal dropped by with a sixty-inch plasma to thank Rahmi for putting him up. A week after the third score, Jamal tools up in a brand-new black-on-black Malibu with custom rims. He gives the car to Rahmi, too. Can you imagine? My guy’s telling me this, I’m thinking, shit, I wish this asshole was my cousin, too.”

      Stone broke out laughing, but the laughter was too loud and too long. Stone had been drinking.

      Pike said, “Where’s Jamal?”

      “Nobody knows, bro. That’s why they’re sitting on Rahmi.”

      “Maybe Rahmi knows. Have they asked him?”

      “They did, and that’s where they fucked up. Rolled by something like two months ago, when Jamal was first identified as a person of interest. Heard he was crashing with Rahmi, so they went by. Rahmi played stupid, but you know he warned Jamal the second those cops were out the door. That’s when Jamal dropped off the map.”

      Pike thought about it. Thought how he would play it.

      “They should ask him again.”

      Stone laughed.

      “Well, they’re cops, not you. That timeline business, that’s not proof, but it’s convincing. They don’t want to arrest the guy, they want to follow him. They want to catch him in the act or clear him, one way or the other.”

      “So SIS is covering Rahmi, hoping Jamal will come around again.”

      “They got nothing else, man. Jamal’s their only good suspect.”

      Pike grunted. SIS was good. They were patient hunters. They would shadow their target for weeks like invisible men, but Pike didn’t want to wait that long. Stone was right. The police were trying to build a case, but Pike didn’t care about a case. His needs were simpler.

      “What’s that address?”

      Stone cleared his throat, suddenly uncomfortable.

      “Okay, now listen, we can’t have any blowback here. You go barging in and it comes back to me, the SIS guys will know who gave them up. You ruin their play, my guy is fucked.”

      “No blowback. They’ll never see me.”

      Stone laughed again, still too loud and too long, and now more than a little nervous.

      “Only you could say that, Pike, talking about SIS. Jesus Christ, bro, only you.”

      Stone was giving Pike the address when light exploded into the office, so bright the walls and furniture were white with glare. Pike, still in the chair with his back to the window, did not move. The patrol car had returned.

      Pike said, “Sh.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      An enormous blue shadow crossed the office wall as if someone had moved in front of the light. Pike heard faint radio calls, and listened for approaching footsteps.

      Stone’s tiny voice came from the phone.

      “You sound weird, man. Where are you?”

      Pike whispered, as still as a fish at the bottom of a pond.

      “Frank’s. The police are outside.”

      “You break in?”

      “Sh.”

      The light swung away, moving to another part of the house like an animal tracking a scent.

      “What the fuck are you doing at Frank’s?”

      “I wanted to see what his life was like.”

      “You’re a strange cat. I mean, really.”

      The light snapped off. The yard plunged into darkness. The radio chatter faded. The patrol car rolled on.

      Pike said, “Okay.”

      “Hey, is it nice?”

      “What?”

      “Frank’s house. Does he have a nice place?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fancy?”

      “Not like you mean. It’s a good family home.”

      Pike heard Stone swallow. Heard the glass tink the phone.

      “You think it’s true, he went bad?”

      “Chen thinks the people who did this got the wrong house.”

      “Like, what, they got confused about which house they wanted to rob?”

      “It happens.”

      “What do you think?”

      “ Doesn’t matter.”

      “No. No, it surely doesn’t.”

      Stone made a deep sigh. Pike thought it might have been a sob, but then Stone had another sip of whatever he was sipping, and went on.

      “Assholes like this, they go in these houses, right house, wrong house, murder people like they were nothing, probably sleep like a baby after it’s over. How many times have they done this?”

      “Frank was the seventh.”

      “You see? This is my point. Six times before, they got away clean. Murdered some poor bastard, and there have been no consequences. Hence, these people do not fear the dead. They LOVE the dead, Joe, because the dead-and I apologize if my assessment here seems harsh-but, the dead have not been effective when it comes to consequence and retribution.”

      “What are you drinking?”

      “Scotch. I am drinking scotch in honor of our friend Frank. I would rather rip off a twenty-one-gun salute out in the backyard, but my neighbors prefer the drinking. Where was I?”

      “Consequence and retribution.”

      “Right-”

      Jon Stone was grieving, so Pike let him continue.

      “But then… then they hit Frank the Tank, them not knowing he was Frank the Tank, them thinking he was just another ordinary dead guy without recourse to consequence. So dig this-and this is my favorite part-those assholes are somewhere right now, shootin’ up, corn-holing each other, whatever-they are somewhere right now, and they do not know a shit storm is on the horizon, and it is coming for them.”

      Pike said, “Jon? Do you have photographs on your walls?”

      “What, like naked chicks?”

      “Pictures of your family. Friends.”

      “Shit, yeah. I take pictures of everything. I got pictures of fuckin’ human heads. Why?”

      “No reason.”

      “Hey, man. Those fuckers. Those fucks fucked the pooch this time, didn’t they, fuckin’ with Frank?”

      “Get some sleep.”

      “I want in on this, bro. I mean it. Whatever.”

      “Get some sleep.”

      “I’ll call Colin. Colin will be on the first plane.”

      “Don’t call Colin.”

      “Wallace would come.”

      “ Don’t.”

      “Fuck it. Hey, Joe? Joe, you there?”

      “What?”

      Stone was silent for so long Pike thought he had fallen asleep.

      “Jon?”

      “None of us had families. You never married. Lonny, Colin, not them, either. Wallace got divorced. I’ve been married six fuckin’ times, man, what does that tell you? None of us had kids.”

      Pike didn’t know what to say, but maybe Stone voiced it for him, soft, and hoarse from the booze.

      “I really wanted Frank to make it. Not just for him.”

      Pike closed his phone.

      He sat in Frank’s office for almost an hour, alone with himself and the silence, then walked back along the hall to Cindy’s desk. He took the framed picture of Frank in the pool, tucked it into his pocket, then let himself out the way he had entered, and drove home for the night.

      They call this the city

      The city of angels

      All I see is death-dealin’ dangers.

       

      – TATTOOED BEACH SLUTS
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      PIKE RETURNED HOME AFTER leaving Frank’s house and found a message waiting from Elvis Cole, who was Pike’s friend and partner in a detective agency. Pike listened while he drank a bottle of water.

      Cole said, “Hey. A cop named Terrio came by the office today, asking about you and someone named Frank Meyer. Felt like he was fishing, but he also said this guy Meyer was murdered. Call me.”

      Pike deleted the message, then looked up Rahmi’s address on his computer. He was hungry, he wanted to exercise and return Cole’s call, but he needed to keep moving. Movement meant progress, and progress meant finding the men who killed Frank.

      The Google Maps feature was like having a spy satellite. Pike typed in Rahmi’s address, and there it was-all of Compton spread out thousands of feet below. Pike zoomed in for a closer look, then went to the street view, which allowed him to see Rahmi’s building as if he were standing in the street. Faded paint. Dying grass. Big Wheel on its side. The Google pictures had been taken on a bright, sunny day, and might have been taken months ago, but they were a good place to start.

      Rahmi Johnson lived in a green two-story apartment building 1.67 miles north of the Artesia Freeway in Compton. His building was shaped like a shoe box, with three units on bottom, three on top, and a flat, featureless roof. Rahmi had the center ground-floor apartment. Single-family homes and similar buildings lined Rahmi’s side of the street, set on lots so narrow that some of the homes were turned sideways. Rahmi’s building was sideways. Almost every yard was protected by short chain-link fences, and almost every house had security bars on its windows. The opposite side of the street was lined by single-story commercial buildings.

      Because of the sideways orientation, the side of Rahmi’s building faced the street and the front of the building faced the next-door neighbor’s property. Residents entered through a chain-link gate, passed the Big Wheel, then went along the length of their building to reach their apartments. This sideways orientation made it difficult for Pike to see Rahmi’s door from the street. He considered this, and knew the police would have the same problem.

      Pike was studying the buildings surrounding Rahmi’s apartment house when his cell phone rang. He saw it was John Chen, and took the call.

      “Yes.”

      “We confirmed a fourth gun to go with the fourth set of shoe prints. Three of the four guns were used in the earlier murders, but the fourth gun was not. That fourth gun showed casings in the nanny’s room and the family room.”

      “How many?”

      “Three. The fourth gunman shot Frank Meyer once, and put both bullets in the girl-Ana Markovic. We’re still matching the other bullets and casings, but that’s the prelim. I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Thanks.”

      Pike put down the phone, and thought about the fourth shooter. The new guy. Someone who had not taken part in the earlier invasions, but had gone to Frank’s house. Pike wondered why a fourth man had joined the crew. Had the original three members known about Frank’s background, and expected more resistance?

      Pike finally put it out of his head, and returned to his computer. He studied Rahmi’s building, then the surrounding structures and the commercial properties across the street. He noticed that both sides of the street were lined with parked cars, then went back to the overhead view and realized why. Neither Rahmi’s building nor the other small apartment buildings had driveways or spaces for off-street parking; residents parked on the street. This meant Rahmi’s new Malibu would probably be parked in front of his building.

      No building in the area was more than two stories, and most were only a single story. With no overlooking vantage point, the spotter would have to be close. The high density of residents, the on-street parking, and the long-term nature of the surveillance meant the spotter was housed in a nearby building. You couldn’t park a Crown Vic out front for three weeks and expect the neighbors not to notice. Ditto repair vans, delivery trucks, and phony cable trucks. After forty-five minutes of studying the area, Pike believed the surveillance options for SIS were limited. He had a pretty good idea where they would place their spotters, and also how he could reach Rahmi without being seen. He would have to see the area at night and during the day to be sure, but he knew what he had to do.

      Pike changed into his workout gear, stretched to warm himself, then eased into the meditative state he always found through yoga. He moved slowly, and with great regard, working deeply through asanas from hatha yoga. He breathed, and felt himself settle. His heart rate slowed. Forty-two beats per minute. His blood pressure, one hundred over sixty. Peace came with certainty, and Pike was certain.

      When Pike finished, he eased awake like a bubble rising to the surface of a great flat pond. Dinner was rice and red beans mixed with grilled corn and eggplant; the rice and beans he had made, the corn and eggplant were from a restaurant. After dinner, he showered, cleaned himself, then dressed in briefs and a T-shirt. He returned Cole’s call, but Cole didn’t pick up, so he left a message.

      Pike poured a finger of scotch in a short glass, then shut the lights. He sat on his couch, alone in the dark, listening to water burble in the black granite meditation fountain. Listening to the water, it was easy to imagine he was in a natural world where wild things lived. He sipped the scotch, and listened.

      After a while, Pike went upstairs to bed. The mattress was hard, but he liked it that way. He was asleep almost at once. Pike fell asleep easily. Staying asleep was difficult.

      His eyes opened two hours later, and Joe Pike was awake. He blinked at the darkness, and knew sleep was done. He remembered no dreams, but his T-shirt was damp with sweat.

      Pike rolled out of bed, dressed, got together his things, then drove south to Compton across a landscape brilliant with unwavering lights.
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      PIKE KNEW RAHMI was home the first and only time he drove past in his Jeep because the shiny black Malibu was wedged to the curb. Three in the morning on a weeknight, traffic was nonexistent and the streets were dead. Pike pulled his jacket collar high, his cap low, and slumped behind the wheel. Everyone else in the world might be sleeping, but SIS would be watching. One pass, they would ignore him. Two passes, they would wonder. A third pass, they would likely call in a radio car to see what was going on.

      Pike drove to a well-lit, twenty-four-hour Mobil station by the freeway, parked, then called a cab service. While he waited for the cab, he went inside. The attendant was a middle-aged Latin guy with a weak chin who looked scared even though he was behind an inch and a half of bulletproof glass. As soon as Pike walked in, the attendant’s right hand went under the counter.

      “Engine trouble. I’m going to leave my Jeep here for a while. Okay?”

      Pike held up a twenty-dollar bill, then slipped it under the glass. The attendant didn’t touch it.

      “Ain’t nothin’ bad in there, is it?”

      “Bad?”

      “Like… bad?”

      Dope or a body.

      Pike said, “Engine trouble. I’ll be back.”

      The attendant took the twenty with his left hand. He never revealed his right. Pike wondered how many times he had been held up.

      Pike went outside and stood in the vapor light breathing cold mist until a lime green cab showed up. It appeared lavender in the silky light.

      The cab driver was a young African-American with suspicious eyes, who did a double take when he saw his fare was a white man.

      He said, “Car trouble?”

      “I have a friend nearby. You can take me to her place.”

      “Ah.”

      Her. A woman made everything better.

      Pike gave the nearest major intersection, but not Rahmi’s address. Pike didn’t want the cabbie to know it if he was later questioned. When they reached Rahmi’s street, Pike told him to cruise the block.

      Pike said, “Go slow. I’ll know it when I see it.”

      “I thought you knew this girl.”

      “It’s been a while.”

      The SIS spotters would be watching the cab. This time of morning, they didn’t have anything else to watch. Pike slumped in the shadows of the backseat as they passed Rahmi’s building. The SIS spotters would be on alert now, but Pike wanted to see how Rahmi’s apartment was lit. The lighting was crucial in helping Pike determine where the spotters were hiding, and in planning how to defeat them.

      Pike said, “Slower.”

      The cab slowed even more. The watch officer was likely keying his radio or kicking his partner, saying they might have something here.

      The entry side of Rahmi’s building was lit by six yellow bulbs, one outside each of the three doors on the ground level, but only one outside a door on the second floor. The others appeared to be out. Pike was more interested in the back of the building than the front. The Google images showed the back of Rahmi’s building was very close to the neighboring home, and now Pike saw the area caught only a small amount of reflected glow from the neighbor’s porch. This was good for Pike. The heavy shadows, along with the distance from the street and the narrow separation between the two buildings, meant the area behind Rahmi’s apartment was a tunnel of darkness. Pike would be able to disappear into the tunnel.

      The cabbie said, “Which one?”

      “Don’t see it. Let’s try the next block.”

      Pike had the cabbie slow in front of two more buildings to throw off the spotters, then headed back to his Jeep. During his days as a combat Marine, the helicopter pilots used the same technique when inserting troops into enemy territory. They didn’t just fly in, drop off Marines, and leave. Instead, the pilots made three or four false inserts along with the real drop to mask the true drop point. If it worked in hostile jungles, it would work in South Central Los Angeles.

      Pike took another cab past the apartment just before dawn to check the lighting again from the opposite direction, and made six more cab rides before noon, different cabs each time, twice having the cabs stop nearby so he could study the street. One of the cabbies asked if he was looking for a woman, another stared at him in the rearview with marble eyes, finally saying, “You down here to kill a man?”

      They were parked outside a different apartment house on the next block. Pike now believed the primary SIS spotter was located in one of two commercial buildings directly across from Rahmi’s building. The only other building with a view of Rahmi’s door was the house it faced, but Pike had seen a tall, thin woman herd three children out of the house for school. The two commercial buildings were the only remaining possibilities. SIS wanted to see Rahmi’s door. They would want to see who entered, and who left, and with the bad angles this meant they had to be directly across the street in one of two places. Pike hadn’t found their exact location, but he now believed it wasn’t necessary.

      The cabbie said, “I don’t want no shootin’ in this cab. Don’t you be gettin’ me involved in some crime.”

      “I’m cool.”

      “You don’t look cool. You look so hot a man could fry just bein’ next to you.”

      Pike said, “Sh.”

      “Just sayin’, is all.”

      Pike pushed a twenty-dollar bill onto the man’s shoulder. The cabbie grunted like he was the world’s biggest fool, but the bill disappeared.

      Rahmi’s Malibu was parked outside his building almost directly in front of the chain-link gate. Tuxedo black with double-chrome dubs covering the wheels that probably retailed at two thousand dollars each. Every time Rahmi drove away, SIS would follow. They would have placed a GPS locator on the car, and they would use at least three vehicles to maintain contact. Their cars would be nearby and ready to roll.

      The Malibu was Pike’s key. SIS had to watch Rahmi’s apartment, but Pike only needed to watch the Malibu, and a place to hide without being seen.

      The driver made a loud sigh.

      “Ain’t you seen enough?”

      Pike said, “Let’s go.”

      Pike picked up his Jeep, then drove north into East L.A. A friend of his had a parking lot there, where he kept vehicles he rented to film companies. Vintage cars, mostly, but also specialty vehicles like dune buggies, decommissioned police cruisers, and customized hot rods. Pike rented a taco truck with faded paint, a heavy skin of dust, and a cracked window. A flowing blue legend was emblazoned along the side: ANTONIO’S MOTORIZED RESTAURANT-HOME OF THE BBQ TACO! The legend was faded, too.

      Pike put it on his credit card, left his Jeep, then drove the taco truck back to Compton. He parked three blocks from Rahmi’s on the opposite side of the street in front of what appeared to be a tow yard and a row of abandoned storefronts.

      Pike shut the engine, cracked open the windows for air, then moved back into the kitchen bay where he would be hidden from people on the street. Three blocks away, the SIS spotters would ignore him. They were too busy watching Rahmi’s apartment.

      Pike couldn’t see the apartment, but he had a good view of the Malibu, and the Malibu was all he needed.

      Pike settled in. He breathed. He waited for something to happen.
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      AT EIGHT-FIFTY THAT NIGHT, the Malibu pulled away, came toward Pike until the first cross street, then stopped before making the turn. The light was poor, but the black-on-black Malibu gleamed beautifully and the polished chrome dubs glittered.

      Pike watched.

      A dark blue Neon approached on the cross street as the Malibu signaled to turn. The Neon was dirty, and missing the left front hubcap. When the Malibu turned, the Neon continued across the intersection behind it. Pike figured the Neon was SIS, and at least two other vehicles were maneuvering into surrounding positions.

      Pike waited another five minutes before he slipped out of the taco truck. No lights came on when he opened and closed the door.

      When Rahmi left his apartment, the spotters would have radioed the officers in their nearby cars, and the drivers would have scrambled to get into position. After that it was their show. For the first time in hours, the spotters would relax. They would kick back, check email, call their significant others, get some exercise. They wouldn’t be staring at Rahmi Johnson’s door because Rahmi was gone.

      Pike trotted up to the same intersection, then rounded the corner to the next street and vaulted a fence into the yard butting the back side of Rahmi’s building. A dog barked, mincing and scraping at the door of the neighbor’s house, but Pike slid past the door and lifted himself over another chain-link fence directly behind Rahmi’s apartment.

      Pike stood in the shadows, waiting to see if someone would turn on a light. The little dog continued barking, but a woman in the house shouted, and after a few seconds the barking stopped. Pike got to work.

      Each of the apartments had only a single window on the back of the building, one of those high, small windows you find in bathrooms, but the windows were caged by iron bars. Rahmi’s window and the window in the street-side apartment were lit, but the rear apartment was dark. Pike wondered if it was filled with SIS operators.

      The bathroom door was open. The bathroom light was off, but lights and the television were on in the outer room. The television being on, Pike figured Rahmi would return soon, but couldn’t be sure.

      Pike examined the security bars. The bars were not individual bars, but a single cage formed of vertical rods welded to a frame like a catcher’s mask. More expensive security systems were hinged on one side, but these bars had been installed on the cheap and were likely against the building code. Pike ran his fingers along the bottom frame plate and found four screws. The owner had probably sunk wood screws through the stucco into the studs. They would be difficult to break, but not impossible.

      Pike had come prepared with a pry bar. He jimmied the pry bar under the frame, used his SOG knife to pop the heads off the screws, then levered the cage from the window. Pike placed it on the ground, pushed open the window, then lifted himself through.

      Rahmi had a studio apartment, with the bath in one corner sharing a wall with his kitchen. The furnishings were ratty and cheap, with a thread-bare couch fronting a discolored coffee table, a couple of beanbag chairs pimpled with stains, and a gray comforter suggesting the couch did double duty as a bed. The sixty-inch flat-screen hung opposite the couch like a glittering jewel, as out of place as a human head. Cables bled down the wall to a stack of components, then vined along the floor to a series of speakers. Rahmi had Surround Sound.

      Pike wanted to turn off the lights and mute the television, but if the police were watching and listening, they would wonder what happened. The police had almost certainly been inside the apartment, and probably left a listening device. Pike didn’t want them listening when Rahmi came home.

      Pike put away the pry bar and knife, and took out a small RF scanner about the size and shape of an iPod. Pike used it often in his security work. If the scanner picked up an RF signal, which pretty much all eavesdropping bugs emitted, a red light would glow.

      Pike swept the main room, the kitchen, and finally the bath, then checked the big-screen components and furniture without finding anything. Pike considered the air conditioner wedged in the window. If the device was in the AC and someone turned it on, you wouldn’t be able to hear anything, but he checked it anyway. Nothing. Then he studied the shades covering the windows. The rollers were dingy and fuzzy with dust and spiderwebs. Pike scanned them, and found the bug on the second roller. It was the size of an earbud and stuck to the roller’s bracket with a piece of earthquake putty. Pike gently removed it and placed it on the floor behind the door. This would be his position when Rahmi came home.

      Pike put away the scanner, but continued his search. He found a nine-millimeter Smith and Wesson wedged between the cushions on the couch, a blue glass bong the length of a nightstick on the floor, and a baggie containing two joints and a small quantity of loose marijuana. A smaller glass rock pipe was in a wicker basket, along with a plastic bag containing three balls of rock cocaine and assorted pills. Pike unloaded the nine-millimeter, pocketed the bullets, then tucked the gun under his belt. He found nothing else of interest, so he returned to his position behind the door. Rahmi might be back in five minutes or five days, but Pike would wait. Pike was good at waiting.

      Twenty-five minutes later, Pike heard the chain-link gate, and drew Rahmi’s pistol.

      Three locks were built into the door. Someone unlocked them one by one, and then the door swung in. Pike stepped on the bug as the door opened. Rahmi Johnson entered carrying a white paper bag, closed the door, and saw Pike just as Pike hit him with the pistol. The police would have resumed their watchful positions and would be wondering why the sound went dead, but would assume the closing door had somehow knocked it loose.

      Rahmi raised his hands for protection, but didn’t get them up fast enough. Pike hit him a second time, and Rahmi staggered sideways. Tacos spilled out of the bag, smelling of grease and chili sauce.

      Pike twisted Rahmi’s arm behind his back, clipped his knees, and rode him down.

      Rahmi said, “Bro, hey, the fuck?”

      Pike held the gun out.

      “See?”

      Rahmi probably thought Pike was a cop, the white facedown here in Compton.

      “What you want, man? I ain’t done nuthin’.” Pike tapped him again.

      “Sh.”

      Pike muted the television, then went through Rahmi’s pockets. He found a cell phone, a fold of cash, a pack of Parliaments, and a yellow Bic lighter. No wallet. He pulled Rahmi to his feet and pushed him to the couch.

      “Sit.”

      Rahmi sat, glaring at Pike like a sullen teenager. Rahmi was trying to read him, trying to figure out who Pike was and what was in store. Pike understood he looked like a cop, but he didn’t want Rahmi to think he was a cop.

      Pike stuffed Rahmi’s cash into his pocket, and Rahmi jerked forward.

      “Yo! That’s my money, muthuhfucka!”

      “Not anymore. Jamal owes me cash.”

      “You a cop?”

      “Where’s Jamal?”

      “I don’t know where Jamal is. Shit.”

      “Jamal has my money. I’ll get it from him, or from you.”

      “I don’t know you, man. I don’t know nuthin’ ’bout no money.”

      Rahmi wet his lips, thinking if Pike wasn’t a cop, maybe it wasn’t as bad as he thought, but Pike wanted him to think it was worse.

      Pike threw the cell phone at him, so hard Rahmi caught it to protect himself.

      “Call him.”

      “Man, I ain’t seen Jamal since visiting day. He in prison.”

      Pike swung the Smith backhand, hitting the sixty-inch plasma dead in the center of the screen. The safety glass split, and multicolored blocks danced and shimmered where the image had been. Rahmi lunged up from the couch, eyes trembling like runny eggs.

      Pike aimed the Smith at Rahmi’s forehead and thumbed back the hammer.

      “Call.”

      “I’ll call. I’ll call all you want, but we ain’t gonna get no answer. I been leavin’ messages. His message box full.”

      Rahmi fumbled with the phone, then held it out for Pike to see.

      “Here. Listen here. You’ll see. I called him right now.”

      Pike held out his free hand, and Rahmi tossed the phone over. Pike caught it to hear a computer voice say the recipient’s message box was full.

      Pike ended the connection, then brought up the call log. The last call out showed as Jamal. Pike closed the phone, then put it into his pocket. He would go through the other numbers later.

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know where he is. Layin’ up with some ho, I imagine. Maybe in Vegas.”

      “He told me he was crashing here. How else would I have your address?”

      Now Rahmi appeared confused, as if he thought all this might be possible, but wasn’t sure how.

      “Man, that was weeks ago. I don’t know where he cribs now. He don’t tell me, and I don’t wanna know.”

      “Why not?”

      “Aw, man, you know. The police came around looking, so he’s gotta stay low. He didn’t say where he went and I didn’t ask. If I don’t know, I can’t say.”

      Pike decided Rahmi was telling the truth, but Jamal was only one of the people he wanted to find.

      “When’s the last time you spoke?”

      “Few days, I guess. Maybe a week.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      “Just talkin’ shit. This cop show I’m watching on DVD, The Shield. That shit is righteous, here on the sixty-inch. We talkin’ about The Shield. Jamal say up there in Soledad, they all into The Shield.”

      “I think you’re lying. I think he left my money with you, and you spent it.”

      Pike aimed the Smith at Rahmi’s left eye. Rahmi held up a hand as if he could ward off the bullet.

      “That’s crazy. I don’t know nuthin’ ’bout no money.”

      “He tell you I was coming?”

      “He ain’t said nuthin’ ’bout no money, you, or anything else. How much he owe you?”

      “Thirty-two thousand dollars. I’m getting it from him, or you.”

      “I ain’t got no thirty-two kay.”

      “You were driving it. Now I’m driving it.”

      Rahmi blinked at what was left of his big-screen television, then slumped in defeat.

      “Nigga, please, whatever passed between you and Jamal, I got no part in that. Jamal, he gave me these things ’cause he doin’ so well. We family, dog.”

      “How’d he get to be doing so well?”

      “He got in with a good crew.”

      “Who? Maybe I can find him through them.”

      “Jamal never told me no names.”

      “He never told you I’d come for my money, either. I think he stole it from me. I think this stuff is mine.”

      Pike raised the gun again, and this time Rahmi pleaded.

      “It’s true, bro. They hooked up with this Serbian cat, lays off one fat score after another. They makin’ the bank!”

      Pike lowered the gun.

      “Serbian.”

      “They in with this dude set’m up with the scores. Tell’m who to hit, they split the cash. He say it the easiest money he ever made.”

      “He said Serbian? Not Russian or Armenian?”

      “What difference it make? How’s a brother know the difference?”

      “What was the name?”

      “Just some Serbian muthuhfucka, that’s all.”

      Ana Markovic was from Serbia. Dying in the hospital with her sister standing guard.

      Pike studied Rahmi, but wasn’t really looking at Rahmi. He thought for a moment, then went to the bag of tacos. He stepped on it. Crunch.

      Rahmi looked pained.

      “Muthuhfuckin’ dinner, muthuhfucka. Why you do a mean-hearted thing like that?”

      Pike picked up Rahmi’s keys, then tossed them to him.

      “Get some more tacos.”

      “What?”

      Pike held up the fold of bills.

      “Take your car. Go get more tacos.”

      Rahmi wet his lips as if he was expecting a trick, then snatched the bills and went to the door.

      “How you know Jamal?”

      “He murdered me.”

      Rahmi froze with his hand on the knob.

      Pike said, “You see Jamal before I find him, tell him Frank Meyer is coming.”

      Rahmi let himself out.

      Pike stood by the door, listening. He heard the gate. He heard the Malibu rumble, and the tires screech. Just as before, the SIS detail would scramble to follow.

      Pike slipped out the bathroom window, and returned to the night.
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      PIKE RETURNED TO UCLA the next morning. When he stepped off the elevator onto the ICU floor, he saw Rina outside her sister’s door with a doctor and two nurses. Pike stepped back onto the elevator and rode down to the lobby. He wanted to speak with her alone.

      Pike repositioned his Jeep so he could watch the lobby entrance, then turned on the phone he had taken from Rahmi Johnson. He had bought a power cord for the phone on the way to the hospital. Pike wanted to keep the phone charged in case Jamal called his cousin.

      Pike scrolled through the list until he reached Jamal’s number, then pressed the button to dial. Pike had called the number twice last night, and now again, but the response was the same. A female computer voice came on, informing Pike that Jamal’s message box was full.

      Pike put away the phone, then stared at the lobby. He was prepared to wait as long as necessary, but Rina emerged a few minutes later. Same jeans and jacket as yesterday. Same shoulder bag clutched to her chest.

      Pike moved through a row of cars as she crossed into the parking lot. She walked fast, with hard, clipped steps, as if she wanted to cover as much ground as possible.

      She didn’t see Pike until he stepped from between the cars, then she gasped.

      Pike said, “Do you know who did this?”

      “Of course not. How could I know?”

      “Is that why you’re afraid? You know who did this?”

      She edged away, keeping the purse close.

      “I don’t know what you are saying. Of course I don’t know. The police are looking.”

      Pike stepped in front of her.

      “The people who shot her were sent by a Serbian.”

      “And this means what? Please-”

      She tried to get around him, but Pike caught her arm.

      “The crew who shot your sister bought the score from a Serbian gangster. They bought information about a house where your sister worked. And now here you are, afraid, with the gun.”

      She glared at his hand, then drew herself up.

      “Leave go of me.”

      Pike let go because he saw her look past him. Pike drifted to the side, and saw a large, burly man approaching. He was jumbo large, with sloping shoulders, a big gut, and a dark, unshaven face. His beard was thick enough to grind marble.

      He stopped when Pike turned, still two rows away, and said something Pike did not understand. Rina answered in the same language.

      “My friend, Yanni. He see you grab me. I tell him we’re fine.”

      Yanni was probably six five and weighed three hundred pounds. He was scowling at Pike like a Balkan grizzly, but Pike wasn’t impressed. Size meant little.

      Pike turned back to the woman.

      “If you know who did this, tell me. I can protect you better than him.” Rina stepped back.

      “I don’t know what you mean, Serbian gangster.”

      “How did Frank and Cindy meet your sister? How did she get the job with them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did someone you know recommend her to them?”

      She moved farther away.

      “If you think you know something, you should tell the police.”

      “Who are you afraid of?”

      She studied him a long time, then shook her head.

      “Ana is dead now. I have much to do.”

      She turned and walked past Yanni, the two of them exchanging words Pike could not understand. She walked quickly, as if she still had all the ground to cover but was falling behind. Yanni continued scowling, but now his scowl seemed sad.

      Pike returned to his Jeep. He watched them cross the parking lot to a small white Toyota. The woman got in behind the wheel.

      Pike let them gain ground before he followed them, creeping along several cars back through the ugly Westwood Village traffic, then onto the freeway. He kept the Toyota in sight, rolling north into the San Fernando Valley, then east to Studio City. Pike worked closer when they left the freeway, following them into a residential area between the L.A. River channel and Ventura Boulevard, and then into the parking lot of a large apartment complex. It was one of those complexes with gated entries and visitor parking, and lots of used brick and trees.

      Pike parked at the curb and followed her on foot, staying along the edge of the building. He stopped when her brake lights flared. Yanni got out, spoke with her for a moment through the open window, then climbed into a metallic tan F-150 pickup truck. The Toyota continued into the residents’ parking lot.

      Pike noted the F-150’s license plate, but stayed back until Yanni drove away, then jumped the gate into the parking structure. He continued along the line of parked vehicles until he found Rina’s Toyota parked in a space marked 2205. Pike thought it likely that 2205 would also be Rina’s apartment number.

      Pike returned to his Jeep, wrote down the various license plates and numbers before he forgot them, then phoned a friend.

      Pike was good at some things, but not so good at others. He wanted information about Ana and Rina Markovic, and on the phone numbers in Rahmi Johnson’s phone. Pike was a warrior. He could hunt, stalk, and defeat an enemy in almost any environment, but detective work required relationships Pike did not possess.

      A man answered on the second ring.

      “Elvis Cole Detective Agency. We find more for less. Check our prices.”

      Pike said, “I need your help.”
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      Elvis Cole

       

      ELVIS COLE PUT DOWN the phone, feeling even more concerned than he was before Pike called. Cole couldn’t count the times Pike had saved his life, or the endless moments of silence they had shared when just being with someone who has seen the same horrible things you have seen was the last best way to survive. But he could count on one hand the times Joe Pike had asked for help.

      Cole hadn’t felt right since Detective-Sergeant Jack Terrio hit him with questions he couldn’t answer about a multiple homicide he knew nothing about, and now Cole was irritated he had to wait to find out what was going on. As usual, Pike hadn’t explained anything over the phone. Just said he was on his way, and hung up. Ever the mannered conversationalist.

      The Elvis Cole Detective Agency maintained a two-office suite four flights above Santa Monica Boulevard. The selling point had been the balcony. Cole could step outside on a clear day and see all the way down Santa Monica to the sea. Sometimes, the seagulls flew inland, floating in the air like white porcelain kites, blinking at him with beady eyes. Sometimes, the woman in the next suite stepped onto her balcony to sun herself. Her selection of bikinis was impressive.

      Cole’s name was on the door, but Joe Pike was his partner, as well as his friend. They bought the agency the same year Pike left the LAPD and Cole was licensed by the state of California as a private investigator.

      That morning, the sky was milky, but bright, cool, but not chilly, and the French doors were open so Cole could enjoy the air. Cole was wearing a killer Jams World aloha shirt (colors for the day: sunburst and lime), khaki cargo pants, and an Italian suede shoulder holster of impeccable design, said holster currently gunless. Cole was wearing the holster in hopes the woman next door would emerge in her latest bikini, see it, and swoon, but so far, Cole was zero for two: no woman, no swooning.

      Twenty minutes later, Cole was balancing his checkbook when Pike arrived. Cole didn’t hear the door open or close. This was just how Pike moved. As if he was so used to moving quietly he no longer touched the earth.

      Cole pushed the checkbook aside, letting Pike see his irritation.

      “So I’m sitting here, the door opens, and these cops walk in, badge, badge, badge. Three of them, so I know it’s important. They say, what do I know about Frank Meyer? I say, who? They say, Meyer was a merc with your boy Pike. I say, okay, and? They say, Meyer and his family were shot to death. I don’t know what to say to that, but that’s when the alpha cop, a guy named Terrio, asked what I knew about your personal relationship with Meyer, and whether you had a business relationship. I said, brother, I have never heard that name before.”

      Cole watched as Pike settled into a spot against the wall. Pike rarely sat when he was at their office. He leaned against the wall.

      Pike said, “No reason you would. Frank was one of my guys. From before.”

      “Terrio told me they had reason to believe this crew hit Meyer because he had cash or drugs at his home.”

      “Terrio’s wrong. He believes the other six victims were crooked, so he’s gunning for Frank.”

      Cole frowned, feeling even less in the know.

      “Other six?”

      “Frank’s home was the seventh hit in a string. Same crew, working the Westside and Encino. They’ve been ripping off criminals.”

      “Terrio left out that part. So did the paper.”

      After Terrio left, Cole had searched the L.A. Times website and local news stations for their coverage of the murders. The Times had provided the most information, describing Frank Meyer as a successful, self-made businessman. No mention was made of his past as a professional military contractor, but maybe that hadn’t been known at the time the article was written. A detective named Stan Watts was quoted, saying he believed a professional home invasion crew numbering between three and four men entered the home between eight and ten P.M., with robbery as the likely motive. Watts provided no details about what might have been stolen.

      Cole had printed out the article, and now pushed it toward Pike, but Pike didn’t look at it.

      Cole said, “If Terrio’s wrong, then what did these people go there to steal?”

      Pike took a sheet of notepaper and a cell phone from his pocket, and placed them on Cole’s desk.

      “I found a connection Terrio doesn’t know about.”

      Cole listened as Pike told him about a recently released criminal named Jamal Johnson and his cousin, Rahmi. Pike told him about a new Malibu, and that Jamal told Rahmi his crew bought scores from someone in the Serbian mob. Pike was in the middle of telling it when Cole raised a hand, stopping him.

      “Waitaminute. SIS is watching this guy, and you broke into his place?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s insane.”

      Pike tossed the phone to Cole.

      “Rahmi’s phone. Jamal’s number is in the memory. Maybe you could ID the service provider, and back-trace Jamal’s call list. We might be able to find him through his friends.”

      Cole put the phone aside, and picked up the note.

      “I’ll see what I can do. How are these people connected?”

      “Ana Markovic was the Meyers’ nanny. She died this morning. Rina was her sister. She has a friend called Yanni. I’m not sure how he spells it. Rina was at the hospital before her sister died. She was standing guard because she believed the people who shot her sister might come around to finish the job.”

      “You think she knows something?”

      “They’re Serbian. Rahmi says his cousin hooked up with a Serbian gangster. What are the odds?”

      Cole thought about it. Los Angeles has always had a small Serbian population, but, just as the Russian and Armenian populations increased after the Soviet Union collapsed, the Serbian and expatriate Yugoslavian populations shot up after the conflicts in the nineties. Criminals and organized gangsters arrived along with everyone else, and L.A. now had significant numbers of criminal gang sets from all over Eastern Europe. But even with the increasing populations, the numbers of East Europeans remained statistically small. A Latin, African-American, or Anglo connection would have meant nothing. A Balkan connection in Westwood was worth checking out.

      Cole placed the note with the phone.

      “Your pal Rina, you think she’d talk to me?”

      “No.”

      Cole stared at the information Pike had cribbed onto the sheet. It wasn’t much.

      “Where did Ana live?”

      “With Frank.”

      “Maybe she had another place for the weekends.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I guess you and I aren’t up to speed on the nanny lifestyle.”

      “No.”

      The classic Pike conversation.

      “What I’m getting at here is that talking to people who knew this girl might be a good place to start. I’ll need the names of her friends, maybe some phone numbers, things like that. If the sister won’t talk to us, can we get into the crime scene?”

      “I’ll take care of it. Also, John Chen is on the SID team. He’s running the physical evidence.”

      Cole nodded. Chen was good, and Chen had worked with them before. Cole would call him after Pike left.

      Two seagulls appeared in the empty blue nothing outside the glass. Cole watched them float on their invisible sea, tiny heads turning. One of them suddenly dropped out of sight. His partner watched the other fall, then folded his wings and followed.

      Cole said, “And Terrio doesn’t know about Jamal and the Serbian connection?”

      “No.”

      “You going to tell him?”

      “No. I want to find them before the police.”

      Pike was staring at him, but his face was as empty of expression as always, the dark glasses like two black holes cut into space. The stillness in Pike was amazing.

      Cole looked for the gulls again, but they were still gone. The winter sky was a milky blue, just edging into gray from the haze. Cole got up, went around his desk to the little fridge under the Pinocchio clock, and took out a bottle of water. He offered it to Pike. Pike shook his head once. Cole brought it back to his desk.

      Cole glanced at the news story again, the one Pike had not touched. The second paragraph, where the names of the murdered victims were given. Frank, Cindy, Frank, Jr., Joe. The youngest was Joey. Executed. The word chosen by the journalist to describe what had happened. Executed. Cole had not stopped thinking about that word since he read the story. He knew better, but the writer was good. She had burned a few words onto a blank page, forcing Cole and her other readers to imagine the scene, and there it was. A black steel muzzle to the head. Clenched eyes, tears squeezing through stitched lids, maybe the sobbing and screaming, and the short, sharp BAM that ends all of it. The sobbing stops, the face grows serene as its lines relax in death, and all that remains is the mother’s screams. Cindy would have been last. Cole folded the article and pushed it aside, wondering the thing he had been wondering since reading the article yesterday-whether or not the youngest boy, Joey, had been named after Pike.

      Who was Frank Meyer?

      One of my guys.

      Cole had learned enough over the years to know what was meant. Pike had been able to hand-pick his guys, which meant he chose people he respected. Then, because they were Pike’s guys, he would have arranged for their gear, and meals, and equipment, made sure they were paid on time, that their contracts were honored, and that they were properly equipped for the job at hand. He would have taken care of them, and they would have taken care of him, and he would not have let them sell their lives cheaply.

      Who was Frank Meyer?

      One of my guys.

      Cole said, “I don’t need to hide from what you’re going to do. You haven’t done it yet. Maybe things will change. Maybe the police will find them first.”

      Pike said, “Mm.”

      Cole studied Pike, and thought that Pike was studying him back, but maybe Pike was just looking. Cole never knew what Pike was thinking. Maybe Pike was just waiting for Cole to say something. Pike was very patient.

      Cole said, “I want you to hear this, and think about it. I don’t think Terrio is necessarily wrong. If I were him, I would be looking at Meyer, too. What if it turns out Frank isn’t the man you knew. What if Terrio’s right?”

      The flat black lenses seemed to bore into Cole as if they were portholes into another dimension.

      “He’s still one of my guys.”

      The seagulls reappeared, drawing Cole’s eye. They hung in the air, tiny heads flicking left and right as they glanced at each other. Then, as one, the two birds looked at Cole. They stared with their merciless eyes, then banked away. Gone.

      Cole said, “You see that?”

      But when Cole looked over, Pike was gone, too.

    

  
    
      
        13

      

      TWO MEN AND A WOMAN in dark blue business suits were walking up Frank’s drive when Pike cruised past. A senior uniformed officer with the stars on her collar that marked her as a deputy chief was gesturing as the three civilians followed. Downtown brass giving a few big-shots the tour.

      A single black-and-white command car was parked at the curb, indicating the officer had driven the civilians herself. No other official vehicles were present. Three days after the murders, the lab rats had found everything there was to find. Pike knew the house would remain sealed until the science people were certain they wouldn’t need additional samples. When they gave the okay, the detectives would release the house to Frank and Cindy’s estate, and someone would notify Ana Markovic’s family that they could claim her possessions. Pike wondered if Ana’s parents lived in Serbia, and if they had been notified. He wondered if they were flying in to claim their daughter’s body, and whether they could afford it.

      Pike circled a nearby park, slowly winding his way back to Frank’s. He approached from the opposite direction this time, and parked two blocks up the street with an easy, eyes-forward view of the command car.

      The senior officer and her guests stayed inside for forty-two minutes. This was much longer than Pike would have expected, but then they came back down the drive, climbed into the command car, and drove away.

      Pike waited five minutes, then pulled forward to park across from Frank’s. An older woman with white hair was walking a little white dog. The dog was short, and old, with a heavy body and eyes that had been playful before they were tired. Pike let them pass, then walked up Frank’s drive, and entered through the side gate as he had two nights before.

      Someone had taped a piece of cardboard over the broken pane in the French door. Pike pushed the cardboard aside and let himself in. After four days, the blood pooled on the floors had soured and mildewed. Pike ignored the smell, and went to Ana Markovic’s room.

      The handmade Valentine poster made by Frank’s boys, the posters of European soccer players, the tiny desk with its clutter of magazines and laptop computer all remained as Pike remembered. The screen saver was still playing-a young Hawaiian surf stud riding a wave that swallowed him, only to be resurrected and swallowed again in an endless loop. Pike closed the screen, unplugged the power cord, and placed the computer by the door. He searched through the drawers and clutter, hoping for some kind of address book or cell phone, but found neither. Instead, he found a high school yearbook and some birthday and holiday cards. He put the cards in the yearbook, and the yearbook with the computer.

      Pike was bothered by the absence of a phone. He looked under and around the desk, then pulled a mound of sheets and a comforter from the bed. He found rumpled clothes, two open boxes of cookies, an open box of Pampers, some magazines, three partially consumed bottles of water, a paperback novel about vampires, an unopened bag of Peanut M &M’s, and a single unused tampon still in its wrapper. He found the messy clutter of a young woman who liked to shove everything in the corner, but no phone. Pike lifted the mattress. Nothing.

      Pike realized he had not found a purse or wallet, either. It occurred to him that her phone had probably been in her purse, and the paramedics might have taken her purse along when they rushed her to the hospital. Pike made a mental note to tell Cole. Cole could check to see if this was what happened, and whether or not the hospital still had the purse in their possession.

      The tiny room held a closet smaller than a phone booth. The bathroom was across the hall. Pike went through the closet first, then the bath. The closet floor was deep with clothes, shoes, and an empty backpack. A corkboard had been tacked to the inside of the door and was covered with snapshots, cards, pictures cut from magazines, ticket stubs, and drawings. Ana was in most of the pictures, but not all, posing with people her own age, everyone smiling or mugging for the camera. Most of them had probably been taken in the past couple of years, and a few had writing. Luv, Krissy. You da bomb! BFF! Like that.

      Pike didn’t take them all. He selected pictures that appeared the most recent, and those with handwritten notes and names, and tucked them into the yearbook. He had just crossed the hall into the bathroom when he heard a car door. He picked up the computer and yearbook, hurried to the front of the house, and saw two unmarked Crown Vics. Terrio and Deets were already out of their car, and two more detectives were climbing out of the second car. Terrio and Deets went to Pike’s Jeep, then scowled toward the house.

      Pike left the way he had entered, went around to the side of the house, then slipped through the hedges to the wall. He didn’t go over. He stripped a.25 caliber Beretta from his ankle and a Colt.357 Python from his waist, then chinned himself up to see what was on the other side. He dropped the computer, yearbook, and guns into a soft cushion of calla lilies, then let himself out the side gate onto the drive.

      Terrio and the others were halfway up the drive when Pike stepped out, letting them see him.

      Terrio said, “You forget what that yellow tape means?”

      “I wanted to see what happened.”

      “You have no business seeing what happened. Did you enter the premises?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “To see.”

      Deets grinned at the other detectives.

      “I like it. We have breaking and entering, illegal entry, interfering with a lawful investigation. How about adding burglary, Pike? Did you take anything?”

      Pike spread his arms, offering to let them search.

      “See for yourself.”

      Deets moved behind Pike.

      “Good idea. I’ve heard about this guy, Jack. Never know what he might be packing.”

      The younger detective ran his hands over Pike’s legs, pockets, and belt line, but his grin collapsed when he found nothing.

      Terrio didn’t look so happy about it, either, but he tipped his head toward the house, speaking to the other detectives.

      “I’ll catch up with you. I’m going to walk Mr. Pike to his car.”

      Terrio didn’t say anything more until they reached the street. He leaned against Pike’s Jeep. This bothered Pike, but he didn’t object.

      Terrio studied Frank’s house for a moment.

      “Why’d you come here?”

      “To see. Like I told you.”

      “That why you went to the hospital?”

      Pike wondered how Terrio knew.

      “That’s right.”

      “The girl died this morning. That makes twelve homicides. If you think I’m spending all my resources digging up dirt on your friend, you’re wrong.”

      Pike didn’t respond. He figured Terrio would make his point soon enough.

      “I’ve got the mayor, the police commissioner, and the brass on my arm. I’ve got a rising body count, and no certain suspects. If you know something that could help, you should tell me.”

      “Can’t help you.”

      Terrio stared at Pike for a moment, then laughed.

      “Sure. Sure you can’t. You’re here because you want to see.”

      Pike’s cell phone buzzed. It buzzed so loudly that Terrio stepped away from the Jeep.

      “Why don’t you get it, Pike? Might be important.”

      Pike didn’t move. The buzzing stopped when the call went to voice mail.

      Terrio said, “Get out of here.”

      Pike watched him head toward the house. Pike knew Terrio would glance back when he reached Frank’s door, so he got into his Jeep and pulled away. He drove far enough so he couldn’t be seen from Frank’s house, then jogged back through the neighbor’s yard to the calla lily bed, recovered his guns and the things he had taken, and walked away.
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      PIKE DROVE TO THE far side of the park before he pulled over to check his phone. Cole had left a message, asking him to call.

      When Cole answered, Pike said, “Me.”

      “You wanted to know how a gangster could be connected to the nanny?”

      Cole was being dramatic, and continued without waiting for an answer.

      “Here’s a hint. Your girl Rina works for the Serbian mob.”

      “Ana’s sister.”

      “That’s right. Her sister is the connection.”

      Pike watched the children in the park. He watched the toddlers run with short, awkward steps, and little ones try to stack blocks, and fail, because their tiny hands were too small to hold the blocks well.

      “You’ve been on this less than two hours.”

      “Am I not the World’s Greatest Detective?”

      Pike glanced at his watch.

      “Ninety-two minutes.”

      “Karina Markovic, also known as Karen Mark, age twenty-six, arrested twice for prostitution, once for assault, and once for robbery-a john claimed she stole his wallet. Total jail time served is nine days. She was busted in a Serbian sex crib up in the Valley. She’s been in this country for at least eight years, and she’s probably here illegally.”

      The San Fernando Valley was the porn capital of the world, and the Russian gangs discovered it as soon as they arrived. The sex trade was an easy moneymaker, but American women were difficult to control, so the Russians brought Russian girls over, and each new wave of East European gang sets followed the pattern-from the Ukrainians to the Armenians to the Serbs.

      Pike said, “Does she have warrants?”

      “None at this time, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be. Her license plate came back as inactive, which means the plate is not in active registration through the DMV.”

      “Her car is stolen.”

      “Stolen, or built from stripped parts. The Eastern Bloc gangs are into that-they build them from stolen parts, and ship them home. She might not know it was stolen. She might not even know the plate is no good. But the apartment address you gave me? Definitely not hers. The registered tenant is one Janic-with-a-J Pevich.”

      Cole pronounced Janic with a y. Yanni.

      “He have a record?”

      “Nothing that I found, but the day is young.”

      Pike lowered the phone, but did not move. He watched the children playing, and thought that now he understood why Rina Markovic was armed and afraid. The Serbian mob owned her, and someone in the Serbian mob had killed her sister. Pike wondered if this was the fourth man.

      Either way, Rina knew who pulled the trigger.

      Pike made his way toward Yanni’s apartment, wondering if Rina was there or if she had already moved on. Pike wasn’t worried about it. Even if she had gone, he could make Yanni tell him where to find her.

      Pike cruised through the small visitors’ parking lot where Yanni’s truck had been parked before, but now it was gone. He took a space at the end of the lot, and tucked the Python under his belt. He didn’t bother to hide the pry bar.

      Pike waited until two joggers passed, then hopped the gate into the residents’ parking lot. Rina Markovic’s car was still in the parking spot for apartment 2205.

      Pike left the parking garage like any other resident and made his way along a sidewalk between the buildings. The grounds were large, with eight separate three-story buildings laid out like four “equals” signs end to end in a line. The buildings followed a curve of land between the river channel and a residential street, and were pleasantly shaded with tall gray eucalyptus trees and thick oleanders. Pike searched almost ten minutes before he realized the apartment number wasn’t 2205, but was apartment 205 in building number 2. He found the apartment in the second-to-last building.

      It was quiet at the rear buildings, with all the daytime activity around the pool and up front by the mailboxes and parking garages.

      Pike climbed a flight of stairs, found 205, and listened at the door. The apartment was silent, so he covered the peephole and knocked. When no one answered, he knocked again, harder, but still heard nothing.

      Pike checked the area to make sure no one was watching, then wedged the end of the pry bar into the jamb where the dead bolt was seated. The door had more play than he expected, so Pike pressed harder, and realized the dead bolt wasn’t locked. He gave the pry bar a hard shove, and the jamb gave at the knob lock. Pike stepped inside, then closed the door, having to force it past the splintered jamb.

      Pike found himself in a small, simply furnished apartment that was dim because of the pulled curtains. He was in the living room, facing an open kitchen to his right and a bedroom to his left. The kitchen and bedroom were separated by a door that was probably a bathroom. The bedroom door was open, but the bathroom door was closed. The shower was running.

      Pike drew the Python as he crossed to the bedroom. He made sure the bedroom was empty, then moved to the kitchen as the shower stopped. Quick glance into the kitchen, then he turned toward the bathroom, waiting, the gun hanging along his leg.

      The door opened an inch, then suddenly opened wider with a billow of steamy air. Rina came out with her eyes down, vigorously toweling her hair. She was naked, with very white skin and a fleshy body. In the instant before she realized she was not alone, Pike studied her, seeing that corded pink scars crisscrossed her belly as if she had been clawed. The scars were so deep they puckered, and Pike knew by their faded color they were old.

      Then she saw him. She shrieked and lurched sideways, bunching the towel to cover herself.

      Pike raised the gun enough to make sure she saw it, but did not point it at her.

      “Who killed them?”

      She was as still as an ice sculpture. Her white face paled to translucence, her gaunt cheeks and hollow eyes highlighted by points of blue. She stood with the towel, water leaking across her shoulders and down her legs.

      Pike said, “Who?”

      “Get out of here. I will call the police.”

      “Who?”

      “You are insane. I will scream.”

      She glanced at the door just as Pike heard the knob, and Yanni stepped through carrying what looked like a large gym bag. He was so big he filled the door, and had to tip sideways to enter.

      A scowl flickered on the big man’s face even as he dropped the bag and charged. Rina shouted something in the other language, but Pike simply waited as he watched Yanni come.

      Yanni came hard and large the way big men do, trusting his size to do everything for him, so Pike knew Yanni had never been properly trained. He came in with his arms up and out, planning to drive Pike into the wall. Pike was so far ahead of the play he saw the steps of what was about to happen as if they were preordained.

      He let Yanni reach him, then pushed Yanni’s hand down to hook his arm. Pike dropped under and brought the arm with him, rolling the big man over his hip, and put Yanni flat on his back. Pike hit him on the forehead with the Python. Pike hit him again, harder, and this time the skin split deep and Yanni’s eyes turned glassy.

      It took less than two seconds, but when Pike glanced up Rina was already in the bedroom.

      He reached her as she turned from the bed with the pistol, caught it, and twisted it away. She didn’t quit easily. She punched at him and tried to claw his eyes as Pike dragged her backward to the living room so she could see Yanni. Her elbows cut into him, and she stomped at his feet and made grunting noises while trying to rake his eyes.

      Pike said, “Stop.”

      Yanni was still down, blinking in confusion at the blood filling his eyes.

      “I know you know. The mob owns you. You know who did this.”

      She fought even harder, whipping her head from side to side. She was strong. Muscles like rope under the pale skin.

      Pike squeezed so tight that something in her cracked. He hammered back the Python.

      “I won’t ask you again.”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes what?”

      “I know. I know who killed them. I know who did this.”

      “Who?”

      “My husband.”

      Pike held her trapped in his arm, the water from her hair soaking into his skin, her chest heaving.
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      PIKE TOLD HER TO wrap herself in the towel, then put her on the couch. She glanced at Yanni, still flat on his back.

      “What about him?”

      “He’s bleeding.”

      “We should do something.”

      “After you tell me.”

      She didn’t like that, and said something to Yanni in Serbian.

      Pike said, “English.”

      Yanni rubbed stupidly at his face, smearing the blood on his arm. Pike slipped her pistol into his pocket, then positioned himself so he could see both of them at the same time. If Yanni tried to get up, Pike wanted to know.

      Pike said, “Who’s your husband?”

      “Michael Darko. You know this name?”

      “No. He’s a thief?”

      She smirked, as if Pike was an idiot. She was cool and aloof, even naked on the couch with Yanni bleeding on the floor.

      “Please. He is a boss of thieves.”

      “Okay, the boss. Was he your boss when you were arrested for prostitution?”

      A tint of pink colored her cheeks.

      “Yes. He bring me here to America. I work for him then.”

      “Okay, the boss of thieves is a pimp. This boss sent a crew to Frank’s house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he go with them?”

      “Maybe he go, maybe not. I was not there.”

      “What did he go there to steal?”

      “My baby.”

      Her answer hung in the air like a frozen moment, as surprising as if they had gone to steal a nuclear bomb. Pike stared at her, thinking about what she had said, her gaunt face as smooth as porcelain, her eyes as hard as marble.

      “Frank and Cindy had your baby?”

      “My sister. I give him to my sister when I find out Michael is going to take him. I hide him with her until we can leave.”

      Pike tried to get his head around it. Then he remembered seeing the box of Pampers in Ana’s room. He had seen it, but thought nothing of it because it was just another box. There had been no crib, or bassinet, or baby food-just the one box of Pampers.

      “A baby.”

      “Yes.”

      “How old?”

      “Ten months.”

      She sat up straighter, pulling her shoulders back and chest out.

      “I look good, yes? I do much hard work.”

      “Michael and his crew, they’ve invaded six other homes. They’ve killed other people. He have kids in those places, too?”

      Her eyes flashed, angry.

      “I don’t know nothing about other things. All I know is this. Michael want his child. He take him back to Serbia.”

      Terrio hadn’t mentioned a kidnapping. Neither had Chen or anyone else, and then Pike realized why.

      “You didn’t tell the police, did you?”

      “Of course not. They cannot help me.”

      Of course not.

      Yanni was waking up. He touched his face, then looked at the blood on his palm as if he wasn’t quite sure what it was. Pike moved the gun toward him.

      “This one your boyfriend?”

      “No. He want to be, but, no. I hide with him when I hear Michael wants the baby, but then I get scared and I have much to do, so I give the baby to Ana.”

      Yanni stirred. A knee came up, then he rolled onto his side, trying to rise.

      Pike said, “Tell him to stay down.”

      “In English?”

      “In whatever he understands. Tell him if he gets up, I’ll shoot him.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yes.”

      She spoke the language, and Yanni turned toward Pike. Pike showed him the gun. Yanni sighed, then rested his head on the floor. His face was a mess.

      Pike said, “I want to be clear. Your husband, this guy Michael Darko, he went to Frank’s house to steal his kid from your sister?”

      “Yes.”

      There it was. Michael Darko was the fourth man.

      “What happened that night, it had nothing to do with Frank. It was all about taking your kid.”

      “Michael is going back to Serbia. He wants to raise his son there. Me, he wants to kill.”

      “Why?”

      “I am nothing. Do you see? A whore he made pregnant. He does not want his son to be the child of a whore.”

      “So he murdered your sister and an entire family?”

      “My sister was nothing to him. Your friends, nothing. I am nothing, too. He will kill me if he can. He will kill you, too.”

      Pike said, “We’ll see.”

      He closed his eyes and saw the bodies: Frank, Cindy, Little Frank, Joe. He saw the oily, irregular pools of blood. The Day-Glo green yarn that traced the bullets’ paths.

      Collateral damage.

      Bystanders in a domestic dispute.

      Pike took a slow breath, and felt as if his world had gently shifted. He ran a hand over his head, the short hair stiff and hard. Everything realigned itself into a more comfortable and familiar arrangement, but Frank and his family were still dead. Someone had violated their home. Someone had hurt them. Someone would pay.

      Pike considered the woman on the couch, and realized Frank had not been expecting what happened.

      “You didn’t warn them. Frank didn’t know this lunatic was after your kid.”

      She glanced away for the first time, not quite so cold or aloof.

      “No. We lie to them.”

      She said it that simply. No, we lie to them. Then she went on.

      “We tell them I have emergency. Is just for a few days, and the lady there, she is nice. I was making arrangements for to get to Seattle. A few days, that’s all, then we will go to Seattle. No one know Ana work for these people. How could he find out?”

      Collateral damage.

      Frank, Cindy, the boys. At least in the desert, Frank had seen the tanks coming.

      “Stay on the couch.”

      Pike went into the kitchen. He found ice in the freezer, and plastic trash bags under the sink. He cracked a tray of cubes into a trash bag, then dropped it on Yanni.

      “Put this on your face. Tell him to put it on his face.”

      Yanni said, “I know what you say.”

      Pike stepped around him and returned to the woman. He thought about putting his pistol away, but decided to keep it out.

      “Is Darko still in Los Angeles?”

      “I think yes. It is hard to know.”

      Pike wasn’t thrilled by her uncertainty, but at least she seemed willing to cooperate.

      “Let’s say he is. If he’s here, where can I find him?”

      “I don’t know. If I knew where he was I would have the boy, yes? I would shoot him, and take back the boy.”

      “Where does he live?”

      “I don’t know. He move a lot.”

      “How can you not know where your husband lives?”

      She closed her eyes. Her hard face softened, but the corners of her mouth seemed bitter.

      “He has not been my husband for many months.”

      Pike thought about it, then waved the gun at her belly.

      “He do that?”

      She looked down and opened the towel, not giving a thought that she was naked. Or maybe she had. Her pale body looked softer now; her belly creased awkwardly at the scars because she was seated. Her breasts were small, but firm. She was a good-looking woman. A little too hard and cold, but maybe that came from the belly. These weren’t surgical scars. Someone had wanted to hurt her, and had likely been trying to kill her. Pike wondered who, and why, and how long ago it had happened. She had been cut deep, and the cuts had hurt. Pike liked it that she wasn’t self-conscious about the scars.

      She considered herself before closing the towel.

      “No, not Michael. He make me pregnant after the scars. They turned him on.”

      “You have a picture of him?”

      “No. He does not have his picture taken. He has no pictures.”

      “How about a phone?”

      “No.”

      Pike frowned. Everything was no.

      “What if the kid got sick? What if you needed something?”

      “These things are paid for. There are other people I tell.”

      She shrugged like Pike was an idiot for not knowing the ways of the world.

      Pike thought hard, trying to come at it from a different direction. Either she was lying, or she knew almost nothing about him.

      “Where would he take the kid?”

      “ Serbia.”

      “Not Serbia. Now. Before he goes to Serbia. He has to keep a ten-month-old baby somewhere. ”

      “A woman, I think, but there are many such women. Michael is not going to change the diaper. He is not going to wake all night to feed.”

      “Another whore?”

      Her eyes flashed, and Pike felt bad for saying it so harshly. He asked again.

      “Does he have a girlfriend? Is he living with another woman?”

      “I don’t know. I am going to find out.”

      Pike studied her. She was going to find out. She was going to take back her child. She.

      “It was a mistake not to tell the police. You still can. You should.”

      Yanni mumbled something in Serbian, but Rina snapped back, cutting him off.

      Pike said, “English.”

      “What will they do, deport me? I have been arrested many times. I am not here with the papers.”

      “They won’t ask if you’re a citizen. And they won’t care about your record. Your child was kidnapped. The kidnappers murdered five people. Michael’s crew has murdered twelve people, altogether. That’s what the police care about.”

      “You don’t know anything.”

      “I know the police. I used to be a policeman.”

      The remains of her smile grew nasty.

      “Well, let me ask you this, Mr. Policeman-used-to-be. When I find this man, you think the police will let me shoot him in the head? That is what I am going to do.”

      Pike thought, this woman means it.

      Rina seemed to read his thoughts, and the sharp smile grew edges.

      “This is how we do it, old-school, where I am from. Do you see?”

      “Are all Serbian women like you?”

      “Yes.”

      Pike glanced at Yanni, still with the bag of ice on his face. Yanni nodded.

      Pike looked back at the woman.

      “Maybe you should come with me. I can put you someplace safe.”

      “I don’t know nothing about you, and I got a lot of work to do. I will stay with my friend.”

      Pike holstered the Python. He took her Ruger from his pocket. It wasn’t a fancy gun, but it was serviceable and deadly. He took out the magazine, then worked the slide to unload the chamber just as he had at the hospital. He thumbed the loose cartridge into the magazine, then tossed the gun and magazine onto the couch. They bounced against her thigh.

      She said, “You aren’t going to call the police?”

      “No. I’m going to help you.”

      When he took out his cell phone, Rina jumped up.

      “You say no police!”

      “I’m not calling the police.”

      Pike called Elvis Cole.
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      MICHAEL DARKO. Pike now had a name, but he knew nothing about Michael Darko, and needed to know more. It was important to understand the enemy before you engaged him, and impossible to find him without knowing his patterns and needs.

      When Cole arrived, Yanni was seated on a dinette chair, holding a bloody towel to his head. Rina was dressed, but the Ruger was still by her on the couch. Pike introduced them by pointing at each and saying their names.

      Cole eyed Yanni, then the gun, then Rina. Rina eyed him back, cool and suspicious.

      “What is this one, another used-to-be policeman?”

      “He’s a private investigator. He’s good at finding people.”

      “Then let him get started. We have wasted much time.”

      Cole took a seat near the couch as Pike sketched out everything Rina had told him about Darko, how the baby came to be with Ana, the kidnapping, and Rina’s intention to take back her child. When Pike was recounting that part of it, Cole looked over at Rina. When Cole looked, she tapped the pistol nestled against her leg.

      Cole said, “What’s your son’s name?”

      “Petar. Peter.”

      “You have a picture?”

      Pike thought her face darkened, but she stared at Cole glumly until Yanni mumbled something in Serbian.

      Pike said, “English. I’m not going to tell you again.”

      Rina pushed up from the couch.

      “Yes, I have picture.”

      She went into the bedroom, dug through her bag, then returned with a snapshot. It showed a smiling baby with wispy red hair. The baby was on a green carpet, reaching toward the camera. Pike didn’t know much about babies, but this one didn’t look ten months old.

      She said, “When I leave apartment, I leave fast. This is only picture I have. You cannot have it.”

      Pike said, “He doesn’t look almost a year old.”

      She scowled like he was an idiot.

      “You are stupid? He is ten months and three days now. In picture, he is six months, one week, and one day. Is only picture I have.”

      Cole arched his eyebrows at Pike.

      “What’s wrong with you? Can’t you tell how old a baby is?”

      Pike wasn’t sure if Cole was joking or not. Cole turned back to the woman.

      “I can scan a copy on my computer, and give this one back. Would that be okay?”

      She seemed to think about it, then nodded.

      “That would be okay.”

      Cole put the picture aside, and turned back to ask more questions.

      “Why did you have to leave so fast?”

      “Michael was coming.”

      “For Peter.”

      “Michael say he want the boy, I say no, he say ha. I know what Michael thinks. He kill me, he take the boy, he pretend the whore-mother never exist.”

      “So you stashed Peter with your sister while you went to find a place to live in Seattle.”

      “Yes.”

      “How did Michael find them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Would Ana have called him, maybe trying to work things out for you?”

      Rina laughed, but it was bitter and wise.

      “She would never do that. She is scared of these people. I keep her away from all that.”

      Cole glanced at Pike, not understanding.

      “These people?”

      Yanni spoke again, and another brief, incomprehensible conversation ensued. Pike stood, and Yanni immediately raised both hands.

      “She means the thieves. Ana is little girl when they come. Rina keep Ana away from these men.”

      Rina was nodding, her eyes narrowed and hard, and then she picked up where Yanni left off.

      “She is not to be a whore. She is not to work for Michael. I make her go to school, and have normal friends in her life, and to be a good girl.”

      Pike said, “You protected her.”

      Rina glanced out the window.

      “Not so well.”

      Cole cleared his throat, pulling them back.

      “Who knew Ana had the baby?”

      “No one.”

      “Yanni knew.”

      Yanni raised his hands again and shook his head.

      “I not tell anyone. I am with Rina every minute.”

      Rina made an impatient wave.

      “Yanni is good. I don’t know how Michael find her there. I cannot understand.”

      Cole said, “Let’s get back to Michael. This guy is your husband, but you don’t know where he lives?”

      “Nobody knows. That is how he makes his life.”

      “No address, no picture, not even a phone?”

      “He get new phone every week. The numbers change. What do you want me to say?”

      Rina scowled at Pike.

      “When is he going to start all this finding he is so good at?”

      Pike said, “Michael hides. We get that. But you know more about him than anyone else here. We need information so we have something to work with.”

      She spread her hands.

      “I am anxious to get started.”

      Cole said, “Who are his friends?”

      “He has no friends.”

      “Where does his family live?”

      “Serbia.”

      “I meant his relatives here.”

      “He leave them all in Serbia.”

      “Okay. What about your friends? Maybe one of them can help us find Michael.”

      “I have no friends. They are all afraid of Michael.”

      Cole looked over at Pike again.

      “I can’t write fast enough to keep up.”

      Rina squinted at him.

      “Is the great finder of people making fun of me?”

      Pike cleared his throat.

      “We need some names. Who does Michael work with? Who works for him? Even if you don’t know them, you must’ve heard the names mentioned, time to time.”

      Rina frowned at Yanni as if looking for guidance. Yanni glanced at Pike, afraid to say anything. Pike nodded, giving permission. They had a brief conversation that sounded more like an argument, and then they both started spitting out names. The names were difficult to understand, and even more difficult to spell, but Cole scratched them into his notebook.

      When Cole finished with the names, he looked up, and seemed hopeful.

      “Has Darko ever been arrested? Here in L.A.?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I don’t know. He has been here much longer than me.”

      Cole glanced over at Pike, arching his eyebrows again.

      “Keep your fingers crossed on that one. I’ll check out Darko and these other guys, see if they’re in the system. If Darko’s been arrested, we might get lucky here. The one person you can’t lie to about where you live or what you own is the bail bondsman.”

      Pike knew this to be true from his time as an officer. Criminals lie to everyone about everything. They would give phony names, ages, and addresses to the police, the courts, each other, and even their own lawyers, but they could not lie to a bail bondsman. A bondsman would not post a bond without collateral, and if a bondsman could not confirm that the applicant legally owned what he claimed to own, that applicant stayed in jail.

      Cole continued the questioning, but she didn’t know very much more. Darko paid for everything in cash, used no credit cards that were not stolen, and made Rina pay all the bills for herself and the baby from her own checking account, which he then reimbursed in cash. Phones changed, addresses changed, locations changed, and cars changed. He was a man who left no trails and lived a hidden life.

      Pike said, “How were you planning to find him?”

      She shrugged as if there were only one way, and they should have gotten around to it sooner.

      “I would watch for the money.”

      Cole and Pike traded a glance, then Cole turned back to her.

      “How does he make his money?”

      “Sex. He has the girls. He has the people who steal the big trucks-”

      “Hijackers? Trucks filled with TVs, clothes, things like that?”

      “Yes. He has the people who steal the credit card information. He sells the bad gasoline. He has the strip clubs and bars.”

      Pike said, “You know where these places are?”

      “Some. I mostly know the girls.”

      Cole glanced up from his notes.

      “You know where he keeps the girls?”

      “I don’t know to say the address. I can show you.”

      Now Cole glanced over, and this time he stood. Pike followed him to the far side of the room, where Cole lowered his voice. Both Rina and Yanni were watching.

      “Did you find anything of her sister’s?”

      Pike told him what he found-the laptop, the yearbook, a few other things. All out in the Jeep.

      Cole said, “Good. I want to check out her story. Just because she tells us this stuff doesn’t make it real.”

      “I’ll put everything in your car when I leave.”

      “Also, I want to see what I can find out about this guy, Darko. If she’s giving it to us straight about him, then I probably know someone on LAPD who can help.”

      Pike knew someone, too, though not on LAPD, and now Pike wanted to see him.

      From the couch, Rina said, “I don’t like all these whispers.”

      Pike turned to face her.

      “You’re going to take a ride with him. Show him whatever you know about Darko’s businesses, and answer his questions.”

      “Where are you going? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to answer his questions, too.”

      Pike glanced at Cole.

      “You good?”

      “Living the dream.”

      Pike let himself out.
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      PIKE PLACED THE LAPTOP and other things he had taken from Ana’s room in Cole’s car, then headed back to his Jeep. As he was crossing the visitors’ parking lot, a brown Nissan Sentra slowed by the entrance. Two Latin men in the front seats tumed to check out the parking lot, and seemed to be looking at Pike’s Jeep. Then the driver saw Pike. There was a slight hesitation, then the driver gestured angrily at his passenger, making as if they were in the middle of an argument and seeing Pike hadn’t meant anything. Then the Sentra sped up and was gone.

      Maybe it was something, but maybe not.

      Troops in the desert called it spider-sense, after the movies about the Marvel comic book character, Spider-Man, how he senses something bad before it happens.

      Pike’s spider-sense tingled, but then the Sentra was gone. He tried to remember if he had seen a brown Sentra with two Latin guys earlier, but nothing came to mind.

      Pike was in no hurry to leave. If the Sentra was waiting around the corner to follow him, they might get tired of waiting and come back to see what he was doing. Then Pike would have them.

      Pike spent the next few minutes thinking about Michael Darko. Learning that Darko belonged to an EEOC gang set was a major break, mostly because it gave Pike direction. Los Angeles held the second largest collection of East European gangsters in the United States, most of whom were Russian. The fifteen republics of the former Soviet Union had all contributed gang sets to what most cops called Russian Organized Crime, whether they originally came from Russia or not. The Odessa Mafia was the largest set in L.A., followed by the Armenians, but smaller sets from Romania, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Chechnya, and the rest of Eastern Europe had been arriving for years. Most had been criminals back in their home states, but some had done other things.

      Pike called Jon Stone.

      “How’s your head?”

      “Bugger off. My head’s fine, bro. That’s just another night for me.”

      “Is Gregor still in L.A.?”

      “It’s George. He’s George Smith now. You have to be careful with his name.”

      “I remember. Is he here?”

      “Got a new place over on La Brea. What do you want with George?”

      “He might be able to help.”

      “This thing with Frank?”

      “An EOC gang is involved.”

      “No shit?”

      “Yes.”

      Stone was silent for a moment, then gave Pike an address.

      “Take your time getting there, okay? I’ll talk to him first. You walk in cold, he might get the wrong idea.”

      “I understand.”

      La Brea Avenue starts at the foot of the Hollywood Hills, and runs south through the city to the Hollywood Park racetrack. A ten-block stretch of its length between Melrose and Wilshire was known as decorators’ row because it was lined with everything from high-end custom furniture boutiques to Middle Eastern rug merchants to designer lighting and antique shops. The people who owned the stores came from all over the world, and sold to customers from all over the world, but not all of them were what they seemed.

      Pike found a spot for his Jeep outside a flower shop a block south of Beverly Boulevard. Pike had watched for the Sentra on a meandering drive from the Valley, and now he checked for the Sentra again when he got out of his Jeep. The Sentra had probably been nothing more than two guys who thought they saw something they didn’t, but Pike still had the creeped out sensation of crosshairs on his back.

      Pike didn’t go into the florist. He walked south one and a half blocks to an antique-lighting store. The store was narrow, with so many ceiling lights and wall sconces filling the window that the place looked like a secondhand junk store. A chime tinkled when Pike entered.

      The interior of the shop was as cluttered as the window; the walls festooned with sconces, and chandeliers and pendant lamps dripping from the ceiling like moss. Lamps of different sizes sprouted from every available surface like tropical plants in a jungle.

      A man’s voice said, “Hello, Joseph.”

      Took Pike a moment to find him, hidden behind the lamps like a hunter hidden by undergrowth.

      “Gregor.”

      “It’s George now, please. Remember?”

      “Sure. I’m sorry.”

      George Smith materialized from between the lamps. Pike hadn’t seen him in years, but he looked the same-shorter than Pike, and not as muscular, but with the sleek, strong build of a surfer, a surfer’s tan, and pale blue eyes. George was one of the deadliest human beings Pike knew. A gifted sniper. An immaculate assassin.

      George was Gregor Suvorov in those days, but had changed his name when he moved to Los Angeles. George Smith sounded as if he had grown up in Modesto, having what broadcasters called a “general American” accent, but Gregor Suvorov had grown up in Odessa, Ukraine, where he enlisted in the Army of the Russian Federation, and spent a dozen years in the Russian Special Purpose Regiment known as the Spetsnaz GRU-the Russian version of the U.S. Army’s Special Forces-which was run by the KGB. The KGB gave special schooling to their brightest troopers, and Gregor was exceptionally bright. Hence, his fluency with English.

      After combat tours in Chechnya and Afghanistan, he cashed in to the private contractor market, enjoyed his newfound money and freedoms, and opted for even more. He moved to Los Angeles, where he enjoyed the sun, sold collectible lamps, and worked for the Odessa Mafia.

      George offered his hand, and Pike took it. Warm iron. George smiling, welcoming Pike into his store.

      “Man, it’s been forever. You good?”

      “Good.”

      “I was surprised when Jon called. But pleased. Watch your head. That’s a deco Tiffany, circa 1923. Eight thousand to the trade.”

      Pike dipped sideways to avoid the light. Despite being filled with lamps, the shop was dingy and dim, with shadows lurking in the corners. George probably liked it that way.

      Pike said, “Business good?”

      “Excellent, thank you. I wish I had come to America sooner. I should have been born here, man. I’m telling you!”

      “Not the lamp business. Your other business.”

      “I knew what you meant. That business is good, too, both here and abroad.”

      George still accepted special assignments outside of the Odessa work if the price was right, though his clients these days were almost always governments or political agencies. No one else could afford him.

      Pike followed George to a desk at the rear of the shop where they could sit.

      “Jon tell you why I’m here?”

      “Yeah. Listen, I’m sorry about Frank. Really. I never met the dude, but I’ve heard good things.”

      “You still involved with Odessa?”

      George’s smile flashed again.

      “You wouldn’t mind a quick scan, would you? Would that be all right?”

      Pike spread his hands, saying scan all you want.

      George took an RF scanner similar to the one Pike owned from his desk, and ran it over Pike from his sunglasses to his shoes. Pike didn’t object. He would have been surprised if George hadn’t checked him. When George was satisfied, he put the scanner away.

      “Old habits.”

      “No problem.”

      “Would you like a cup of tea? I have the black tea. From Georgia. Not your Georgia-ours.”

      Pike didn’t want his tea and didn’t want to chat.

      “I’m good. You still in with the ROC, George?”

      George pursed his lips. Annoyed. The deadliest man Pike knew was pissy.

      “It’s Odessa, and I’m not in with them. I’m not a member. I consult on a freelance basis. I’m my own boss.”

      This seemed important to George, so Pike nodded.

      “I understand.”

      “That being said, if you want to discuss Odessa business, I can’t.”

      “I don’t care about Odessa. I want to know about the Serbs.”

      “So Jon told me. A hard people. Very tough. I fought them in Chechnya.”

      “Not there. Here. Can you talk about the gang sets here in Los Angeles?”

      George nodded, but a vagueness came to his eyes as if he had suddenly noticed something a thousand yards away.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. They do their thing, Odessa is something else. Like with the Armenians. The same, but different.”

      “You know of a Michael Darko?”

      George rocked back in his chair, the body language telling Pike that George was uncomfortable talking about Darko.

      “He killed your friend, Frank Meyer?”

      “Looks that way.”

      George grunted.

      “I know who he is. A hard man.”

      “What does hard mean?”

      “You understand the word, pakhan?”

      “No.”

      “A boss. Middle management for now, but he’s on the way up. These people aren’t given their promotions, they take them. Like cannibals eating each other.”

      Pike saw disdain in the pale eyes, and realized George felt superior to the gangsters who employed him. Maybe this was why he was adamant that Pike understand he was an independent contractor, and not part of Odessa. All of them might be killers, but George had come out of Spetsnaz-the rest were just animals.

      “What kind of crime does he do?”

      “A finger in many pies, like all these guys. Girls and sex, hijacking, extorting his own people. He’s aggressive, and trying to expand. Quick with the trigger.”

      George made a pistol with his hand and pulled the trigger.

      Pike said, “Know where I can find him?”

      “I don’t.”

      “A place of business? He must have some kind of front operation. He’d need that for taxes.”

      “I’m sure he must, but this man is just a name to me. Like I said, different circles. I’m a lamp salesman.”

      A lamp salesman who could put a bullet through your head from a thousand meters away. Then George continued.

      “They have a nickname for him, the Shark. Did you know this?”

      “No.”

      “Could they be more dramatic? The Shark. He probably made this up for himself.”

      George made quote marks in the air when he said “the Shark,” and rolled his eyes.

      “He is the Shark because he never stops moving, and he moves so no one can find him. This is not a loved man, even among the Serb sets.”

      Pike grunted, now understanding why Rina didn’t know where to find him. So far, her descriptions of Michael Darko matched with Gregor’s.

      Pike said, “He’s been using a home invasion crew to take out his competition. He used the same crew on Frank. I want to find them, and I want to find him.”

      George laughed, full-bodied and deep.

      “You got part of that wrong, buddy. He isn’t taking out his competition. He’s ripping off his partners. Why do you think this asshole has to keep moving?”

      “You know about this?”

      “Enough to keep tabs. If he wants to rip off his own business partners, good riddance. If he sends a crew to Odessa, they’ll have to deal with me.”

      Pike wondered if Darko was ripping off his partners because he was returning to Europe-get some quick cash, grab his kid, go.

      “The tabs you keep include his crew?”

      George shrugged, no big deal.

      “Bangers from Compton.”

      “Jamal Johnson?”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “A Compton offender who’s come into recent wealth.”

      “Is he a Crip?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “A D-Block Crip called Moon Williams runs Darko’s crew. Another dramatic name. Darko feeds him the targets. Williams splits the take.”

      Pike felt a burn of excitement, as if he had taken a step closer.

      “Moon Williams. You sure?”

      George cupped a hand behind his ear as if he was listening.

      “The KGB is everywhere. Also, Mr. Moon has been making much money recently, too. He spends it in a club owned by Odessa. Cristal champagne, the finest rock, and beautiful Russian women. He loves the Russian women. He loves to tell them what a badazz life-takin’ nigga he is.”

      George burst out laughing again, an obvious glee in his eyes. For George, people like Moon Williams were here so he would always have targets.

      Pike said, “Uh-huh. Does the KGB know where I can find him?”

      George considered Joe for a moment, then lifted his desk phone, and punched in a number. George spoke Russian to whoever answered, and had a back-and-forth conversation that lasted several minutes. George was silent for a while in the middle of the conversation as if he had been put on hold. During that silence, he gazed at Pike with his pale blue eyes empty, never once blinking. Then he came back to life, whispered a single word in Russian, and hung up. When he looked at Pike again, he was somber.

      “Jon told me you and Frank were close.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you have business with Mr. Darko.”

      “If he’s good for Frank’s death, yes. Is that a problem?”

      “So long as you stay with the Serbian sets, go with God, my friend.”

      “More than one gun was fired that night.”

      “I understand. Odessa won’t like losing Mr. Williams. These girls go to work on him, he’s an outrageous source of information.”

      “I’m not asking permission, George.”

      George smiled at the phone.

      “That’s probably the best way.”

      George told him where to find Moon Williams, then stood to indicate their meeting was over.

      They shook again, and Pike looked around the store. The lamps were old, and ornate, and each had been lovingly and delicately restored.

      Pike said, “Why lamps?”

      George smiled softly, and now it was filled with warmth and sadness, and, Pike thought, more than a little loss.

      “Oh, Joseph. There is so much darkness in the world. Why not bring light?”

      Pike nodded.

      “Udachi, my friend. Good luck.”

      When Pike reached the door, he glanced back, but George was hidden by the lamps, wrapped in so many shadows the light could not reach him.
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      EVEN WITH HIS SUNGLASSES, Pike squinted against the glare, scanning the cars parked along both sides of La Brea. He stood with his back to George’s door, searching until he was satisfied, then walked up the street to his Jeep. No Sentra.

      Pike located Moon Williams’s address on his Thomas Guide map, then pulled into traffic.

      According to George, Earvin “Moon” Williams was a D-Block Crip banger with a harsh reputation, two felony strikes, and five 187s tattooed in a neat column on his right forearm. Moon bragged to the Russian strippers that each 187 represented a body he knew for sure he put in the morgue, not the people he cut, stabbed, hit with a brick, beat down, or wounded-just the muthafuckas he saw die with his own eyes. Leaving some muthafucka hopping around in a pool of blood or screaming like a bitch didn’t count, he told the strippers. Shooting into a crowd of people on a porch didn’t count either. Moon had to see the bitch die with his own eyes or he didn’t claim the credit. Moon Williams, he told these girls, was a fearless, heartless, stone-cold killer.

      Operatives of the Odessa Mafia, who followed him home on at least three occasions, twice without his knowledge and once to sell him drugs, determined that the stone-cold killer lived with his grandmother, a woman named Mildred Gertie Williams, who the killer called Maw-Maw.

      Pike found the address in a weathered residential neighborhood in Willowbrook, just north of Compton, at the bottom of a freeway off-ramp. A small stucco house had probably sat on the property at one time, just like all the other houses lining the street, but at some point the original house had likely burned, and now a double-wide mobile home sat on blocks in its place, with four ancient Airstream trailers shoehorned behind it. Pike figured the no-doubt-illegal trailer park was how Mildred Williams paid her bills.

      The trailers might have been nice at one time, but now they were faded and scabbed with freeway dust. The double-wide had a small porch set up with a sun awning and potted plants, but shriveled brown threads were all that remained of the plants, and the yard had gone over to sand, dirt, and litter blown down from the freeway. The litter hugged the inevitable chain-link fence as if trying to escape.

      Pike turned around on the next block, then pulled to the curb. Three girls on bikes pedaled past, swung around hard in the middle of the street, and rode past again. Eyeing the white man. They probably thought he was a cop.

      Pike watched the mobile homes for a few minutes, but saw no signs of activity. An ancient Buick Riviera was illegally parked alongside the fence, so wide it covered the sidewalk. Pike didn’t necessarily expect to find anyone home, but he wanted to confirm that Moon still lived here. If so, he would wait until Moon returned, then use him to reach Darko.

      Pike took out his phone and called Jamal again. He got the computer once more. Jamal’s mailbox was still full.

      The girls rode past again, slower, and this time Pike rolled down the window. The first girl wore a blue short-sleeved shirt, the second a baggy white T-shirt, and the third was wearing a red sweatshirt. Red, white, and blue. Pike wondered if they had planned it that way.

      “Need some help, ladies. You live on this street, or you just passing through?”

      The girl in blue turned in a slow, curious circle. The girl in white slowed, but the red kept going. She didn’t stop until she reached the corner.

      The blue girl said, “Are you a policeman?”

      “No. I’m a salesman.”

      The girl laughed.

      “You’re a plainclothes policeman. My Uncle Davis is a plainclothes officer, so I know. Also, you’re white. We don’t get many white people except for the police.”

      Pike said, “Do you know Ms. Mildred Gertie Williams, up there in the trailers?”

      The girl said, “You here for Moon?”

      Just like that.

      Pike said, “Yes.”

      “I live right over there, that yellow house? Uncle Davis warned us about that Moon Williams. He said don’t never go over there and stay away from those boys. He said if that Moon ever makes a problem, we should call him right away.”

      Pike tipped his head toward the other girls.

      “Those your sisters?”

      “No, sir. That’s Lureen and Jonelle. They’re my friends.”

      “Which one of those trailers does Ms. Williams live in?”

      “The one up front. That’s the big one.”

      “Does Moon live with her?”

      “He’s in the back trailer, the one with the dogs.”

      Pike hadn’t seen dogs when he passed the yard.

      “He has dogs?”

      “Those pit bull dogs. Those dogs are mean. Uncle Davis told my mama if she ever saw those dogs running loose, she had to call him right away.”

      “You know who lives in the other trailers?”

      She screwed up her face, then shook her head.

      “Was a lady in one and Jonelle’s cousin lived there for a while, but they moved out after Moon came home.”

      Moon had brought a blight to the neighborhood.

      “What’s your name, blue girl?”

      “I’m not supposed to tell my name to strange adults.”

      Uncle Davis again.

      “You probably shouldn’t be talking to strangers, either.”

      “I’m not stupid. You get out of that car, I’ll ride away as fast as I can. Lureen and Jonelle over there, they’ll call my Uncle Davis, then you’ll see.”

      “One more thing. Have you seen Ms. Williams or Moon today?”

      She circled a couple of times, thinking, then shook her head.

      “No, I sure haven’t. I haven’t been down that way today. I was at school, and then I was at Jonelle’s, and Lureen just came over so we’re going to her house.”

      Pike said, “Okay, then. You have a nice time at Lureen’s.”

      “You watch out for those dogs.”

      Pike decided he didn’t have much time as the three girls rode away. They would probably tell Lureen’s mother, and Lureen’s mother would probably call the blue girl’s mother, who would call Uncle Davis. Uncle Davis would probably send a patrol car by to take a look.

      Pike waited until the girls disappeared, then idled forward and parked alongside the Riviera. The edge of Mildred’s yard butted against city property where the off-ramp looped down from the freeway, and the rear of the property backed against what appeared to be a large storage facility. Pike saw no dogs, though the last trailer was surrounded by its own taller fence. Pike slipped his.45 Kimber under his belt at the small of his back, clipped the Python to his belt under his sweatshirt, then hopped the first fence into Mildred Williams’s yard.

      Pike went to the big double-wide, listened at the door, then went to the nearest window. The freeway was loud, which made listening difficult. He stretched on his toes to peek inside, and saw a basic living room with an old-fashioned console television. The room was neat, clean, and the television was off. Pike angled his head, trying to see through an interior door when a gray-and-white cat jumped against the window. The cat cried at him through the glass as if it was lonely and wanted to escape.

      Pike returned to the door. He tapped three times, then decided Ms. Williams had probably gone out.

      Pike drew the Python as he moved to the second trailer, and let it dangle down along his leg. The second and third trailers were both empty, the tenants long since gone to escape Moon and his crew.

      The fourth trailer sat by itself against a wall of ragged oleanders, caged by a six-foot chain-link fence. A gate in the center of the fence was latched but not locked. There wasn’t much of a yard. Just a few feet of dirt on either side of the Airstream and a few feet behind. Two large metal bowls were under the trailer, one filled with water. A chain stretched from the tow hitch to disappear behind the trailer. It was the kind of chain used for a strong, aggressive dog, but Pike could not see what was attached to the other end.

      Pike stood at the fence, listening. The trailer was still. Windows closed. No voices or music.

      Pike made a tsk, tsk, tsk sound.

      A dog inside the trailer barked. Not behind; inside.

      Pike lowered himself into a push-up position, trying to see what was behind the trailer by looking under it, but accumulated junk and dead weeds blocked his view. He made the tsking sound again, and the dog inside barked. One dog inside.

      The blue girl said Moon had dogs-more than one.

      Pike let himself through the gate, ready to step back if an animal charged, but nothing moved. The dog inside was barking so loudly, Pike doubted Moon or anyone else was home. He latched the gate, then took a roundabout route to see behind the trailer, and that’s when he saw the dog. A ragged male pit bull lay on its side, two legs stiff in the air. The dog’s head was matted with dried blood and swarming with black bottle flies, but the dog wasn’t the only dead thing behind the trailer. An African-American man was sprawled a few feet beyond the dog, his face covered with so many ants they looked like a second skin. The smell followed an instant later, strong enough to make Pike’s eyes water.

      Pike checked the body, but found no identification. He had been shot twice in the back. A black nine-millimeter Ruger pistol lay in the dirt by his hand.

      Pike left the man and the gun, and went to the window. The barking inside grew louder as he approached, then abruptly stopped.

      The old Airstream was much smaller than the double-wide. It contained only three small rooms-a kitchenette, a living room, and a single bedroom with a bath. Pike looked into the kitchen first, saw nothing, then looked into the living room.

      The inside pit bull had stopped barking because it was eating. The dog tore a strip of flesh from a man’s neck, gulped the meat down, then lapped at the wound. The dog’s face and chest were matted with blood, and its feet were red boots. A second male body was half on a couch and half on the floor. The flesh on the second man’s left forearm had been partially eaten, but his right forearm was intact. The numbers tattooed there were easy to read.

       

      187

      187

      187

      187

      187

       

      One for each of the people he put in the ground.

      Pike said, “Good night, Moon.”
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      PIKE STOOD AT THE WINDOW, deciding what he needed to do. He wouldn’t leave the dog trapped in the trailer, and he wouldn’t leave the bodies where the red, white, and blue girls could find them. Pike would call the police, but he wanted to search the premises first. While Pike was thinking, the dog stopped lapping the blood and looked at him. It cocked its head, squinting as if it couldn’t see so well, and wagged its tail. Then a fire grew in its eyes, and it lunged against the window.

      Pike said, “Let’s hope I don’t have to kill you.”

      Pike wasn’t afraid of the dog, but the trick would be controlling the animal without harming it.

      Pike found a length of two-by-four by the double-wide. He unclipped the chain from the tow hitch, fashioned a noose, then looped it around the two-by-four. The dog tracked Pike’s location by sound, and followed him around the inside of the trailer, barking and snarling.

      When Pike approached the trailer’s door, the dog slammed into the interior side like a linebacker.

      Pike said, “Easy.”

      The door was hinged to open out, which Pike figured would work to his advantage. He pressed his shoulder against the door, unshipped the latch, and the big dog immediately tried to push the door open.

      Pike let it open enough to offer the end of the two-by-four. The dog crunched into the wood, shaking its head as if trying to break a smaller dog’s back. Pike let the noose slip off the board over the dog’s head, then pulled the noose tight, and dragged the dog out of the trailer. The dog spit out the two-by-four and lunged, so Pike lifted its front legs off the ground. The pit twisted and snapped, streamers of drool flying. The dog wasn’t trying to get away; it was trying to bite.

      He worked the dog to the tow hitch, and wrapped the chain so the dog’s head was held close to the steel. The dog’s head and shoulders were blistered with scars, its nubby ears were shredded, and the left eye was milky. Mangy scabs covered its rump. A fight dog, tossed in the pit with similar dogs because Moon and his friends dug watching them rip each other apart. The dog licked the dried blood on its muzzle.

      Pike said, “Guess you had the last laugh.”

      Pike entered the trailer, picking a careful path around tendrils of blood that spread from the bodies. The chemical stink of decay gases, dog shit, and spoiled human meat was terrible. Pike pulled on a pair of latex gloves, then noticed that Williams’s right elbow appeared injured. The inside of the elbow above the 187s was badly discolored, showing a prominent lump under the skin as if Williams had two elbows instead of one. Pike felt the lump and realized it was bone. Moon’s elbow had been broken.

      Pike thought Frank Meyer might have done the deed, and the corner of his mouth twitched, Pike’s version of a smile.

      Pike searched Williams first, and found a nine-millimeter Glock in Williams’s back pocket. Pike checked the chamber, then the magazine, and counted thirteen cartridges in a magazine designed to hold seventeen. With one remaining in the chamber, this meant three shots could have been fired. Pike wondered if the bullets found in Frank’s house had come from this gun. SID would test-fire the weapon, and run a comparison, and then they would know. Pike put the clip back into the gun, and the gun in Moon’s pocket.

      Moon’s remaining pockets produced a wallet, a ring of keys, a blue bandanna, a pack of Kools, two joints, a pink Bic lighter, and a PayDay candy bar. The wallet contained three hundred forty-two dollars, seven Visa cards in seven different names (none of them Earvin Williams), and no driver’s license. Pike examined the keys, and found one with worn teeth bearing the Buick emblem. He kept the keys.

      The second body yielded another nine-millimeter Glock, this one missing two bullets. Elsewhere on the body, Pike found eighty-six dollars, a pack of Salem Lights, a stick of Juicy Fruit, and another set of keys, but no wallet or cell phone. Neither Moon nor the man outside had cell phones, either, which made it three for three.

      Pike moved to the door for some fresh air, and looked back at the scene. Open beer bottles, two crack pipes on a wide ceramic ashtray, and a plastic baggie of rock-these guys were chilling when they were shot, and Moon had been trying to dull the pain of his damaged elbow. Moon had been shot twice in the face. The other man had been shot once in the chest and once in the head. Both were armed, but neither had drawn their weapons, suggesting they had been caught off guard by someone they knew. The third man probably bailed when the shooting started, but was chased down outside and shot.

      Pike studied the floor, wondering if the murders had been committed by more than one person. The dog had been trapped for days, endlessly moving from door to windows, in and out of each room, and on the furniture. Blood, dog crap, and piss were smeared everywhere, obliterating any footprints.

      Pike found three shell casings. He examined each one without touching it, noting that all three were nine-millimeter casings. He wondered if the bullets in Moon and his friends would match the bullets in Frank, and if Michael Darko had killed them.

      Pike quickly searched the rest of the trailer, but found no evidence that a baby had been present. He decided to check the Buick, but when he stepped outside and saw the dog, he stopped. The pit bull made a low, huff ing bark, then pawed the earth. Its tongue lolled like a strip of purple liver.

      Pike pulled the metal water pan from beneath the trailer, found a hose, then set the pan at the dog’s feet. The dog strained to drink, but the lead was too short, so Pike played out enough chain for the dog to reach the water. The dog slurped noisily, splashing most of the water out of the pan.

      Pike laid a hand on the dog’s hard back, and the dog spun fast as a striking snake, exploding out of the water as it went for Pike’s throat. The dog was fast, but Pike was faster, one instant beside the dog, the next a pace away, just out of reach. The dog clamped its jaws in a frenzy.

      Pike felt no fear or anger at the dog. He simply got the hose, and refilled the bowl from a safe distance. He figured the animal had been beaten regularly to make it mean. Wasn’t the dog’s fault. Even now, the dog tried so hard to reach him that its neck bulged over the chain and its eyes rolled with rage.

      Pike said, “It’s okay, buddy. I understand.”

      The dog strained even harder to bite him.

      Pike went to the Riviera.

      Moon’s key opened the Riviera perfectly, but Pike did not get in. He pulled on a fresh pair of latex gloves, then searched the glove box and under the front buckets, hoping for a cell phone or some hard link to Michael Darko.

      He found it on the backseat, as alien to the car’s cracked, filthy interior as a perfect white rose-a baby’s bib. Made of a soft white cloth with a pattern of blue bunnies. Orange and green stains streaked the front. Pike felt the supple material, and knew the bib had been in the car only a few days. He held it to his nose, and knew the stains were recent. The orange smelled of apricots, the green of peas.

      Pike folded the bib into a square and tucked it into his pocket, wondering what Moon Williams had done with the baby. Then Pike remembered Moon’s grandmother. The freeway noise was loud, but multiple gunshots had been fired. The woman should have heard. Her grandson and the other two bodies had been here for at least three days. She would have discovered them.

      Pike locked the Riviera and went to the double-wide. This time he didn’t knock.

      The gray-and-white cat raced out when he opened the door, and the same terrible smell seared his throat. The living room was neat and orderly the way he had seen it through the window, but as soon as he entered he saw the broken door at the end of the hall, and heard the cheery, upbeat melody of game-show music. Pike found Ms. Mildred Gertie Williams dead on her bedroom floor. A small television on her dresser was showing a rerun of Bob Barker’s The Price Is Right. Ms. Williams was wearing pajamas, a thin robe, and furry pink slippers, and had been shot twice in the body and once in the forehead. She had been shot in the left hand, too, but the bullet had entered the palm and exited the back of her hand, making a through-and-through defensive wound. She had been trying to ward off the shooter or begging for her life when the shooter fired, shooting through her hand.

      Pike turned off the television. Her bed was rumpled and unmade, with a TV remote by the pillows. She was probably watching TV when she heard the shots, and got up to see what happened. Pike pictured her standing as she would have been before she was murdered. He placed himself where the shooter would have stood, made a gun of his hand, and aimed. The spent casings would have ejected to the right, so he looked right, and found them between the wall and an overstuffed chair. Two nine-millimeters, same brand as the casings in Moon’s trailer.

      Pike stood over Mildred Williams, her face now misshapen and rimed with blood. Framed pictures of children lined the dresser, smiling gap-toothed boys and girls, one of whom was probably Moon.

      Pike studied the pictures. He said nothing, but thought, this is how your love was repaid.

      Pike left her as he found her, went outside, and sat in one of the lawn chairs under the awning. The air was good and cool, and not filled with death. Pike exhaled with his diaphragm, pushing out the bad stuff. If death was in him, he wanted to get rid of it.

      Pike phoned John Chen, who answered from the lab at SID in a hushed, paranoid whisper.

      “I can’t talk. They’re all around me.”

      “Just listen. In a couple of hours, SID will roll to a murder site in Willowbrook. They’ll find three deceased males, a deceased female, three nine-millimeter pistols, and spent casings from a fourth gun.”

      Chen’s voice grew even softer.

      “Holy Christ, did you kill them?”

      “Comp their guns with the casings and bullets you have from the Meyer house. They’re going to match.”

      “Holy Christ again! You got the crew who killed the Meyers?”

      “The spent casings in Willowbrook will probably match with the casings you found in Ana Markovic’s room. The man who killed Ana probably committed the Willowbrook murders.”

      “The fourth man?”

      “Yes.”

      “Waitaminute. You’re saying one of their own guys killed them?”

      “Yes.”

      Pike broke the connection, then phoned Elvis Cole.

      “It’s me. You alone?”

      “Yeah. I’m at the office. Just dropped her off.”

      “She have anything?”

      “She showed me three condo complexes and gave me a lecture on how Darko runs his call-girl business, but whether it’s true or helps us, I don’t know. I’m having a title and document search run, but I won’t have the results until later. I’m about to get started on her sister.”

      “You won’t need to trace Rahmi’s calls.”

      “You found Jamal?”

      Pike did not mention George Smith by name, but described how someone with inside information connected Michael Darko with a D-Block Crip named Moon Williams, who lived down in Willowbrook. Then Pike described what he found.

      “You think they were killed the same night Meyer was murdered?”

      “Within hours. We’ll know if these are the same guns when Chen runs the comps, but they’re going to match.”

      Pike told him about the bib.

      Cole said, “But why would Darko kill them after they delivered his kid?”

      “Maybe they didn’t deliver the kid. Maybe they tried to hold him up for a bigger payoff, or maybe he just wanted to get rid of the witnesses.”

      Cole said, “What are you going to do?”

      “Call the police. I can’t leave these people like this. Little kids live around here. They might find the bodies.”

      Even as Pike said it, the pit bull growled, and Pike saw two L.A. County sheriff’s cruisers coming toward him up the street. An unmarked car was behind them.

      Pike said, “Looks like I won’t have to call. The sheriffs are rolling up now.”

      “How did the cops get there?”

      “Cars.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I don’t know. I’m wondering that myself.”

      A third cruiser appeared from the opposite direction, the three of them blocking his Jeep. Uniformed deps and the plainclothes people climbed out of their vehicles, and no one seemed in much of a hurry. Almost as if they knew what they’d find. Pike found that curious.

      Pike started to end the call, then remembered the bib in his pocket.

      “Don’t tell her what I found here, okay? I want to tell her.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “I have to go.”

      Pike put away his phone, but stayed in the chair, and raised his hands. The deputies saw him, and an older dep with gray hair and a hard face approached the gate.

      “You Joe Pike?”

      “I am. I was just about to call you.”

      “Sure, you were. That’s what they all say.”

      The deputy drew his gun, and then the other deps fanned out along the fence, and they drew down on him, too.

      The dep said, “You’re under arrest. You do anything with those hands other than keep them up, I’ll shoot you out of that chair.”

      The pit bull went into a frenzy, trying to break free. Pike didn’t move. He studied the two plainclothes cops who got out of the unmarked car. Middle-aged Latin guys. They looked familiar, and then he realized where he had seen them before. The last time he saw them, they were driving a Sentra.
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      Elvis Cole

       

      ANA MARKOVIC GRADUATED FROM the East Valley Arts and Sciences High School in Glendale two years earlier. Cole knew this from the yearbook Pike took from her room. First thing Cole did, he found her picture among the senior class-a thin girl with bright features, a large nose, and two monster zits on her chin. She had tried to cover them with makeup, but they were so inflamed they had burst through. Ana had probably been mortified.

      Cole thought she kinda looked like Rina, but many people kinda looked like someone else.

      The yearbook stated that Ana’s class consisted of 1,284 graduating seniors, most of whom, Cole thought, had written an inscription in Ana’s book. The yearbook’s inside covers were dense with notes and signatures, mostly from girls, telling Ana to remember what great times they had or teasing her about boys she had liked, everyone promising everyone else they would be best friends forever.

      Pike had tucked three snapshots in the yearbook. One showed Ana with Frank Meyer’s two little boys, so Cole put it aside. The second showed Ana with two girlfriends, the three of them on a soccer field, arms around each other with huge, happy smiles. In this picture, one of the girls had short black hair with purple highlights, and the other was a tall girl with long, sandy brown hair, milky skin, and freckles. The third photo showed Ana and the brown-haired girl at what appeared to be a Halloween party. They wore identical flapper costumes, and had struck a funny pose with their splayed hands framing their faces like a couple of jazz-era dancers.

      The background in the soccer field picture suggested a school campus, so Cole went back to the yearbook. He started at the beginning of the 1,284 senior class pictures and scanned the rows of portraits, hoping to get lucky. He did. The brown-haired girl was named Sarah Manning.

      Cole phoned Information, and asked if they had a listing for that name in Glendale. He was hoping to get lucky again, but this time he wasn’t.

      “I’m sorry, sir. We have no listing by that name.”

      “What about Burbank and North Hollywood?”

      Burbank and North Hollywood were next to Glendale.

      “Sorry, sir. I already checked.”

      Cole put the yearbook aside and examined Ana’s computer. It was an inexpensive PC that took forever to boot up, but the desktop finally appeared, revealing several neatly arranged rows of icons. Cole studied the icons for an address book, and found something called Speed Dial. He typed in Sarah Manning, clicked Search, and there she was.

      Cole said, “The World’s Greatest Detective strikes again.”

      The entry for Sarah Manning showed an address in Glendale, an 818 phone number, and a gmail Internet address. Cole almost never called in advance. People tended to hang up on him, and never returned his calls, but driving to Glendale to find out Sarah Manning had moved didn’t appeal to him. For all he knew, she was pulling a tour in Afghanistan.

      He called the number, and was surprised when she answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Sarah Manning?”

      “Yes, who is this, please?”

      She sounded breathy, as if she was in a hurry. It occurred to him she might not know that Ana Markovic had been murdered, but she did, and didn’t seem particularly upset.

      Cole said, “I’d like to sit down with you for a few minutes, Sarah. I have some questions about Ana.”

      “I don’t know. I’m at school.”

      “East Valley High?”

      “Cal State Northridge. High school was two years ago.”

      “Sorry. This won’t take long, but it’s important. I understand you were close with her.”

      “Did they catch the people who did it?”

      “Not yet. That’s why I need your help.”

      She was slow to answer, as if she had to think about it.

      “Well, okay, like what?”

      “In person is better.”

      “I’m really busy.”

      Cole studied the picture of Ana and Sarah in the flapper outfits. Cole didn’t want to ask about prostitute sisters and Serbian mobsters over the phone, especially since these things might turn out to be lies.

      “It’s important, Sarah. You’re on campus? I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “Well, I guess so. I’ll have to cut class.”

      Like it was the end of the world.

      Sarah described a coffee shop on Reseda Boulevard not far from campus, and told him she would meet him in twenty minutes. Cole hung up before she could change her mind.

      Twenty-two minutes later, he found her seated at an outside table. She was wearing pale blue shorts, a white T-shirt, and sandals. Her hair was shorter than in the high school picture, but otherwise she looked the same.

      “Sarah?”

      Cole gave her his best smile and offered his hand. She took it, but was clearly uncomfortable. He nodded toward the deli.

      “Would you like something?”

      “This is just weird, that’s all. I don’t know what I can tell you.”

      “Well, let’s see where the answers take us. When was the last time you spoke with her?”

      She thought for a moment, then shook her head.

      “A year. Maybe more than a year. We kinda drifted apart.”

      “But you were close in high school?”

      “Since seventh grade. We all came from different elementaries. We were the three musketeers.”

      Cole flashed on the picture of the three girls on the soccer field.

      “Who was the third?”

      “Lisa Topping. I thought about Lisa while I was waiting. You should talk to Lisa. They stayed in touch.”

      “Black hair, purple highlights?”

      Sarah cocked her head, and seemed engaged for the first time.

      “Yeah. How’d you know?”

      “Ana had a picture of the three of you in her room. She had a picture of you and her dressed like flappers, too. That’s how I found your name.”

      Sarah stared at him for a moment, then looked away. She blinked several times, and her eyes grew pink.

      Cole said, “You sure I can’t get you something? Water?”

      She shook her head, glancing away as if eye contact was painful.

      “No, I’m just-I don’t know-”

      She suddenly reached into her purse and came out with her cell phone. She punched in a number, then held the phone to her ear. Voice mail.

      “Hey, honey, it’s me. There’s this guy here, his name’s Elvis Cole and I guess he’s working with the police or something, he wants to know about Ana. Call him, okay-”

      She covered her phone.

      “What’s your number?”

      Cole told her, and she repeated it. Then she put away her phone.

      “She’ll call. It’s her you should talk to.”

      “Purple hair.”

      “Not anymore, but yeah. She goes to school in New York, but they stayed in touch.”

      She seemed sad when she said it, and Cole wondered why.

      “Great. I will. But you’re here, and you’ve known her since the seventh grade, too, so I’ll bet you can help. My understanding is she lived with her sister. Is that right?”

      Sarah nodded, but stared at the street.

      “That’s right. Her parents were dead. They died when she was little. Back in Serbia.”

      “Uh-huh. And what was her sister’s name?”

      Cole made as if he was poised to take notes. He had two objectives. He wanted to see if Rina’s story checked out, and, if so, he was hoping to learn something that might help find Darko.

      Sarah said, “Rina. I think her full name was Karina, with a K, but we called her Rina.”

      So far so good.

      “You knew the sister?”

      “Well, yeah. They lived together. Kinda.”

      “What’s the ’kinda’ mean?”

      Sarah suddenly shifted, and grew irritated.

      “Dude, I’m not an idiot. I know you know. Rina was a prostitute. That’s how she paid the rent.”

      Cole put down his pen.

      “Did everyone know?”

      “Ohmigod, no. Just me and Lisa, and we had to swear. Rina didn’t want anyone to know. She didn’t even want Ana to know, and Ana only told us because she had to tell someone. It was demented.”

      “Her sister being a prostitute.”

      “Yes! I mean, we were kids. We thought it was cool, like this glammy, sexy Hollywood thing. But it was creepy. After a while when you thought about it, it was just gross.”

      She wet her lips and looked away again, and Cole sensed this was probably why they had grown apart.

      “Did Rina see clients at home while Ana was there? Is that what you mean?”

      “No, nothing like that. She would go away for a few days. I guess she worked at one of those places. She would go away for a few days, and then she would come back.”

      Sarah made an exaggerated shiver.

      “Yuck.”

      Cole wondered how many people knew, and how far word had spread.

      “Did you and Lisa tell anyone?”

      Sarah glanced away again, and it took her a while to answer.

      “We wouldn’t do that to her. She was our friend.”

      “You ever hear them mention the name Michael Darko?”

      “I don’t know. Who’s Michael Darko?”

      “How about where she worked, or who she worked for? You remember anything like that?”

      “Nothing to remember. Rina wouldn’t tell her anything about that part of her life. She absolutely refused to discuss it. Forget about us. She didn’t even know we knew. She wouldn’t tell Ana. It was like an open secret they had. Ana knew, but they didn’t talk about it.”

      “How did Ana know if Rina wouldn’t talk about it?”

      “Rina got arrested. Ana always thought Rina was a waitress or something until this time Rina called her from jail. Ana got really scared. That wasn’t until, like, ninth grade. I wanted to tell my mom and dad, but Ana totally freaked out. She made me swear. She said she’d never speak to me again if I told. So she came over and stayed with me for a couple of days like nothing was wrong-just like a regular sleepover. That’s how we explained it. Then she stayed with Lisa. She was really scared, ’cause she didn’t know what was going to happen, like, what if Rina went to prison? What would she do?”

      Cole counted backward to ninth grade, and compared it with Rina’s arrest record. The year matched with the date of her first arrest.

      Cole sighed. Ninth grade meant she would have been fourteen. A fourteen-year-old girl home alone, not knowing whether her only family and sole support was ever coming back. She would have been terrified.

      “And nobody knew? Just you and Lisa.”

      Sarah glanced away again, nodding.

      “What about the other Serbian kids? Who were her Serbian friends?”

      “She didn’t have any. Rina wouldn’t let her. Rina wouldn’t even tell her about the people they left behind.”

      “So all she had was you.”

      Sarah nodded again, looking lonely and lost.

      Cole tried to read her, and thought he understood what she was feeling, both then and now.

      He said, “Hey.”

      She glanced over, then quickly away.

      “Sounds like Rina was trying to protect her. I think you were trying to protect her, too.”

      She didn’t look at him, but he could see her pink eyes fill.

      “I should’ve told someone. We should have told.”

      “You didn’t know, Sarah. None of us ever know. We just try to do our best.”

      “She might be alive.”

      Sarah Manning stood and walked away without looking back. Cole watched her go, hoping, for her sake, that she was wrong.
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      PIKE WATCHED THE TWO LATIN COPS. They stayed in the street, one making a short phone call while the other spoke with a dep. They did not approach Pike or acknowledge him, though the shorter of the two circled Pike’s Jeep before rejoining his friend. They left the scene while Pike was being searched.

      The senior dep was named McKerrick. While his officers spread through the trailers, McKerrick placed Pike under arrest, cuffed him, and went through his pockets.

      McKerrick said, “Christ, man, you’re an arsenal.”

      He placed the things he found in a green evidence bag. These included Pike’s watch, wallet, weapons, and cell phone, but not the baby’s bib. McKerrick probably thought this was Pike’s handkerchief, and the stains were snot.

      At no time did McKerrick Mirandize Pike, or question him. Nothing about the bodies, or why Pike was there, or anything else. Pike found this curious. He also wondered how the two Latin guys had followed him since he left Yanni’s apartment. Even if they had run a split-team tail, Pike was certain he hadn’t been followed. He found this curious, too.

      When the search was complete, McKerrick walked Pike to a sheriff’s car, placed him in the backseat, then climbed in behind the wheel.

      As they drove away, Pike looked back at the dog. The dog watched him go.

      Willowbrook was not technically part of Los Angeles. It was an unincorporated area, and used the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department as its policing agent. Pike expected McKerrick to bring him to the nearest sheriff’s station, which was the Century Station just off the Century Freeway in Lynwood, but when they climbed onto the freeway, McKerrick headed away from the station. Pike found this curious, too.

      Twenty minutes later, they pulled off the freeway into downtown L.A., and Pike knew where they were going.

      McKerrick reached for his radio mike, and spoke two words.

      “Three minutes.”

      McKerrick brought him to Parker Center, the Los Angeles Police Department headquarters. They drove around the side of the building to the processing entrance, where three uniformed LAPD officers were waiting. Two men and a woman, all in their late twenties, with short hair and freshly polished shoes. The female officer opened the door, and gave him two more words.

      “Get out.”

      The lead officer was a rangy, athletic guy with spiky blond hair and buff shoulders. He steered Pike by the upper arm. They brought Pike inside without processing him, directed him onto an elevator, then up to the fourth floor. The fourth floor was special. Robbery Special. Rape Special. Homicide Special. The three divisions of the Robbery-Homicide Division. Terrio and his task force would live on the fourth floor.

      “Gotta pee?”

      “No.”

      When the elevator opened, the officer carrying the evidence bag split off, and the other two steered Pike along an ugly beige hall to an interview room. Pike had been on the fourth floor before, and in their interview rooms. It was one of the smaller rooms, sporting the same bad paint, bad flooring, and cruddy walls as the rest of the building. A small table jutted from the wall, with a cheap plastic chair on either side.

      The lead officer uncuffed Pike, then re-cuffed his right hand to a steel bar built into the table. When he had Pike locked down, he stepped back, but didn’t leave. The female officer waited in the door.

      He said, “Joe Pike.”

      Pike looked at him.

      “I’ve been hearing stories about you since I came on the job. You don’t look like so much.”

      A video camera was bolted to the wall in the corner up by the ceiling. The interview room didn’t have a two-way mirror; just the camera with its microphone.

      Pike studied the officer for a moment, then tipped his head toward the camera. The two officers followed his gaze. When the male officer saw the camera, he turned red, realizing a senior officer might be watching him act like an ass. They stepped out, and closed the door.

      Pike looked around. The interview room smelled of cigarettes. Even though smoking was not allowed in city buildings, the last suspect had probably been a smoker, or the last detective. The table and the wall beside the table were covered with a jigsaw of scribbles, drawings, gouges, stains, and jailhouse slogans, most of it cut so deep into the Formica it could not be erased. Biggie. ThugLife. LAPD187. OJWUZHERE.

      Pike considered the camera, and wondered if Terrio was watching. They would probably let him wait for a while, but Pike didn’t mind. He took a slow, deep breath, paused, then emptied his lungs, taking exactly as long to exhale as to inhale. He focused on the camera. He emptied his mind of everything except the camera, and breathed. There was just Pike and the camera and whoever was on the other side of the camera. Then there was just Pike and the camera. And then only Pike. After a few breaths, he felt himself float, his chest expanding and contracting with the rhythm of the sea. His heart rate slowed. Time slowed. Then Pike simply was. Pike had spent days like this, waiting for the perfect shot in places that were not as comfortable as an LAPD interview room.

      Pike pondered why they had pulled him in, and what they expected to learn. He knew they weren’t going to charge him with anything because they had not Mirandized him, and had bypassed the normal booking procedure. Hence, they wanted to talk, but the question was why? He also wondered why they bounced him at Williams’s home. If they were on him all day, they could have bounced him at any time, yet they waited until he found Williams.

      Pike was still pondering these things two hours later when Terrio and Deets came in. Pike saw them as if he were hovering at the bottom of a deep, clear pond, and rose through the water to join them. Maybe now he would get answers.

      Terrio unlocked the cuff from the metal bar, then from Pike’s wrist. He pocketed the handcuffs, then took the remaining chair. Deets leaned into the corner and crossed his arms. There was a carefulness to his expression that Pike thought was composed.

      Terrio said, “Okay, listen. You are not under arrest. You don’t have to talk to us. I’m hoping you will, but you don’t have to. If you want a lawyer, here-”

      Terrio took out a cell phone, slid it across the table-

      “-you can use this. We’ll wait.”

      Pike flicked it back.

      “I’m good.”

      Deets in his corner, chin down, looked up from under his brow.

      “Did you kill those people?”

      “No.”

      “You know who did?”

      “Not yet.”

      Terrio pushed closer to the table.

      “What were you doing down there?”

      Down there. As if Willowbrook was another world.

      “I was looking for a two-time felon named Earvin Williams. Williams might have participated in or had knowledge of Frank’s murder.”

      “Why did you think Williams was involved?”

      “Williams was a D-Block Crip. He put together a crew of his homies, some of whom have shown a sudden increase in personal wealth.”

      Terrio arched his eyebrows.

      “You know other D-Blocks who were involved?”

      “Jamal Johnson.”

      Terrio turned white, and Deets snapped a glance as fast as a nail gun.

      “How do you know about Jamal Johnson?”

      “His cousin, Rahmi.”

      “No way. SIS is on Rahmi Johnson. They’re on him right now. You couldn’t have spoken with him.”

      Pike shrugged, believe what you want.

      “Williams and Johnson were both D-Block. I don’t know about the other guy. Was Johnson one of the vics?”

      Deets said, “Screw that, Pike. We ask, you answer. This isn’t a conversation.”

      Terrio held up a hand, cutting him off.

      “Johnson was confirmed as one of the vics.”

      “Who was the third male?”

      “Samuel ‘Lil Tai’ Renfro. He goes back to the D-Block with Williams and Johnson. How was it you came to believe this is the crew who hit Meyer’s home?”

      Terrio was staring at Pike so intently that he looked as if he might tip out of the chair. That’s when Pike realized that Jamal Johnson had still been only a suspect, and Williams hadn’t even been on their radar. They had not asked how Williams was involved, but why Pike thought he was involved. They hadn’t brought Pike in to find out what he knew-they wanted to know how he knew it.

      Pike said, “I came to believe Williams was running the crew. We’ll know for sure after you run their guns.”

      Deets shook his head.

      “There is no we here. No we.”

      The hand again.

      Terrio said, “We have no physical evidence tying these people with what happened to Meyer or the earlier six robberies.”

      “You do now. Run their guns.”

      “How did you come to identify Williams as a person of interest?”

      “Sources.”

      Deets glared at the camera.

      ‘This is bullshit.”

      Terrio slipped a spiral notepad from his pocket, and read an address.

      “One of these sources live in Studio City?”

      Pike didn’t respond. He was at Yanni’s apartment building in Studio City when he first saw the Sentra.

      “How about on La Brea just south of Melrose? Maybe we’ll find one of your sources there, too.”

      Terrio slipped the pad back into his pocket, then leaned forward again.

      “Who killed these people?”

      “ Don’t know.”

      “Do you care?”

      “No.”

      Deets made a “ha,” then pushed from the corner.

      “You would have popped them yourself, Pike. If you’d found those dudes alive, you would have fed them to the dogs just like the sonofabitch who left them there.”

      Pike shifted his gaze to Deets.

      “Not the lady.”

      Terrio leaned back in his chair, studying Pike as he tapped the table.

      “These three idiots-Williams, Johnson, and Renfro-they weren’t in this alone. Someone was pointing them in the right direction. You and I on the same page with that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your sources tell you who they were working for?”

      Pike studied Terrio for a moment, then glanced at the camera. Something about Terrio’s inflection suggested he already knew, and wanted to find out if Pike knew as well.

      “Williams was working for a Serbian OC gangster named Michael Darko. Darko or someone working for Darko probably killed Williams and his crew.”

      Terrio and Deets stared at him, and for a few seconds the interview room was quiet. Then a large, balding deputy chief opened the door. Darko was the magic word.

      “Jack, let’s clear the room, please.”

      Terrio and Deets left without a word. The chief followed them, and the woman Pike had seen in the backseat of Terrio’s car on the day they told him about Frank entered and closed the door. Blue blazer over a white shirt. Dark gray slacks. An angry slash for a mouth.

      She studied Pike as if he were a lab specimen, then glanced up at the camera, hanging patiently from the ceiling. She went to the camera, unplugged it, then turned back to Pike.

      She held up a federal badge.

      “Kelly Walsh. I’m with the ATF. Do you remember me?”

      Pike nodded.

      “Good. Now that we’ve met, you’re going to do exactly what I say.”

      As if she had no doubt it was so.
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      KELLY WALSH STOOD twelve inches from the table, close enough so he was forced to look up, but not so close as to touch the table. Pike recognized this as a controlling technique. By assuming a superior position she hoped to create a sense of authority. Like unplugging the camera. She was demonstrating she had the power to do as she wished, even at Parker Center.

      Pike thought it was all a bit obvious.

      Then she said, “Was Frank Meyer smuggling guns?”

      This was the first time one of them asked a question that surprised him.

      “No.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sure sure? Or you just want to believe he wasn’t?”

      Pike didn’t like this business about guns. He studied her face, trying to read her. Her eyes were light brown, almost hazel, but not. A vertical line cut the skin between her eyebrows, matched by a scar on her upper lip. No laugh lines, but no frown lines, either. Pike didn’t like her certainty.

      “How did you find me?”

      She made an offhand shrug, her face as flat as a Texas highway, ignoring his question.

      “Okay, you’re sure. Personally, I don’t know, but I need a reason Darko killed him, and that one makes sense.”

      “Guns.”

      She pointed at herself.

      “ATF. The F is for firearms.”

      She studied him a moment longer, then cocked her head.

      “You don’t know about the guns. You’re just in this to get some payback. Okay, I get it. That’s who you are.”

      Pike knew she was trying to decide what to tell him, and how to play him. Same things he was thinking about her.

      “Terrio lied about our not having anything that ties Williams to the earlier six invasions. We found a woman’s bracelet in his grandmother’s trailer that puts him with the Escalante invasion, and an antique Japanese sword that puts him with the Gelber invasion. We’ll probably find something in Renfro’s crib, too. The gun comps will be the icing, but these boys are our killers.”

      Pike knew that Escalante was the second of the six previous home invasion/homicides. Gelber was the fifth.

      “If you found these things only now, then you didn’t know Williams was involved.”

      “No. Turns out Johnson was living with Renfro. That’s why no one could find him. Except for you. You did a good job there, Pike, finding these guys so fast. We hadn’t even come up with names for these guys, but you found them. I like that a lot.”

      She reached into her inside jacket pocket, and fingered out a four-by-six-inch photograph. Pike saw a clean-cut African-American man, early thirties, high and tight hair, and a tasteful gold stud in his left ear.

      “Special Agent Jordan Brant. Jordie was one of my undercovers. He was murdered twenty-three days ago trying to identify a takeover crew employed by one Michael Darko. This is Darko.”

      She produced a second picture, this one showing a big man in his late thirties with wide-set eyes in a round face. He had black hair pulled into a short ponytail, a thick mustache, and long, thin sideburns. The man who would not let himself be photographed had been captured on a security camera at the Bob Hope Airport in Burbank.

      Pike stared at the picture, and Walsh read the stare. Walsh smiled for the first time, but it was nasty and mean.

      “Yeah, baby, that’s him. Killed your boy, Frank. Killed those little kids. The young one, Joey? Was he named after you?”

      Pike sat back, and said nothing.

      “You know where he is?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Jordie was found behind an abandoned Chevron station in Willowbrook. They used a box cutter on him. Wife and a child. You can relate to that, right? Me losing my guy. You losing your guy.”

      “You believe Williams killed him?”

      “Considering that Williams and his crew were Willowbrook homies, I’d say yes, but all we knew at the time is that a Crip set was involved. Jordie was trying to identify them.”

      She returned the pictures to her pocket.

      “What does this have to do with guns?”

      “Darko works for a man named Milos Jakovich. Also known as Mickey Jack and Jack Mills.”

      She arched her eyebrows, the arch asking if he recognized the names. Pike shook his head, so she explained.

      “Jakovich heads up the original Serb set here in L.A.-the first of the old bosses to come over in the nineties. Think Don Corleone in his later years, but meaner. Jakovich is bringing in three thousand Chinese-made AK-47 assault rifles.”

      The number stopped Pike. He tried to read if she was lying, but decided she was telling the truth.

      “Three thousand.”

      “Full-auto combat rigs that pirates stole from the North Koreans. So if Darko sends his killers to murder a man who used to be a professional mercenary, and who probably knows how to buy and sell weapons anywhere in the world, pardon me if I see a connection.”

      Pike took a breath. A new element had entered the field, and now Pike felt a stab of doubt. He felt bad for having it, as if he were betraying Frank’s memory.

      “Frank wouldn’t do that.”

      “Tell you what? Let me figure out whether he would, since that happens to be my job. Here’s what’s more important-you’re going to help me get those guns.”

      Walsh moved for the first time. She leaned forward, resting her hands on the table.

      “Darko works for Jakovich, but he’s trying to take over the deal, pick his own buyer, and force a regime change. Old school out, new school in. That buys me time to find the guns, but if you keep dogging this guy, and he feels the heat-”

      She snapped her fingers.

      “Poof! The guns disappear, and they could be anywhere-Miami, Chi cago, Brooklyn. So-first-you’re going to drop your search-and-destroy.”

      She didn’t give Pike time to respond, but pushed on, leaning even closer.

      “These East European sets, if these bastards didn’t know you in the old country, they don’t talk to you, and they haven’t been in this country long enough for us to develop informants. My guy died trying to bust that lock, Pike, but you-I think you have someone inside with the Serbs. So-second-I want your contact.”

      This was why she bounced him. Pike still didn’t know how they made him at the trailers, but Williams was the break point. A Crip connected to Darko. When Pike reached Williams, Walsh must have realized he had inside help, and triggered the bust. She was with Terrio and Deets on the day they made such a big show telling him about Frank, and now he wondered if she was behind it, and if she had been using him to get inside from the beginning.

      Pike thought it through, wondering if someone as far down the food chain as a prostitute would have information about an important deal. It was doubtful, but Rina might be able to find out.

      Pike said, “I’ll see.”

      Walsh shook her head.

      “You don’t understand. We have three thousand automatic weapons coming into this country, so I am not asking you. You will put me together with your informant.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, Walsh. This isn’t lost on me.”

      “That isn’t the right answer.”

      “I told you I would talk to my source. I will, but there’s a risk. I didn’t know about these guns. If I bring it up now, and word gets to Darko, you’re in the weeds.”

      Walsh glared, but only for a moment, as Pike went on.

      “There are people in the EOC community who know I’m on the hunt, and they know why. They won’t be spooked by a civilian working out a grudge. It’s something they understand.”

      Walsh showed her palms, shaking her head to stop him.

      “Don’t even think about it, Pike. Don’t go there. I am not going to allow you to murder this man.”

      “I suddenly stop, the people who know are left hanging. They want things in this, too. That’s why they’re helping me. If I go back with this gun thing, and tell them I’m talking to you, they’ll disappear as fast as your guns.”

      Now Walsh didn’t seem so confident.

      “What are you saying?”

      “You don’t have someone inside-I do. They’re inside-and they want me to find Darko-badly. Whatever I learn, I will pass back to you, and I can start by giving you something right now-Darko is going back to Europe.”

      She stared at him, and now her tanned face paled. Pike read her apprehension in how she shifted, a subtle step to the side as if she felt her own private earthquake. She glanced at her watch as if she wanted to note the time she learned this thing for the official record.

      “Is this bullshit?”

      “It’s what I was told.”

      She shifted again.

      “When?”

      “ Don’t know.”

      “Why is he going back?”

      “Don’t know. Maybe his deal is closing. Maybe he wants to go back after it’s finished.”

      Pike decided he could not mention the child, or Rina, or the true reason Darko sent his killers to Frank Meyer’s home. Not without Rina’s permission.

      Walsh’s face hardened as she struggled with the new information. She stared through him as she wrestled with her options, not liking any of them. When she spoke again, her voice was soft.

      “I can take you out of the play. You don’t want that.”

      “No. I want Darko.”

      Her eyes refocused. On him.

      “I’ve got three thousand weapons being brought into this country by a foreign national. That’s a terrorist act. By the law as written in the Home-land Security Act, I could make you disappear. No trial, no lawyers, no bail-just gone. Look me in the eye, Pike-”

      She stared at him, letting him see.

      “If I lose those weapons because I couldn’t find them, I can live with it, but I am not going to trade the guns for Darko. Do you understand that?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want him, but on my terms, not yours, alive, so I can testify against him in open court. So Jordie Brant’s wife can sit in the front row, and watch this piece of shit squirm. So she can take the stand during sentencing, and tell this piece of shit how much he hurt her, and how much he took from their child. I want that, Pike, just like you want what you want, and I will have it. Guns or not, the only way you’re leaving here is if you agree.”

      Pike studied her face, and knew she meant it. He nodded.

      “Okay.”

      “You agree? Darko is mine?”

      “Yes.”

      She put out her hand, he took it, and, for a moment, she did not let go.

      She said, “If you kill him, I swear to God I will devote the rest of my life to putting you in jail.”

      “I won’t kill him.”

      She walked him downstairs herself. His Jeep was waiting. So were his weapons.
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      PIKE TURNED OFF HIS CELL PHONE as soon as he was alone. He stopped at the first large shopping mall he reached, cruised up to the top floor of the parking structure, then down, looking for tails. He found none, but he had found none before. He still didn’t understand how they followed him.

      Pike left the parking lot the way he entered, and backtracked three blocks. He reversed course again, clocking the cars he passed, but found nothing suspicious.

      Returning to the mall, he parked on the second floor of the parking structure, then inspected the underside of the Jeep. He found nothing, but still wasn’t satisfied.

      He cleaned himself as best he could, then went into the mall. He bought a throwaway cell phone, extra batteries, and a prepaid calling card good for two hours. Seated on a bench outside a kitchen store, Pike spent ten minutes activating the phone and loading the prepaid calling time, then called Elvis Cole.

      Cole’s phone rang four times, a long time for Cole because he didn’t recognize the incoming number.

      “Elvis Cole.”

      “It’s me. Where’s Rina?”

      “With Yanni. I brought her back after our tour.”

      “Do me a favor, and go get them. The ATF knows I was at their building, and suspects I was seeing a source. They want the source.”

      Cole made a soft whistle.

      “How do you know?”

      “I just spent three hours with them.”

      Pike sketched out what he found at Willowbrook, what happened when Walsh had him picked him up, and the information she gave him about Darko.

      “This is no longer about some gangster murdering people in their homes-they’re bringing three thousand Kalashnikovs into the country. That’s why the Feds are involved.”

      Cole said, “I’ll get them. You want me to bring them to my place?”

      “For now. I’ll have a place for them by the time I get there.”

      Pike phoned Jon Stone next. Stone’s phone rang five times before his voice mail answered, and Pike waited for the beep.

      “It’s Pike. You there?”

      Stone answered, talking loud over Nine Inch Nails.

      “Fuck, man, I didn’t recognize the number.”

      “Someone’s been able to find me without following me, Jon. That’s why I’m using a different phone. I think the Jeep might be bad.”

      Nine Inch Nails vanished.

      “You driving it now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t come here. I’ll meet you.”

      Twenty minutes later, Pike arrived at a car wash on Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood, and pulled around back to the detailing bays as Stone had instructed. In the rear of the car wash, they couldn’t be seen from the street.

      Stone’s black Rover was in one of the bays, and two young Latin men were detailing a black Porsche in another. Stone was with them, laughing about something when he saw Pike arrive. He pointed at the empty bay on the far side of his Rover, and that’s where Pike parked. One of the young men was sleeved out with gang tats. Neither looked over as Pike climbed from his Jeep.

      Stone opened the back of his Rover and took out a long aluminum tube with a movable mirror jointed to a pod containing sensors and antennas. Jon’s security work often required him to scan for explosives and multiplatform surveillance devices. Jon was a pro, and had the equipment to accomplish his mission.

      He swept the pod under the Jeep, talking to Pike as he watched a dial in the handle.

      “You find these fucks?”

      “Found the crew. They were dead.”

      “No shit. Who bagged them?”

      “Their boss.”

      “No honor among scumbags. What was the butcher’s bill?”

      “Three. Their boss is still up, but these three are down. One more to go.”

      Stone paused between the Jeep’s headlights, and studied the dial. After a moment, he continued on around the Jeep, making a full sweep of the vehicle until he returned to the front end. Then he put the pole aside, and wiggled under the engine.

      “Here you go.”

      He rolled to his feet, and showed Pike a small gray box the size of a pack of cigarettes.

      “GPS locator. High-end piece made by Raytheon under an NSA contract. This is top-dollar equipment. Federal?”

      “ATF.”

      Stone grinned.

      “Right now, there’s an agent with a laptop staring at a real-time map overlay. X marks the spot, bro-right here at the car wash on Santa Monica Boulevard.”

      He tossed it to Pike.

      “Three choices-kill it, toss it, or-my personal favorite-tack it to a FedEx truck and let’m watch it roll all over town.”

      Pike didn’t want Walsh to know he found it or had even thought to look for it, but he didn’t want her watching his path. If he put it on another vehicle, she would realize what he had done within a matter of hours. Pike tossed it back.

      “Kill it, and I need you to do something else.”

      “For Frank?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m there.”

      Pike told him about the guns-three thousand Chinese AKs stolen from the North Koreans.

      Pike said, “Jakovich didn’t steal them. He bought them from someone. See what you can find out.”

      Stone hesitated.

      “About Frank?”

      “About the guns. Frank didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      Stone hesitated again, but made a slow nod.

      “I know a guy who knows a guy, but I want a piece of the hunt. I’ll help, but I want some trigger time. For Frank.”

      “You got it.”
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      PIKE DROVE TO COLE’S HOUSE when he left the car wash, climbing the narrow canyon roads to the top of the hills, then along Woodrow Wil son Drive through a heavily wooded canyon. He decided Walsh had planted the locator on his Jeep the day they stopped him at Runyon Canyon. Maybe that was why they stopped him the way they did, to keep him clear of the Jeep until they finished installing the locator.

      Pike wondered now if she bugged him to follow his own investigation, or because she believed Frank was involved with the guns. There would have been no reason for her to believe Pike was involved in an arms deal, but maybe she knew something Pike didn’t yet know.

      The sky was deep purple when Pike pulled up in front of Cole’s A-frame and let himself into the kitchen. Pike liked Cole’s home, and had helped Cole maintain it over the years whenever Cole needed a hand painting, roofing, or staining the deck. Perched high in the canyons where it was surrounded by trees, Cole’s rustic A-frame felt removed from the city. Pike took a bottle of water from Cole’s fridge. A dish of cat food sat on the floor beside a small bowl of water. The house smelled of eucalyptus, wild fennel, and the flora that grew on the canyon’s steep slopes.

      Cole, Rina, and Yanni were in the living room, watching the news. Rina’s bag was on the floor at her feet, along with a bag that probably belonged to Yanni. They glanced over when Pike entered, and Cole muted the sound. Yanni’s face was purple where Pike hit him.

      Rina squinted at Pike as if she were sizing him up for target practice, then waved toward Cole.

      “We are not going to stay here. It smells like cats.”

      Cole arched his eyebrows, the arch saying, You see what it’s like?

      Pike motioned Cole over.

      “See you a minute?”

      When Cole joined him, Pike lowered his voice.

      “You were going to check out her story. What do you think?”

      Cole glanced at Rina and Yanni to make sure they couldn’t hear, then shrugged.

      “I located one of Ana’s friends, and have a call into another. Everything checked. Rina spent the 90210 years protecting her sister. Kept Ana completely away from this stuff, just like she said.”

      Rina stood, then raised her voice.

      “I don’t like this whispering. I told you already once. Yanni and I, we are going to go.”

      Pike said, “Yanni’s building is being watched by the police. You shouldn’t go back.”

      Yanni mumbled something in Serbian, and Rina chattered something back.

      She said, “The police don’t care about Yanni. Why would they watch?”

      “They followed me earlier today. They know I’m trying to find Darko, so now they believe someone in Yanni’s complex has information about him. They will look for that person.”

      Rina and Yanni launched into more Serbian, and Yanni didn’t look happy. Cole turned away as if he had heard enough foreign-language conversations to last a lifetime.

      “You want something to eat?”

      “Not yet. Did you find anything running the check on Darko’s condominiums?”

      “Yeah. They’re not his condos-not in his name or any name I’ve been able to connect to him. This guy is hidden, man-he does not exist, so he’s almost certainly here illegally.”

      Cole ticked off the points.

      “No one named Michael Darko appears in the DMV, the Social Security rolls, or the California state tax rolls. No one by that name has an account with any of the major credit card companies, the public utilities here in Los Angeles County, the telephone company, or any of the major cell service providers. Michael Darko has no criminal record that I’ve been able to find.”

      Rina said, “In Serbia. In Serbia, he was arrested. This I know.”

      Pike thought over what George told him about how the old-school Serb gangsters tried to instill fear by creating a myth for themselves. The Shark. Here, then gone, like an imagined man. A monster his men talked about, but never saw.

      Pike shrugged.

      “He’s just another turd.”

      Cole said, “A smart turd. His hookers rent their condos in their own names. Darko supplies them with a credit and rental history so they look good on the application, and kicks back cash to cover their rent, but they have to write the checks. Same with their phones, and other expenses. Everything is in their names, and they pay the bills. That way he avoids a paper trail to the girls.”

      Rina said, “Yes. That is why we follow the money. The money will give us the man.”

      Cole nodded.

      “He has women spread from Glendale to Sherman Oaks. A collector stops by every day to pick up their cash.”

      Pike glanced at Rina.

      “You know the man who picks up the money?”

      “I will know him to see him unless the man change. He will be there between four and six. This is always the way. The girls, they have their money from the night before, but their money from the day is better.”

      Pike said, “Will he know how to find Darko?”

      She shook her head, making the expression she made when she thought Pike was a moron.

      “No, no, no. He is an outcast.”

      Pike and Cole traded a look, not understanding.

      “Why is he an outcast? He’s being punished?”

      Rina had a brief conversation with Yanni. When they stopped speaking Serbian, she tried to explain.

      “Outcast is like someone learning.”

      Cole said, “Starting at the bottom?”

      “Yes! The men who want to be accepted, but must prove themselves. The pakhan is the boss-that is Michael. Below him, his close friends are what we call the authorities. These are the men who make sure everyone do what Michael say.”

      Pike said, “Enforcers.”

      “Yes. They make the men obey. The men, they are the ones who do the work and earn the money. The outcasts help the men.”

      “Okay, so the guy who collects the money, he’s an errand boy. He brings the money to Michael?”

      “He brings it to his boss. Michael does not touch the money.”

      Cole said, “Then how do we find Michael?”

      She thought for a moment, then glanced at Yanni. Yanni mumbled some more, and Rina shrugged.

      “Depends on who the boss is. If boss is authority man, then maybe he know. If boss is only one of the men, then no. We won’t know until we see. Is like a sergeant, and Michael is a colonel. The sergeant does not talk to the colonel. He talks to the captain.”

      Pike looked at Cole.

      “Maybe there’s a way to turn this around. Maybe we can make Darko find us.”

      “Steal the money?”

      “Follow these people from business to business, and hit him. Hit him so hard he has no other choice.”

      Cole thought for a moment, then nodded.

      “Sounds like a plan. You ready for something to eat?”

      Cole stepped past him into the kitchen. Pike looked at Rina and Yanni. They whispered to each other in Serbian, and then Rina glanced over.

      “We will go to motel. Here smells like cats. It is making me ill.”

      Pike said, “Eat. I have a place you can stay. We’ll go after dinner.”

      He took his new phone and stepped out onto Cole’s deck.
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      THE NIGHT AIR WAS CLEAR, and chill, and the canyon below Cole’s home was quiet of man-made sounds. A wooden deck jutted from the back of Cole’s house, hanging out over the night-filled canyon like a diving board to nowhere. Pike went to the rail. The air felt good, and its clarity seemed to magnify the lights that fell away to the city. Out here on the deck, at the edge of the glow from within Cole’s home, Pike enjoyed the solitude.

      He turned to face Cole’s home, and leaned into the rail, the wide glass face of the house an invisible wall. Rina and Yanni were still huddled together on the couch, and occasionally glancing outside. Cole was in the kitchen, busy with cooking.

      Pike fished out the new phone, and called George Smith. He did not want to call, but he had to warn George about Walsh.

      George answered on the first ring, his voice as American as a Modesto car salesman.

      “This is George. Who’s calling, please?”

      “Williams was dead. Williams, and two of his crew. Jamal Johnson and Samuel Renfro.”

      George laughed.

      “Well, there you go. Justice is swift.”

      “Wasn’t me. Someone killed them the same night they murdered Frank.”

      “Ah, are you asking if I knew? I did not.”

      “Not asking. I thought you should know in case your friends in Odessa ask.”

      “Then muchas gracias.”

      “Something else you should know. The ATF was tracking my vehicle when I came by this morning. They might come around, knocking on doors.”

      George was silent for several seconds, and when he spoke, the Modesto tone was edged with something dark.

      “You brought them to my store?”

      “I don’t know. They were tracking my vehicle. They know where I parked, and how long I parked there. I don’t know if they had eyeballs on me or not.”

      Another moment’s silence.

      “Where did you park?”

      “A block north.”

      Another moment.

      “There are many shops within a block of my place.”

      Pike didn’t bother to say anything. George was shaking the facts to see if he could live with them, just as a terrier shakes a rat.

      Inside, Rina stood. She peered outside, trying to find Pike at the edge of the light, then said something to Yanni. Yanni gestured as if he were getting impatient with her, and wanted to leave.

      George said, “Why might they knock on doors, Joseph?”

      “Darko. They know I have inside information on the Serbians. They want my source. They’ll probably retrace my route today, trying to locate everyone I spoke with.”

      George suddenly laughed, giving it his best Modesto twang.

      “Why, hell, George Smith ain’t some Bosnian refugee. If they come around, I’ll tell’m you wanted a lamp. I’ll bet I can sell them a nice little sconce. Might even give them a discount.”

      George laughed again, and now Rina came around the couch and was heading for the deck. Pike would have to go, but he needed a favor from George.

      “One more thing.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’m going to hit Darko’s business, and I want him to know it’s me. Maybe some people at Odessa can drop my name in the Eastern Bloc neighborhoods.”

      “This would put a target on your chest.”

      “Yes.”

      George made a little sigh.

      “Well, we do what we do.”

      George hung up as Rina opened the door. She stepped out onto the deck as Pike put away his phone.

      She said, “It’s dark out here. Why do you stand in the dark?”

      Pike hesitated, wondering whether he should tell her what he had found in Willowbrook, and finally decided he should. He had been feeling the bib in his pocket as if it were a living thing, alive and pulsing, and wanting to come out.

      “Darko’s crew is dead.”

      She visibly stiffened, then joined him at the rail.

      “You found them?”

      “Yes. Men named Jamal Johnson and Moon Williams. Have you heard of them?”

      She shook her head.

      “Samuel Renfro?”

      She shook her head again.

      “They were killed the same night they took your son and murdered my friends.”

      Her mouth shrunk to a tight knot, and her eyes turned watchful.

      “Were Michael or my boy with them?”

      “No. But I found this.”

      Pike took the bib from his pocket, and once more marveled at its softness. As soon as he opened it, he smelled the apricots, even in the rich night air.

      Rina took it, and seemed to marvel at it just as Pike had marveled at it.

      “But nothing to say where’s the baby?”

      “No. I’m sorry, but no.”

      Her face folded into a frown, and she turned to face the canyon. Pike decided to feel her out about Jakovich.

      “I found another line I can follow-a man named Milos Jakovich. Do you know who he is?”

      She stared into the dark for a moment, then shrugged.

      “The old one. Michael, he work for him.”

      “Do they have business together?”

      “I do not know. The blood is not good.”

      “They don’t like each other?”

      “I don’t think so. Michael never tell me these things, but I hear. Like with his business. I am just whore.”

      She turned back toward the canyon, and Pike felt uncomfortable.

      “Maybe Jakovich or someone who works for Jakovich knows how to find Michael.”

      “I don’t know those people.”

      “Is there someone you could ask?”

      She worried the inside of her cheek, then shrugged again.

      “It is like a different family. I would be scared, I think.”

      Pike let it go, thinking she was probably right in being scared. If Jakovich and Darko were in some kind of war, she might find herself in jeopardy from both sides.

      Pike said, “It’s okay. Forget it.”

      “I will do it if you wish.”

      “Forget it.”

      They stood in silence, then she leaned over the rail to peer down into the black canyon.

      She said, “It is so dark.”

      Pike didn’t answer.

      “Do you have children?”

      Pike shook his head.

      “You should have children. You should make plenty of babies, and be a strong father.”

      Pike didn’t answer again.

      Rina held the bib to her nose, and Pike could feel her draw in the deep apricot smell and the scent of her child. She touched her belly where the knife wounds had scarred, as if the pain she felt then and now were linked, and he wanted to touch that place, too, but didn’t.

      Pike said, “We’ll find him.”

      “Yes. I know we will find him.”

      Rina leaned into him, and gazed up with shadowed eyes that seemed to be searching.

      “I would be with you. It is okay.”

      “You don’t have to be with me.”

      “Whatever you like, I will do.”

      Pike turned away.

      “Get your bag. I have a place where the two of you can stay.”

      Pike went out without eating, and took them away.
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      THE NEXT MORNING, Pike had Cole take him to check out the building in Sherman Oaks. It was a modern, three-story structure a few blocks south of Ventura Boulevard, across from a gourmet food store.

      Pike said, “How many prostitutes does he have in there?”

      “She says he had four, two on the top floor and two on the second, but that could have changed.”

      “The pickup happens between four and six?”

      “Yeah, but that’s only approximate. These people aren’t running an airline. We should set up early, plan on staying late, and be ready to wait a few days.”

      Pike expected no less.

      “It’s hunting.”

      “Yes. It’s hunting.”

      They circled the building to see the surrounding residential streets, and finished their tour in the food store’s parking lot. Pike noted the proximity to entrance and exit ramps for both the San Diego and Ventura Freeways. The location had been chosen so customers could be given easy directions. The prostitutes who worked here saw customers who came to them, and were known as in-call girls. Safer for the girls, and with a lower overhead for Darko. Out-call girls needed drivers and bodyguards.

      Pike said, “How many stops does he make before here?”

      “Three. Darko has buildings in Glendale, Valley Village, and this one. This was always the last stop.”

      “So he should be carrying the full day’s take.”

      “Should be. If this is still the last stop.”

      Pike was going to steal the money. That was the plan. He was going to steal Darko’s money, and leave the pickup man so scared he would run straight to his bosses. Then Pike would take whatever his bosses had, too.

      Pike said, “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”

      They would need Rina to identify the bag man, so Pike picked her up a little while later. He had brought them to an empty guesthouse a few blocks south of the Sunset Strip the night before. It was small, but nice, with a lovely courtyard and neighbors who wouldn’t pry. Pike had used it before.

      Rina was waiting on the street when he arrived. Yanni’s truck was parked at the curb.

      She said, “Yanni want to come.”

      Pike looked past her, and saw Yanni in the courtyard.

      “No Yanni. Forget it.”

      She barked something in Serbian, and Yanni gave Pike the finger.

      Pike brought her to Cole’s, where they reviewed the plans and maps of the location with Jon Stone. When Stone first arrived, Rina squinted at him, and tugged at Pike’s arm.

      “Who is this?”

      “A friend. He was a friend of Frank’s, too.”

      “I don’t trust these people I don’t know. I would rather have Yanni.”

      “Not for this, you wouldn’t.”

      At one-thirty that afternoon, they climbed into their cars and returned to Sherman Oaks, Pike and Rina in his Jeep, Cole in his Corvette, and Stone in his Rover. They looked like a caravan winding their way along the spine of the mountains.

      When they reached the market, Pike and Cole turned into the parking lot, but Stone continued past, moving to set up on one of the nearby residential streets. Pike found a parking spot in one of the middle rows facing the apartment building’s entry, and Cole parked three spaces away.

      Pike said, “You need to use the bathroom?”

      “No, I am fine.”

      “The guy who’s coming to pick up the money, does he know you?”

      “I don’t know. Probably he would know me, yes.”

      “Then let’s get squared away. Get in the backseat. You won’t be as easy to see in back.”

      She looked at him as if he was an idiot.

      “It’s only two o’clock.”

      “I know. But we want to be prepared in case he comes early.”

      She gripped her big purse. The one with the gun.

      “I don’t care if he see me or not.”

      “I care. Get in the back.”

      She scowled again, but got out, and climbed into the backseat. Pike adjusted the mirror so he could see her.

      “Can you see the entry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Watch.”

      “It’s only two o’clock. Will be hours before he come.”

      “Watch.”

      He expected her to fidget or try to make conversation, but she didn’t. She sat behind him, a second presence in the car, quiet and still, watching.

      They watched for an hour and ten minutes, silent, as people came and went around them, parking, backing out, pushing buggies filled high with groceries. Rina did not move or speak for the entire time, but then she suddenly pulled herself forward, and pointed past his chin.

      “That window on the top floor, on the side there away from the freeway. That was mine.”

      Then she settled back and said nothing more.

      Pike studied her in the rearview, but only for a moment. He didn’t want her to catch him staring.

      An hour and twenty minutes later, she abruptly pulled herself forward again.

      “That girl. She is one of the girls there. In the green.”

      A young woman in black spandex shorts and a lime green top came around the corner and went to the glass door. Her dark hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail, and a large gym bag was slung over her shoulder. On her way back from the gym. She was lean and fit, but her breasts were too large to be natural. She looked very young.

      Rina said, “You see? I know this girl when they bring her here. They make her waitress, and then she dance.”

      “Stripper.”

      “Yes. And this.”

      The girl let herself into the lobby, then pushed a button for the elevator.

      Fifteen minutes later, Rina pulled forward again.

      “There. In the black car.”

      A black BMW convertible turned off Sepulveda and crept past the building as if looking for a parking place. The driver was a white male in his twenties with a thick neck and long, limp hair. He wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled, a day-old beard, and mirrored sunglasses.

      Pike hit the speed dial for Cole.

      Three cars away, Cole glanced over as he raised his phone.

      “What’s up?”

      “The black convertible.”

      Cole glanced at the street.

      “I’ll get Jon.”

      Pike lowered the phone, but didn’t end the call. Cole was using a second phone to put Stone in the loop. They had planned on multiple phones to maintain constant contact.

      The BMW reached the stop sign, but instead of circling the building to park on the street, the driver turned into the parking lot.

      “Get down.”

      Rina slumped down in her seat without question, but lifted her head enough to see.

      The Beemer passed behind Pike’s Jeep and Cole’s Corvette, then turned onto the next row and parked by the sidewalk. The driver got out, stepped over a low hedge, then crossed the street. Pike made him for his late twenties, maybe average in height but with a heavy frame. He looked like a hitter, and probably thought he was good at it. He let himself into the building with his own key.

      Pike said, “Here’s where you leave.”

      Rina went directly to Cole’s Corvette, and got in as they had planned. She did not dawdle, stare, or draw attention to herself. Pike liked that about her.

      Cole’s voice came from the phone.

      “You want Jon to come in?”

      “I’m good. Get her gone.”

      Cole backed away, and cruised out of the parking lot.

      The bagman was inside for less than ten minutes. For him, picking up cash from four prostitutes was just another stop in a day filled with stops-something to be accomplished quickly, and without wasted energy. The girls probably felt the same.

      When the man merged from the building, Pike stepped out of the Jeep, but hung back to be sure he was returning to his car. When the man angled toward the Beemer, Pike made as if he was heading for a nearby car, but Darko’s boy never once looked at him. He passed in front of Pike within ten feet and swung around the Beemer’s rear end. As he opened the door, Pike closed the gap. When the bagman slid in behind the wheel, Pike came up along the passenger’s side, and lifted himself over the door and into the passenger’s seat.

      The man lurched in surprise, but by then it was too late. Pike showed him the.357, down low so no one could see.

      “Sh.”

      The man’s eyes went wide as oncoming headlights, but he was a burly guy who was used to muscling people. He lunged for Pike’s gun, but Pike rolled his hands down and away with a minor wing chun deflection, and snapped the Python up hard into the bottom of the man’s chin, popping his jaw like a rat trap. The Python flicked again, and this time Pike hit him in the Adam’s apple.

      The bagman clutched at his throat, choking. His face turned bright red.

      Pike took the key from his hand, fit it into the ignition, the convertible top. He had to keep the button depressed throughout the process, but that was okay. His arm was a steel bar with his tattoo in the bagman’s face. Pike wanted him to see the red arrow.

      Pike didn’t move or speak until the top was in place and the windows were closed, and neither did the bagman. He was too busy trying to breathe.

      Pike said, “Grab the wheel. Both hands.”

      He grabbed the wheel.

      “Try to escape, I’ll kill you. Try to grab this weapon again, I’ll kill you. Do you understand?”

      “This is a mistake, my man. I don’t know what you-”

      Pike backfisted him hard on his temple, striking so fast the man had no time to react. His head bounced off the window, and Pike caught him again on the rebound. The second backfist made his eyes flag.

      Pike jerked him upright, then dug his thumb into a nerve bundle between the man’s ribs. The man moaned, and pushed weakly at Pike’s hand, so Pike hit him again. The man covered his head.

      Pike said, “Grab the wheel. Grab it.”

      The man grabbed the wheel with both hands.

      “Try to escape, I’ll kill you. Try to take this weapon again, I will kill you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Jesus, stop hitting me. Please-”

      “If you let go of the wheel again, I’ll kill you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      The man’s knuckles turned white as he tightened his grip. Blood from his mouth dripped onto his shirt, and the corner of his eye at his temple was swelling.

      Pike said, “What’s your name?”

      “Vasa.”

      “I’m going to search you, Vasa. Don’t let go of the wheel. Do not r esist.”

      Pike went through Vasa’s pockets, finding a black ostrich wallet, a Nokia cell phone, and four thin vinyl billfolds.

      Pike said, “One from each girl?”

      “Yes.”

      “They have the money ready? You stop by, they give it to you?”

      “You know who this belongs to?”

      “Me.”

      Pike thumbed through the bills, mostly hundreds and twenties, and counted out thirty-eight hundred. He tucked the money into his pocket.

      “Where’s the rest?”

      Vasa blinked at him.

      “What rest? That’s it.”

      Pike stared into Vasa’s eyes, and finally Vasa sighed.

      “Under the seat.”

      Pike found another seventy-three hundred dollars under the seat, and added it to the cash in his pocket. That made eleven thousand, one hundred dollars of Darko’s money.

      Pike studied Vasa. He stared at Vasa so long, the man turned away.

      “Why are you staring at me? Who are you?”

      “My name is Pike. Say it.”

      “You are Pike?”

      “Say the name. Say it.”

      “Pike. I say it. You are Pike.”

      “Look at me.”

      Vasa cringed as if he was certain Pike would hit him again.

      Pike touched the arrow on the outside of his arm.

      “See this?”

      Vasa nodded.

      “Tell me you see it.”

      “I see it.”

      “Where is Michael Darko?”

      Vasa’s eyes grew into saucers again.

      “I don’t know. How would I know?”

      “Call him.”

      “I don’t have his number. He is the boss. Why are you taking his money? This is crazy. He will kill you for taking his money.”

      Pike studied Vasa a moment longer.

      “Tell Darko I’m coming.”

      Pike got out, taking the money, the wallet, the keys, and the cell phone.

      Vasa said, “What am I supposed to do without my keys?”

      Pike returned to his Jeep, and circled the parking lot until he pulled up behind the Beemer. He wanted Vasa to see his Jeep, too. He motioned for Vasa to roll down his window.

      Inside the BMW, Vasa couldn’t roll down the window without the keys, so he opened the door.

      Pike tossed out his keys, then drove away.

      Pike drove exactly two blocks, then pulled to the curb, and lifted his cell phone.

      “What’s he doing?”

      “Getting on the freeway. Jon’s three cars behind him, and I’m behind Jon.”

      Pike pushed hard to catch up.
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      THEY FOLLOWED THE BEEMER east across the bottom of the San Fernando Valley, Pike watching Cole and Jon Stone take turns behind the Beemer. The BMW drove steadily, in no great hurry to get where it was going. Vasa probably wasn’t looking forward to explaining what happened to Darko’s money.

      They stayed on the Ventura Freeway past the Hollywood split, but took the first exit, climbing up Vineland past the aging shopping centers and strip malls of North Hollywood. Cole tightened up on the Beemer when they left the freeway, and Jon fell back. Ten minutes later, Cole once more spoke in Pike’s ear.

      “Blinker. We’re turning up ahead on Victory.”

      Neither Pike nor Stone responded.

      Three minutes later, Cole spoke again.

      “Turning again. A place called the Glo-Room. We’re going past to the first cross street.”

      Jon Stone said, “Sweet. Strippers.”

      Two blocks ahead, Pike caught a glimpse of the BMW turning, and spoke to Cole.

      “Does she know the place?”

      “She’s heard of it, but never been here. It’s one of the places she told me about.”

      When Pike passed, he glimpsed Vasa’s convertible parked in a narrow parking lot alongside a black single-story building. A marquee sign jutted out from the front of the building, saying GLO-ROOM GENTLEMEN’S CLUB-AMATEUR NITE WED. Pike continued past to the first cross street, where the other two cars were waiting. Cole and Rina were already waiting in Stone’s Rover. Pike pulled in behind them, parked, then climbed into the Rover’s front passenger seat. Stone immediately turned down an alley to circle around behind the bar. The alley ran between the shops and stores that lined the main street and a long row of additional parking spaces and Dumpster bins.

      Pike said, “Stop short.”

      Stone stopped three doors away, parking behind a pet store. A white delivery van was parked behind the Glo-Room, though the only person they saw was a middle-aged Latin man in a stained white T-shirt. He was standing between the truck and the building, smoking.

      Pike turned in his seat so he could see Rina.

      “Darko owns this place?”

      “One of his men own it, but, yes, it will belong to Michael. The other men run it, but Michael he get the money.”

      “You know the people who work here?”

      She shook her head, then shrugged.

      “No, I don’t think so. I know of this place, but I never been here. Michael, he have three or four places like this. Maybe more.”

      They started rolling again, and drifted past the delivery truck. They drove all the way to the next cross street, turned around, and came back from the opposite direction. They stopped with an easy view of the side lot and delivery truck. A back door used for deliveries and service help was cracked open on the alley, but the white van blocked the building’s interior from view. The BMW was parked outside a door on the side of the building, which appeared to be the bar’s main entrance. A dark gray Audi sedan and a silver Mercedes were parked near the Beemer, and now three men were standing outside the door. Two of the three were large guys wearing loose shirts that hung over their bellies. The third man was younger, with hard, muscular shoulders.

      Pike turned enough to see Rina.

      “Know them?”

      “That one in the middle, maybe I seen him before, but maybe not. Other two, no, for sure.”

      The one in the middle wore gold chains, and appeared to be the focus of attention.

      Stone said, “You see it?”

      Pike nodded.

      Rina said, “See what?”

      Cole said, “The muscle has a gun in his belt.”

      The three men finished their conversation, then the two big men went into the bar, and the muscular guy walked back to the delivery van. He slapped the side twice, then stepped away as the van’s rear door opened. A burly guy with a monumental belly climbed out, showing a mat of dark hair on his arms and neck. He hoisted three cases of Budweiser, and brought them into the bar. The muscular guy leaned into the van, came out with three more cases, and followed him inside.

      Rina said, “They steal the beer to sell, you see? He buy some, but he have people who steal.”

      This fit with what George described. Darko resold merchandise stolen by hijack crews. Alcohol went to his clubs. Everything else went to fences and flea markets.

      Pike tapped Jon’s leg, and Jon rolled on, cruising back to their cars. Everything moved quickly after their brief reconnoiter, which was how Pike liked it. Speed was good. In armed confrontations, speed was the difference between life and death.

      Cole immediately put Rina in his car and left the area. Stone motored away, but would circle the block to approach from the front. Pike returned to his Jeep, immediately pulled into the alley, and parked behind the bar. By the time he got back, the van and the back door were both closed, but the door was unlocked.

      Pike hit the speed dial on his phone for Jon Stone, and Stone answered with a single word.

      “Go.”

      Pike closed his phone, stepped inside, and found himself in a hall crowded with stacked boxes. A larder to his left was filled with more beer, tap kegs, booze, and other supplies, and a tiny food and dishwashing area was to his right. The Latin guy who had been smoking out in the alley glanced at him with tired eyes from an industrial-sized dishwasher. Pike stepped into the door, and spoke quietly.

      “Police. We’re going to arrest everyone here, but you can go. Walk away now.”

      One look at Pike, the man did not hesitate. He put down his towel, squeezed past, and immediately left the building. Pike locked the door behind him.

      Farther along the hall was a small dressing room for the dancers, a couple of restrooms, and a swinging door. The restrooms and dressing room were all empty. The dressing room smelled of mildew. Pike heard voices coming from the front of the club, but no music or other sounds.

      Pike pushed through the swinging door. The lights were on, the stage was empty, and the music was off. The three men from the parking lot were crowded around a bar table with a fourth man and Vasa, who was holding a wet towel to his face. The furry man was behind the bar, maneuvering a beer keg into place. Pike had entered so quietly the men at the tables did not hear him, but the furry man caught the movement, and stood.

      He said, “We’re closed. You’ll have to leave.”

      The men at the tables all looked over, and Vasa saw Pike. He lurched to his feet as if someone had kicked him.

      “That’s him. The fuckin’ guy-”

      The four men at the tables didn’t move. The muscular guy didn’t reach for his gun. They sat perfectly still.

      Pike said, “I’m looking for Michael Darko.”

      The oldest was a heavy man with large bones, thick wrists, and small eyes. Three of the four wore short-sleeved shirts, two showing skin that had been inked up with Eastern Bloc prison tats back in the old country.

      The oldest man said, “I have never heard of this man. You have come to the wrong place.”

      Two vinyl billfolds identical to the ones Pike took from Vasa were on the bar, along with a brown leather briefcase. Just sitting there, as if someone was in the middle of business when Vasa rushed in to tell his story. Pike moved toward the bar, and the muscular man stood.

      He said, “Get the fuck out of here.”

      When Pike reached the end of the bar, the furry man behind the bar shoved the beer keg aside and charged. He threw up his forearms like an offensive lineman blocking a defensive back, but Pike slipped to the side, pushed the man’s elbow down and away, caught his head, and rolled him into the floor. Third of a second once contact was made, and Pike was on his feet, watching the muscular man rush toward him in slow motion as the three other men, even more slowly, jumped to their feet.

      The muscular man reached under his shirt even as he pushed past the tables. Pike did not try to stop the gun; he rolled his hand under the man’s wrist, drove the man’s arm over and back, and pulled him backward and down. Pike had the gun before the man slammed into the floor, and hit him on the forehead with it two hard times, even as Jon Stone’s voice cut through the gloom.

      “Freeze, motherfuckers!”

      The three men at the tables, on their feet now, raised their hands.

      Jon stood just inside the door with an M4 carbine, painted up nicely in desert camo. Never taking his eyes from the men, Stone closed and locked the door, sealing the building. He grinned at Pike.

      “Always wanted to say that.”

      Pike checked the man’s pistol, then went through his pockets.

      The man with the gold chains said, “What is it you want?”

      Stone stepped forward, the grin suddenly gone, all fierce lines in full-on combat mode.

      “Shut it, bitch. You will not speak unless spoken to.”

      Pike found a wallet, keys, and cell phone, then stood away. He waved toward the floor with the pistol.

      “Knees. Fingers laced behind your head.”

      Stone kicked the nearest man down, and the others hurried into position.

      Pike returned to the man with the enormous belly. His eyes were open, but unfocused, and he made no move to rise. Pike came away with a neat little.40-caliber pistol. He put everything on the bar with the vinyl billfolds, then returned to Stone’s prisoners, and searched them as well. None were armed, and none spoke while he went through their pockets, collecting their things.

      When Pike finished, he returned to the bar and checked the vinyl billfolds. They were filled with cash. He opened the briefcase. More cash, a metal skimmer used to steal credit card information, and what looked like business papers. He put the two pistols and the other things he had taken from the men into the briefcase, closed it, then carried it back to the men. They watched him the way a cat trapped by a window watches a bird.

      Pike said, “Darko?”

      The older man shook his head.

      “You are making a mistake.”

      Behind them, Stone’s voice was soft.

      “Maybe these fuckers were there that night. Maybe one of them gunned Frank.”

      Pike said, “Vasa, do you remember my name?”

      “You are Pike.”

      The older man said, “You are dead man.”

      Stone snapped the M4 into the back of his head. The man fell like a bag of wet towels and did not move. Vasa and the other man stared at his unconscious form for a moment, and now their eyes were frightened.

      Pike dangled the briefcase, showing them.

      “Everything Darko owns is mine. Darko is mine. This bar is mine. If you’re here when I come back, I’ll kill you.”

      The other big man, the one still awake, squinted as if Pike was hidden by fog.

      “You are insane.”

      “Close this place now. Lock it. Tell him I’m coming.”

      Pike left with the briefcase, and Stone followed him out. They went directly to Pike’s Jeep, then drove around the corner to Stone’s Rover. When they stopped, Stone opened the briefcase. He pushed the cash packs aside, and frowned.

      “Hey, what is this shit?”

      Pike fingered through the pages, clocking the columns of numbers organized by business, and realized what they had.

      “Our next targets.”

      He opened his phone to call Cole.
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      THEY MET BACK AT Cole’s house to go through the papers. Rina recog nized them immediately.

      “They are gas stations.”

      Stone said, “What the fuck?”

      Cole thought the pages were bookkeeping ledgers, accounting for income from All-American Best Price Gas, Down Home Petroleum, and Super Star Service.

      Cole said, “Super Star Service is right down the hill in Hollywood. One of those indie places.”

      Rina nodded.

      “You see? He make much money there. Very much. Maybe more than anywhere else.”

      Stone said, “Bullshit. How much dough can he make selling gas?”

      “You are an idiot. He not make the money selling gas. He steals the credit card information.”

      Cole said, “It’s a skimmer rip-off. He’s doing credit card fraud.”

      Cole explained how it worked. Darko’s people connected a skimmer sleeve to the card reader inside each gas pump, along with an altered keypad over the pump’s actual keypad. This allowed them to collect credit card and PIN information every time a customer swiped a credit card or used a debit card to pay for gas. Darko’s fraud crew then used this information to create new credit and debit cards, with which they could drain the victims’ debit accounts or run up huge charges before the victims or credit card companies froze the accounts.

      “Each of these skimmers is worth anywhere from a hundred thousand to one-fifty a month in goods and cash, times however many skimmers he has in the three stations.”

      Now Jon Stone made a little whistle, and laughed.

      “Pretty soon you’re talking real money.”

      Then he frowned.

      “But waitaminute-if there’s no cash, what are we gonna steal?”

      Pike said, “His machines.”

      Cole nodded.

      “Bust them right out of the pumps. Pop out the skimmers and keypads, he’s bleeding way bigger money than he earns from his prostitutes.”

      Stone said, “Busting shit up. Now you’re talking, bro. Let’s get it going.”

      Pike stopped him.

      “Tomorrow. We want to pace it out, give him time to hear about what happened today, let him get angry about it. Tomorrow, we take him down one by one, pace it out over the day.”

      “And sooner or later the enforcers show up.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      This was called baiting the enemy-Pike would pattern his actions to create an expectation, forcing the enemy to act on that expectation.

      Later, Pike drove Rina back to the guesthouse. They rode in silence most of the way, she on her side of the Jeep, he on his. Up on Sunset, the kids were already lined up outside the Roxy, but Rina didn’t look. She stared out the window, thoughtful.

      Yanni’s truck was at the curb when they pulled up.

      Pike said, “You’re not coming tomorrow. No need for it. I’ll let you know what happened after.”

      He thought she would object, but she didn’t. She studied him for a moment, and made no move to open the door.

      “This is very much that you do. For this, I thank you.”

      “Not just for you. For Frank and for myself, too.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      She wet her lips. She stared down the length of the street into the dark. Two people walked along the broken sidewalk, enjoying an after-dinner stroll.

      Pike said, “You should go in.”

      “Come in with me. I would like it.”

      “No.”

      “Yanni will leave. I will tell him. He doesn’t care.”

      “No.”

      The hurt came to her eyes.

      “You don’t want to lay with a whore.”

      “Go in, Rina.”

      She considered him for a moment, then leaned across the console and kissed him on the cheek. It was a quick kiss, and then she was gone.

      Pike didn’t go home. He cruised the length of the Strip, taking it slow, then turned up Fairfax to Hollywood, then up again into the residential streets at the base of the canyon.

      The park was closed at night, but Pike left his Jeep and walked up the quiet streets. The air was rich with winter jasmine, and cold, and grew even colder as Pike squeezed around the gate and entered the park.

      The canyon was his. Nothing and no one else moved.

      Pike climbed the steep fire road, rising above the city, walking, then walking faster, then jogging. The ravines were pooled with ink shadows, and the shadows enveloped him, but Pike did not slow. The brittle walls above him, the ragged brush and withered trees beside him, and the plunging slope below were sensed more than seen, but the invisible brush teamed with moving life.

      Coyotes sang in the ridges, and eyes watched him. Eyes that blinked, and vanished, and reappeared, pacing him in the scrub.

      Pike followed the road up, winding along the ravine to the end of the ridge where the lights of the city spread out before him. Pike listened, and enjoyed the crisp air. He smelled the rough earth, and jasmine and sage, but the strong scent of apricot overpowered everything else, and was sweet in the raw night.

      He heard a whisper of movement, and metallic red eyes hovered in space, watching. A second pair of eyes joined the first. Pike ignored them.

      The canyon was his. He did not reach home until just after sunrise, but even then did not sleep.
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      ALL-AMERICAN BEST PRICE GAS was a ragged dump in Tarzana. Six pumps, no service bays, little mini-mart with a middle-aged Latina holed up behind a wall of bulletproof glass.

      Cole and Stone went in first, Cole scouting the surroundings, Stone pretending to put air in his tires while he checked out the people in and around the station. Pike waited two blocks away until they called. Pike heard them through his Bluetooth earbud, which he would wear while he did what he had to do, Cole and Stone providing security.

      Cole told him about the woman.

      “One female. Strictly counter personnel.”

      Pike didn’t like the idea of terrorizing an innocent woman.

      “Will we have a problem with her calling the police?”

      “Rina said no. These places get held up like any other gas station, so the employees are schooled to call their manager, not the police. That’s the front man who runs it for Darko.”

      Stone, who was conferenced in, spoke up.

      “That’s all well and good, but what if she’s got a shotgun behind the counter?”

      “Rina said no. Listen, they’re selling diluted gas and they have skimmers on all the pumps. They don’t want the police sniffing around.”

      Stone said, “Maybe Rina should rob the place.”

      Pike said, “I’m rolling.”

      Pike pulled up to the pumps outside the mini-mart, giving the woman inside a clear view of his Jeep. He wanted her able to describe it accurately.

      Pike went inside, and immediately saw a security camera hanging from the ceiling behind the glass. He wondered if it worked, then decided this didn’t matter. He gave the woman his name and told her he was there to give Mr. Darko a message.

      She looked confused.

      “Who’s Mr. Darko?”

      “Doesn’t matter. He’ll still get the message.”

      “You don’t want gas?”

      “No. I’m going to adjust the pumps.”

      “They didn’t tell me about this.”

      “Mr. Darko will explain.”

      The emergency cutoff switch for the pumps was on the wall outside the door. Pike cut the power, then pry-barred the cover off each pump register. They didn’t come easily, leaving the metal bent. The woman behind the glass expressed no surprise when she saw what he was doing. She simply picked up her phone as if something like this happened three or four times each day, and made a calm call.

      Six pumps, two sides to each pump, twelve card readers.

      The skimmer sleeves were obvious, having been fixed around the white plastic reader track with duct tape. Every time a customer slipped a credit or debit card into the reader, the card also tracked through the skimmer, which read all the same information, storing it in a green circuit board wired to the sleeve. Pike tore off the sleeves and circuit boards, and stowed them in a plastic bag. He left the pump registers broken and open.

      A woman driving a silver Lexus SUV pulled up while Pike was working.

      He said, “The pumps are being serviced.”

      She drove away.

      Eight minutes later, the skimmers were stripped from the pumps and Pike was finished.

      They could wait around to see who would show up, but Pike wanted to maintain the pressure. He wanted to flush them into his sights.

      They took a long break for breakfast, and hit the next station three hours later. Down Home Petroleum (proudly independent!) was a cheesy little station in North Hollywood that was older and smaller than the All-American Best Price, and so dirty it looked like a smudge.

      Cole and Stone rolled in first, just as they had before, and this time it was Stone who spoke in his ear.

      “Two dudes inside, bro.”

      “Soldiers?”

      “Dunno. Young, white, and skinny, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t packing.”

      Cole, listening in on the conference, said, “Surrounding streets clear.”

      “I’m in.”

      Pike rolled, once more pulling up to the pumps.

      The Down Home was too low-rent for a glass barrier. A tall Anglo kid sat behind a counter, unshaven, shaggy, and looking as if he’d rather be having surgery. Had a friend keeping him company. A shorter, stockier guy about the same age kicked back in a chair propped against the wall. Pike heard them talking when he entered, and recognized accents similar to Rina’s, though not as pronounced. A flicker of recognition flashed in their eyes when he mentioned Darko, and the kid behind the counter raised his hands.

      “Hey, man, I just work here.”

      His friend smiled stupidly, incredulous.

      “Dude. Are you robbing us?”

      The counter kid glared lasers at the friend.

      “Shut up before you get us killed.”

      Civilians, or so far out of the loop they might as well have been.

      Six pumps, twelve skimmers, eight keypads rigged to steal PIN numbers. Pike figured they knew the pumps were rigged, or knew enough to guess, but neither tried to interfere. Pike was gone in seven minutes, and met up with Cole and Stone at the Studio City park.

      When Stone saw the number of skimmers Pike had collected, he whistled.

      “Man, we should bill LAPD for this.”

      They killed the next two hours at Cole’s house, then rolled down through the canyons to Hollywood. Super Star Service was located on a seedy part of Western Avenue, just north of Sunset. It was smaller than the Tarzana station, having only four pumps split between two pump islands, and shared its property with a taco stand. The stand was doing a vigorous business.

      As Pike waited for Cole and Stone to recon the area, it occurred to him this was their last target. If Darko’s enforcers didn’t show, they would have to come up with something else. That’s when Cole spoke in his ear.

      “Well, Joseph, I think we have company.”

      “What do you see?”

      “Dark blue Navigator parked across the street and a silver BMW alongside a little taco stand they have here.”

      Stone’s voice came in.

      “I make two men in the Beemer, and at least two in the Nav.”

      Pike said, “What about the station personnel?”

      Cole again.

      “One male at the counter, but he’s nothing like the last kids. This guy’s all sharp corners. I don’t think you get out of the car this time.”

      “No?”

      “These boys are ready. I don’t know if they’ll try to take you here or follow you out, but I say we don’t give them the chance. Come in. Let them see you. Then leave. Make them follow you. Don’t give them another choice.”

      “Rog. I’m rolling.”

      Pike slipped his.357 from its holster, and set it between his legs.

      Pike approached the station slowly, seeing both the Navigator and the BMW in his peripheral vision without looking directly at them. They had to believe he did not suspect they were waiting.

      Elvis said, “Looking good.”

      Stone echoed him.

      “All good.”

      Pike eased into the station, but stopped short of the pumps. He counted to ten, then slowly turned back to the street and out into traffic. He didn’t speed away, didn’t punch it, and never once looked in his mirror.

      Cole said, “Here we go. Nav’s pulling out.”

      Pike glanced in his rearview and saw the dark blue Navigator swing through a hard one-eighty, looping into the gas station and out, jumping into traffic four or five cars behind him. The BMW followed the Navigator, cutting across oncoming traffic as the oncoming cars jammed their brakes and fired off their horns.

      Stone said, “Groovy. This is gonna be like shooting fish, bro.”

      Pike’s mouth twitched.

      “Shoot them later. Right now, watch them.”
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      PIKE DIDN’T WANT THEM to realize he knew they were behind him, so he didn’t speed up when he decided to lose them, he slowed down. Pike led them into a bottleneck where construction had forced three lanes of traffic into two. When Pike popped out the other side, they were trapped by the quicksand of congestion. Pike simply drove away, and waited at a nearby IHOP.

      A few minutes later, Cole reported.

      “The one dude jumped out and chased after you on foot. That didn’t work so well.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “They split up. I’m with the Navigator, northbound on Vine. Jon’s with the Beemer.”

      Stone said, “Beemer’s north on Gower. We’re probably heading for the same place.”

      Pike said, “I’ll catch up.”

      This was what Pike wanted. The authority men had sent the enforcers, and now the enforcers had to explain how they blew it. They would lead Pike to an authority man, and might even lead him to Darko.

      Pike caught sight of Stone’s Rover at the bottom of Laurel Canyon, just as it turned past a pair of pretentious Greek columns to enter the Mount Olympus planned development.

      Cole, three cars ahead of Stone and already climbing the side of the canyon, called again to warn that their caravan would stand out in the residential neighborhood.

      Cole said, “I’m approaching a construction site here on the right. Let’s dump two of these cars.”

      “Rog.”

      Pike sped up, trying to close the distance. He and Cole left their cars at the construction site and jumped into Stone’s Rover. Stone barreled away, hurrying to make up lost ground before they lost their targets.

      Palatial homes of dubious architecture lined the steep streets, none of them worthy of the Greek gods the streets were named for. Mount Olympus led to Oceanus, then to Hercules and Achilles. They climbed hard, catching glimpses of the cars they followed higher on the mountain.

      They reached the crest of the ridge, rounded a tight curve, and saw the Navigator and Beemer parked outside a dark gray home on the downhill side of the street. The cars were empty, suggesting the occupants were inside the house. Like every other home in Mount Olympus, the house was set on the curb with almost no setback. Low-slung and contemporary, the face of the house was a windowless, monolithic wall with a buffed-steel entry and a matching three-car garage. Gates and walls on either side of the house blocked any view to the rear.

      Stone said, “Darko, baby. I can smell him.”

      “Drive past, and drop me in front of the next house.”

      Jon slowed enough for Pike to slide out. Pike glanced at the surrounding houses to see if anyone was watching, but all of the homes were still, and closed to the world.

      Pike walked back to the gray house’s mailbox and found a thin stack of magazines and envelopes. He shuffled through, and saw that everything was addressed to someone named Emile Grebner.

      Pike returned the mail, then set off after the Rover. It had turned around at the far intersection and was waiting at the curb.

      As he walked, Pike phoned George Smith. George recognized the incoming number this time, and answered right away.

      “My friends tell me you’re a one-man wrecking crew.”

      “Your KGB friends?”

      “Odessa is loving this. One of the brothers has a competing service station business with Mr. Darko’s operation.”

      “I’m not doing this for Odessa.”

      “It never hurts to be liked, my friend.”

      “What does the KGB know about Emile Grebner?”

      “Grebner-”

      George thought for a moment.

      “If this is the same Grebner, he works with Darko, yes. I do not recall his first name.”

      “An authority man?”

      George laughed.

      “That’s what they call them. You’ll be speaking Serbian soon. Maybe Russian.”

      “Meaning Grebner and Darko are tight?”

      “Darko will have three or four like Grebner, each running three or four cells of their own down at the street level-the people who do the crime. Secrecy is everything with people from our part of the world, my man. They may not even know each other.”

      The old KGB and Communist Party had been organized the same way as far back as Lenin, and Pike knew the earliest Soviet gangs had adopted the same system when the Party tried unsuccessfully to put them out of business. The Soviet gangs had outlasted the old Party members, and had spread their system throughout Eastern Europe and, now, America.

      “A cell system.”

      “Yes. Like these gas stations you hammered-they’re probably Grebner’s responsibility, so you’re his problem to handle. Is that how you know him? He sent people for you?”

      “That’s how I know him.”

      “Pity for them.”

      Pike put away his phone as he reached the Rover.

      Stone said, “Casa Darko?”

      “Not Darko.”

      Pike slipped into the Rover, and filled them in on what he had learned from George Smith. As he went through it, the front door opened and the two big men from the Navigator came out. They didn’t look happy, with the guy in front bitching out his friend, probably blaming him for their troubles. The Navigator squealed away in a wide, screaming U-turn.

      Stone laughed.

      “I guess those boys need their assholes stitched.”

      Pike said, “How many were in the Beemer, Jon?”

      “Two. Coupla pussies. I could tell by the way they drove.”

      Stone said things like that.

      Pike wondered if Darko was holed up with Grebner. Pike thought this unlikely, but knew it was possible. There might be only one or two men inside, but there could be a dozen, or a family with children.

      Cole said, “So what are we going to do?”

      “Take a look. Me and you. Jon, you’re outta here. Let us know if some one comes.”

      As Cole and Pike slipped out, Stone said, “Want the M4? It’s ideal for urban assault.”

      Cole frowned at Stone.

      “You have an M4?”

      “Shit, yeah, man. Suppressed. Frangible bullets so you don’t kill a buncha people in the next house. Straight from the Delta Armory.”

      Cole looked at Pike.

      “Is he kidding?”

      “Let’s go.”

      Pike jogged away, and Cole fell in behind him. They slowed as they neared the house, then lingered at the nearest side gate to let a car pass. Neither spoke, and neither needed to. Pike had been on missions as long as a week, and never uttered a word.

      Pike went over first. He landed softly, then slipped along the side of the house without waiting. When he reached the corner, Cole was at his shoulder.

      The backyard was small, but designed for sophisticated entertaining, with an outdoor bar, cabana seating around an elevated fire pit, and an infinity pool that stretched into space. The view past the pool encompassed the entire Los Angeles basin from downtown to the Pacific, and south all the way to Long Beach. The waterline at the edge of the pool seemed to simply stop, hanging at the edge of the sky. Views like this were why they called the development Mount Olympus.

      Pike heard the steady drone of faraway voices, and realized he was hearing the television. ESPN, someone going on about the Lakers.

      Cole touched Pike’s shoulder, and pointed. The service walk ran behind the bar to an area walled off for the pool equipment. Cole touched his shoulder again, then pointed at his own eyes, telling Pike the pool equipment would be a good vantage point.

      Pike slipped past the bar to the pool, and squeezed in behind the pool equipment. Cole joined him a moment later.

      The entire back of Emile Grebner’s house was open. Floor-to-ceiling glass sliders had been pushed into pockets, erasing the line between inside and out, and opening the house to air and light. Two younger men and a shorter, bulky man in his fifties were in the living room, but none of them were Michael Darko. The older man wore only baggy sweatpants cut at the knee, exposing a chest and back matted with gray hair. He was doing all the talking, so Pike decided he was Grebner. Grebner was angry, and making a big production of waving his hands.

      One of the younger men made the mistake of speaking, and Grebner slapped him. The slap almost knocked him down, and the younger man scurried away. He came outside, where he lit a cigarette, and leaned against the bar. Sullen.

      Grebner finally ran out of gas. He picked up a phone to make a call, and the other young man hurried into the kitchen. Grebner threw down the phone, then stalked into a bathroom off the living room. He slammed the door.

      When the door slammed, the man at the bar held up his middle finger. Pike touched Cole, then pointed at the man in the kitchen-that man is yours. He touched himself, then pointed at the man by the bar-that one is mine.

      Cole nodded, Pike returned his nod, and both moved without hesitation, Pike moving first to clear a path for Cole.

      Pike slipped up behind the man at the bar, hooked his left arm around the man’s neck, and lifted.

      Pike said, “Sh.”

      A shape flickered at the edge of Pike’s peripheral vision as Cole passed, but Pike was focused on his target. The man struggled, but Pike lifted him higher, compressing the carotid artery to cut off the blood to his brain, and in a few seconds the man went to sleep. Pike laid him behind the bar, and bound his hands behind his back with a plasti-cuff.

      Pike glimpsed Cole putting the other man down as he moved for the living room. He reached the bathroom and placed himself behind the door only a second before it opened, and Grebner stepped out.

      Pike slapped him behind the right ear with the.357, and Grebner pitched forward. He hit the terrazzo hard on his hip, but didn’t go all the way down, crabbing away on his ass until he bumped into the wall. Pike hadn’t wanted him out. Pike wanted him awake.

      Cole stepped out of the kitchen, glancing at Grebner but otherwise ignoring him.

      “I’ll clear the house.”

      Cole disappeared, leaving Grebner to Pike. You never knew-someone could be hiding in a closet.

      Pike looked at Grebner. Grebner’s eyes went to the Python, to Pike’s arms, to Pike.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      Pike opened his phone.

      “ We’re good.”

      Stone said, “I’m here if you need me, cocked and locked, brother man.”

      Pike returned the phone to his pocket.

      Grebner said, “I’m talkin’ to you, you better stop this.”

      Pike could see he was scared, which was good. Outside, Cole dragged the man behind the bar out into the open. He tied the man’s ankles, then headed toward the kitchen.

      Grebner shook his head.

      “You got no idea, I am telling you. No idea what kind of hell you have unleashed.”

      Pike said, “Stand up.”

      Grebner shuffled warily to his feet. Pike turned him around, tied off his hands, then pushed him back to the floor. Grebner squinted at Pike, trying to read him, but saw only the mirrored surface of Pike’s sunglasses-blue bug eyes in an expressionless face. Pike knew Grebner would find this unnerving. Like Walsh when she had him at Parker Center, he was psyching the edge.

      “Where’s Darko?”

      “Kiss my ass.”

      Pike hit him again. The barrel of the.357 caught him high on the temple and split the skin.

      “Darko?”

      Grebner made a low growling sound, and shook his head, spreading blood over his face.

      “I know you want Darko. You been telling everyone you want Darko. Here, you can call him-”

      Grebner tipped his head toward the couch.

      “Get the phone. You see the phone there on the couch? Get it. Scroll for Michael. Call him.”

      Pike saw the phone. He picked it up, then scrolled through the directory until he found the name.

      Grebner said, “Go ahead. You see the number there? Write it down, you want. Call him.”

      Outside, Cole dragged the man from the kitchen next to his friend. Both men were now awake, and bound hand and foot. Cole hurried away to another part of the house, his gun out and ready.

      Pike called the number, and reached a female computer voice.

      “Enter your callback number at the tone, followed by the pound sign.”

      A paging system. Pike hung up when the tone sounded, and brought up the phone’s call list. The call list revealed the same number had been dialed a few minutes earlier, which would have been the call Grebner placed before he went to the bathroom. Grebner was telling the truth.

      Pike slipped the phone into his pocket, then went back to Grebner.

      “Where is he?”

      Grebner glanced at the pocket.

      “There. This is where Michael is. You page him, and he calls. He lives there in the phone. He’s in your pocket.”

      Pike holstered the.357, then squatted so he and Grebner were only a few inches apart.

      Pike said, “This will hurt.”

      Pike dug the point of his thumb behind Grebner’s right collarbone, probing for a bundle of nerves. He found it, and pinched the bundle into the bone. Grebner flinched, and tightened against the wall. Pike pinched harder, crushing the bundle. Grebner’s entire body stiffened like a drawn bow, and he made the low growl again, straining to stand up to the pain.

      Pike let go.

      “It will hurt worse the next time.”

      Grebner sucked deep breaths, and shook his head to gather himself. A spray of fine blood speckled the wall.

      “I know you want Darko, but what are you doing here, man? You want some money? I can give you money.”

      Pike dug at the nerve again, and this time Grebner screamed. His face went bloodred to purple, and he kicked spastically, but Pike held him down. And then released the pressure.

      “Not money. Darko.”

      Grebner sobbed, still shaking his head.

      “I do not know. I call him. I call the number. That is all I know. He tells no one his whereabouts for this very reason. You can beat me all you like, but I cannot say. You are not the first who wants to find him.”

      “Jakovich?”

      Grebner’s eyes narrowed as if Pike had finally surprised him. He glanced at his men and then toward the front door, almost as if he couldn’t believe he was in this position and if he only pretended hard enough Pike would go away.

      “You got no idea what you are saying.”

      “How about if I say, ‘Kalashnikov’?”

      Grebner slowly opened his mouth, staring as if Pike were mystical.

      “How can you know these things?”

      “Are the rifles in Los Angeles?”

      Grebner did not answer. He was still trying to figure out how Pike knew.

      Pike reached for his shoulder, and Grebner jerked.

      “Yes! Yes, this is what I hear. I don’t know this-I don’t see them-but this is what I am told.”

      As Grebner answered, Cole reappeared, now carrying a grocery bag tucked under his arm. He motioned Pike over, and spoke so Grebner couldn’t hear.

      “The guns are here?”

      “That’s what he says.”

      “How about Darko? He have a location?”

      “He has a pager number. That’s it.”

      Cole patted the bag.

      “I scooped some billing records and files, but it’s lame. I don’t know if this will help.”

      Pike and Cole returned to Grebner, who was watching them like a cornered rat would watch circling dogs.

      Pike said, “Where are the guns?”

      “How would I know? The old one. He has them.”

      “Jakovich.”

      “You do this for the guns? You want to steal them, buy them, what? Who are you working for?”

      “Frank Meyer.”

      “I don’t know a Frank Meyer. Who’s that?”

      “Darko sent a crew to a house in Westwood almost a week ago. Do you know about that?”

      “Of course, I know. This was Frank Meyer’s house?”

      “Frank, his wife Cindy, their two little boys. Darko’s crew murdered them after his son was snatched.”

      Now Grebner’s eyes narrowed again.

      “Michael’s son?”

      Pike nodded, but this seemed to confuse Grebner even more.

      “Michael has no children. This was the old man’s child he took.”

      Cole and Pike shared a glance, then Cole took the picture of Rina’s son from his pocket and held it out. The baby with the wispy red hair.

      “Peter. Petar. Is this the kid you’re talking about?”

      “I have not seen the child. All I know is what Michael tell me.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Michael took the child to get the guns. He thinks he can force the old man to make a deal, but the old man is crazy like these old fucks back home. He went insane.”

      “So now they’re at war.”

      Grebner laughed.

      “You would have to be Serbian to understand. This is beyond war. The old man, he tells Michael he will kill the child himself. The old one will kill his own child to show he has no weakness, and cannot be threatened, and he will kill Michael. Do you understand what I am telling you? This whole mess has blown up in Michael’s face.”

      Cole said, “Jakovich’s child? Not Michael’s.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who’s the mother?”

      “Who can say? I don’t know these people.”

      “How many children does Michael have?”

      “Some? Many? None? You think we go on picnics? I never see Michael with anyone but whores.”

      The phone in Pike’s pocket rang with a high-pitched jangle that made Grebner jump. Grebner’s phone.

      Pike glanced at the incoming number, but it was only a number and meant nothing. Pike answered, but said nothing. The person on the other side was silent. Pike heard breathing, then the person hung up.

      Pike slipped the phone into his pocket, and saw that Grebner was smiling, his teeth filmed with blood.

      Grebner said, “This will be Michael, yes?”

      “Probably.”

      “I am sorry for your friend, Frank Meyer, but he should not have involved himself in our affairs. Neither should you. We are terrible enemies.”

      Pike studied him for a moment, then glanced at Cole, whose eyes were wide, the eyes saying, What in hell just happened here?

      Pike said, “We’re done. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Cole headed for the front door, and Pike turned back to Grebner. When Cole was gone, Pike drew the.357 and thumbed back the hammer. The locking steel spring was a breaking bone in the quiet house. Grebner, eyebrows lurching, wet his lips and breathed faster.

      Pike touched the muzzle to Grebner’s head. Grebner clenched his eyes, then opened them, wide and glistening, dancing like moths trying to escape a glass.

      Pike said, “Where did Jakovich get the guns?”

      “I got no idea. I don’t know.”

      “Was Frank involved?”

      “What? Who?”

      Grebner was so scared he had already lost the name.

      “The man who owned the house. Frank Meyer. Was he involved in the deal for the guns?”

      “I don’t know. How could I know?”

      “What did Darko tell you?”

      “He said nothing about this Frank Meyer. He told me he knew where the old man had his son. That’s all he said.”

      Pike pressed the muzzle into Grebner’s head. It would leave a perfect, circular mark.

      “Did he tell you why the child was with the Meyers?”

      “No, just he was going to get the old man’s boy. That is what he say.”

      “Darko went with the crew to the Westwood house?”

      “That’s what he say. To make sure they not fuck it up. Please-” Pike looked out over the white terrazzo floor and the fine white furniture and beyond the two trussed men with their frightened, watching eyes, to the infinite, hazy sky. Knowing was good.

      “Deliver a message.”

      Grebner opened his eyes. He had expected Pike to kill him.

      “Tell Michael nothing he does or can do will stop me.”

      Grebner slowly nodded, staring into Pike’s invisible eyes.

      “I think maybe you are a terrible enemy, too.”

      Pike holstered his gun and left.
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      PIKE FLAGGED JON TO pick them up, Cole tugging his arm as soon as they were out of the house.

      “Refresh my memory. Whose kid is this we’ve been trying to find?”

      “Your memory’s fine. She said Darko is the father.”

      “Only Darko tells this guy that Jakovich is the father.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t get it. Everything she told us checked out when I spoke with Ana’s friend.”

      In the car, Pike explained about Grebner as they drove down the hill, and asked Jon to stay at the scene to follow Grebner in case he left for a face-to-face with Darko. Stone told him it would be no problem, then had a few questions.

      Stone said, “This guy Grebner, was he in on killing Frank?”

      “No. Says he knew about it, but it was Darko’s play.”

      “So he didn’t know if Frank was involved?”

      Pike realized Stone was staring at him, and realized why.

      “He doesn’t know if Frank had anything to do with the guns or not. He doesn’t think so, but he doesn’t know.”

      Cole said, “The guns are in Los Angeles, and Jakovich has them. Way these people keep secrets, Darko may not even know how he got them. He just wants them.”

      Stone didn’t say any more. They drove the rest of the way down in silence, but Stone was likely thinking much the same things as Pike. The field of fire was growing confused. Rina hid her baby with her sister to keep him from Michael, or Jakovich hid his child with Ana or Frank for the same reason, which meant Jakovich had a relationship with Rina’s sister or with Frank. Frank and his family were either innocent collateral damage, or Frank was somehow involved with Jakovich in the acquisition of three thousand automatic weapons. Pike thought about these things, but didn’t try to get his head around everything at once. Pike knew how to remain calm during the chaos of combat. He had been trained for it, and had survived withering fire in overwhelming combat situations dozens of times. He had learned to keep his head by thinking about one thing at a time. Access the situation, plan a single action, then commit yourself to that action. A war is won one maneuver at a time.

      Pike said, “Let’s talk to Rina again.”

      They took their own vehicles to the guesthouse while Jon Stone returned to Grebner’s. The drive to the guesthouse at the far end of the Sunset Strip took only minutes, and then they cruised along the narrow, sun-dappled street to the rental property. Yanni’s truck was gone, and Pike immediately sensed they would find the house empty.

      Pike waited for Cole at the gate, then eased along the stubby drive past the front home into the tiny courtyard. All of it vibed deserted and creepy, and when Pike glanced at Cole again, saw that Cole had his gun out, dangling along his leg.

      Pike tried the knob, found it unlocked, and went in with Cole behind him. The little guesthouse was cool and pleasant, and smelled of the vining roses.

      The single studio was empty. The bathroom door was open, but the light within it out. Pike called anyway.

      “Rina?”

      “They’re gone. Look. Their things are gone.”

      Cole set the bag on the dinette table.

      “I’ll see if this stuff gives us anything.”

      Cole dumped the contents of the bag, then began organizing a jumble of phones, wallets, and papers.

      Pike phoned Walsh as Cole worked, putting the phone on speaker so Cole could hear. When Walsh realized the call was from Pike, she seemed distant and wary.

      “Where are you?”

      “Doing what I told you I’d do.”

      “You were supposed to keep me advised. I want to know what you’re doing.”

      Pike knew she was trying to bait him into admitting he found the bug, so he ignored her.

      “The guns are in Los Angeles.”

      “Where?”

      “Don’t know, but the deal is close. I have some information I need to confirm.”

      “Don’t just leave me hanging. Where are those guns?”

      “Jakovich has them. That’s all I know. You want me to leave it at that?”

      “No.”

      She sounded defeated, as if needing Pike’s help left her depressed.

      “Does Jakovich have any children?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Michael Darko caused a one-year-old male child to be kidnapped, and I have conflicting information about the child’s identity.”

      “Jakovich is an old man.”

      “Doesn’t mean he can’t have a baby.”

      “Jesus, Pike, I don’t know. So what if he does?”

      “One of my sources tells me the child is Darko’s child. The other says Jakovich is the father. If Darko kidnapped this kid to force the old man’s hand, it’s blown up in his face. This source tells me the old man has ramped up the war, which means he could unload the guns faster just to get rid of them.”

      “Okay, wait-how has he ramped up the war?”

      “He’s vowed to kill the kid himself. This takes the child off the table as a bargaining chip, and sends a message to the other Serb sets. The source told me they’re big on messages.”

      Pike heard Walsh take a deep breath.

      “Is this source reliable?”

      “I had a gun to his head, Walsh. How reliable could he be? That’s why I’m calling you-to see if any of this is possible.”

      She breathed again, and then her voice was thoughtful.

      “Vorovskoy Zakon. You know what that is?”

      Pike glanced at Cole, but Cole shook his head.

      “No.”

      “Started with the Russian gangs back in the old Soviet Union, but it’s all through the East European gangs now.”

      “What is it?”

      “It translates as ‘thieves in law.’ Vory v Zakone. What they call the thieves code. These people live by eighteen rules, Pike-actual written rules, kind of like a guidebook for assholes. The first rule-rule number one-is that their families don’t matter. Mom, dad, the brother, sis-those people do not matter. They are not supposed to have wives or children. It’s actually written like that, Pike. I’ve read it with my own eyes.”

      Pike thought about Rina.

      “What about girlfriends?”

      “Girlfriends are fine. Have all the girlfriends you want, but marriage is out. These guys swear a blood oath on this crap, and I have interrogated enough of them to tell you they mean it. So if you’re asking me whether Jakovich would sacrifice his own child, I have to say yes. They have these rules, and the rules are enforced. If the rules are broken, the punishment is death. I’m not shitting you. The old pakhans take this stuff seriously.”

      Pike nodded, thinking about a man who could do such a thing, and then he continued.

      “I need to know about Darko, too. If the child is Darko’s, then my other source is solid. If not, then not, and that business I told you about Darko leaving the country is probably wrong.”

      “I’ll check with Interpol. They might have something on Jakovich, but I can already tell you we don’t have the information on Darko. You’re on your own with Darko.”

      “Okay. Let me know.”

      She said, “Pike?”

      Pike waited.

      “Don’t get second thoughts about killing him. Don’t make that mistake. Darko is mine.”

      Pike said, “Sh.”

      He hung up as Cole glanced up from the things he had spread on the table.

      Cole said, “I think we have something.”

      Pike went to see, thinking he had rules of his own.
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      Jon Stone

       

      JON STONE DROPPED OFF Pike and his buddy at their cars, then drove back up the hill, but he didn’t return to his observation point. He would in a few minutes, but he wanted to take care of something first.

      He parked outside Grebner’s house, noting that half the vehicles at the surrounding homes were Rovers just like his, and that almost all of them were black, also like his. He counted two white Rovers, and a silver, but all the others were black. Parking in this neighborhood was like hiding a tree in the forest.

      Jon got out, went around to the rear, and opened the hatch. He dug around in his gearbox, selecting a sweet little nine-millimeter Sig he had rebuilt himself, along with its matching suppressor tube, which he had also built. He screwed the suppressor in place, checked to make sure no one was watching, then closed up his Rover and let himself into Grebner’s house.

      Stone figured the three turds Pike described would still be trying to get loose, and, sure enough, there they were, the two outside, and the older turd there in the living room-Grebner.

      Grebner was on his feet, stumbling around in a circle as he tried to see his back in a mirror. He had scored a pair of scissors, and was trying to cut the plastic ties binding his wrists.

      When Jon walked in, Grebner looked over, saw the Sig, and froze like a stiff.

      Jon said, “That guy who was here, with the dark glasses? He’s the nice one.”

      Stone stripped the scissors from Grebner’s hand, kicked his legs out from under him, and dropped him to the terrazzo.

      Stone said, “Watch.”

      The two men outside saw him coming and tried to roll away, over and over like a couple of glowworms. One of them was barking in Serbian, but the other just kept rolling. Jon had to hand it to the guy.

      Jon grabbed the barker by the feet, dragged him to the pool, and pushed him in. The other one managed to wedge himself against the bar by the time Jon caught him. Jon dragged him back to the pool, and tossed him in, too. They were splashing around like a couple of beached fish, and breathing about as well.

      Grebner managed to gain his feet again, and ran to the front door, but lost a lot of time fumbling with the lock. Jon had locked it when he entered. Jon caught him at the door, dropped him to the ground again, then dragged him back to the living room. Dude slid easily across the terrazzo.

      Jon said, “This is a lovely home, by the way. Wonderful view. Nice clean design. I have an interest in residential architecture.”

      Jon bellied him out, then lifted his head by the hair so he could see the splashing.

      “See that? They’re drowning. If those boys had the proper training, if they were true elite killers, they’d know what to do. That boy who was just in here? Sunglasses? He’d know what to do. Me, you could drop me in there like that, wouldn’t be a problem.”

      Jon watched the splashing for a moment, and decided there wasn’t as much now as a few moments ago.

      “Only you couldn’t drop me.”

      Grebner said, “I told the other one everything I know.”

      “I know. I just didn’t want him to have all the fun. You wanna go for a swim?”

      “No!”

      Jon smiled. Jon wasn’t going to throw him in.

      But then Jon stopped smiling.

      “You got a message to deliver. I just wanted to make sure you’ll deliver it in a timely fashion. You’ll do that, won’t you?”

      “Yes!”

      “I thought you might. Now let me ask you a question-does Jakovich have a buyer?”

      “I don’t know. Michael say no, but I don’t know.”

      “How about Michael? Why’s he hot for so much heavy metal?”

      Grebner glanced away, which meant he was thinking. Thinking was bad. Stone snapped a hard right fist into his nose. He punched him again, then a third time.

      Grebner snorted out streamers of blood, now spitting the words.

      “He has a deal with the Armenians. Way over market price. He can make much. Way over much.”

      “How much over much?”

      “Three million dollars. He think maybe more.”

      Stone dropped Grebner’s head. He admired the distant view for a moment, and thought, briefly, that he should probably drag those two assholes out of the pool, but then decided against it. He patted Grebner’s head.

      “You boys truly fucked up this time.”

      Jon left the lovely house, broke down and stored his weapon, then resumed his position at the end of the street.

      He took out his cell phone, and called a friend of his who often dealt in illegal arms.

      “Hey, bruddah-man! What’s the word on those AKs?”

      Sitting there, he reminisced about the good times he had with Frank Meyer in foreign lands, and waited for something to happen.
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      COLE WENT THROUGH THE call log on Grebner’s phone, examining both the incoming and outgoing calls, and made notes in a spiral notebook. When he finished, Cole brought up the most recent incoming call number on Grebner’s phone, and held it out. Pike saw a number in the 818 area code.

      Cole said, “This is the call you answered when the caller hung up. The incoming number.”

      “Darko.”

      “I think so. This is the last outgoing call, which is the pager number programmed to Darko’s name.”

      Cole showed him a number with a 323 area code, then scrolled back through the outgoing call log.

      “The second to last outgoing call went to the same number, which is the call we saw Grebner make before he threw the phone.”

      “That’s why I think it was Darko. Grebner paged him, so he was probably answering the page.”

      “Uh-huh, so check it out. This particular phone only retains the most recent twenty incoming calls and outgoing calls-”

      Cole turned the tablet so Pike could see. Cole had listed the call numbers in two columns, along with the times and dates the calls were made or received. Cole had drawn an X next to almost half of the incoming numbers, indicating the calls were received from blocked numbers. Cole had drawn lines connecting three of the outgoing calls with three incoming calls. He pointed out the outgoing calls.

      “Here’s Grebner paging Darko. See the times?”

      “Yeah.”

      Cole pointed out the corresponding incoming calls.

      “Okay, over here he receives an incoming call within twenty minutes of making the page. One of the callbacks was from a restricted number, but two come from the same number as the call you answered up at the house.”

      “Different locations?”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. But why use a listed number? Twice?”

      “No cell service. Nothing else available.”

      Cole stared at the call lists for a moment, then picked up his phone.

      “Let’s see what we get.”

      Cole dialed the number, then listened. He listened for a very long time before he ended the call.

      “No answer. I counted twenty rings, but nada. That usually means a phone is unplugged.”

      Pike said, “Can you get an address?”

      Two calls and twelve minutes later, Cole had an address. The phone number was listed to something called Diamond Reclamations in Lake View Terrace, up in the San Fernando Valley. When Cole lowered his phone, he nodded at Pike.

      “It fits. Lake View is in the foothills up by Angeles Crest. Mountains mean bad cell service, so landlines are the way to go.”

      Pike said, “Good start. How about I check out Lake View, and you see what you can get from the rest of this?”

      Cole pushed the papers back into the grocery bag.

      “How about I try to find Rina and Yanni? There are way too many conflicting stories here-”

      Cole was still talking when they heard the outside gate, and Pike went to the door. Rina stopped when she saw him, shielding the sun from her eyes with a hand. She was wearing a black T-shirt over the same jeans, the big purse slung over one shoulder, her bag slung over the opposite shoulder.

      She said, “What you find?”

      “Where’s Yanni?”

      She scowled at him for not answering her question, then pushed past him into the guesthouse. She glanced at Cole as she put her bag on the table.

      “He work for a living. They don’t give him time off to help find stolen children.”

      Cole said, “Where were you?”

      She upended her bag, dumping out freshly washed clothes.

      “I went to wash. My clothes, they smelled like feet.”

      Pike said, “You know Emile Grebner?”

      “Of course, I know. He has fucked me many times.”

      She said it as matter-of-factly as if she had told them her eyes were blue or her hair black, and refolded her laundry without pausing, as if this statement had no meaning. Pike thought maybe, for her, it had none.

      Cole said, “How do you know him?”

      “He have the big house in the hills, and would have girls for the parties. This was before Michael, when I was first here, fifteen, sixteen years old, I think. He like only Serbian girls, not American or Russian. He trust the Serb girls, and we speak like back home. That is where Michael first see me, up there. Why you want to know?”

      “So you know he’s one of Darko’s authority men-a close associate?”

      “I just tell you I know him. Are you not listening?”

      Pike said, “Grebner told us the baby’s father is Milos Jakovich, not Darko.”

      Pike watched her carefully to read her reaction. A deep frown cut lines between her eyebrows as if she was struggling with the language problem. She glanced at Cole, who was watching her just as carefully, then turned back to Pike.

      “You are making this up?”

      Cole said, “We’re not making it up. Are you?”

      “Fuck you. You and the dog you walked in on.”

      She turned back to Pike.

      “This is bullshit. I know who the father is and Michael know, too. Grebner, he lies. Why he say this? Where you see him?”

      Pike said, “Grebner believes it. Darko and Jakovich are at war over some illegal arms. Rifles. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Michael hate the old man, this I know, but I don’t know nothing about this other thing. Why he say Michael not father?”

      “Probably because this is what Michael told him. Is Jakovich the f ather?”

      “No.”

      “Could he think he’s the father?”

      She drew herself up and gazed at Cole as if he was the scum of the earth.

      “His dick has never been in me.”

      Cole turned red, but Rina looked back at Pike, and Pike thought her eyes were growing wet.

      “This is what Michael is telling his men, that he is not the father?”

      “Yes.”

      “This makes no sense. Michael tells me he will take Petar back to Serbia, and will not take me. Michael is father, not this old man I have never seen. I am mother. Petar is mine.”

      Cole frowned at Pike.

      “This is making my head hurt.”

      Rina ignored him.

      “He say Michael say this terrible thing?”

      “Yes.”

      Her face folded as she thought about it, and she looked forlorn.

      “I don’t know. Maybe he tell them this to hide his shame.”

      Cole crossed his arms, and leaned back, his eyes growing distant and cool.

      “That the boy’s mother is a whore?”

      “Why else? All men are weak. You would do the same.”

      “No. I wouldn’t.”

      “Big talk. So maybe you make me pregnant, then we’ll see how big you talk, here is the mother, she is a whore.”

      Cole simply stared at her, and Rina turned back to Pike.

      “Does Grebner say where is my boy?”

      “No.”

      “Men are so weak. Take me to him. I make him say.”

      “He doesn’t know, but we might have a lead on Darko. Have you heard of Diamond Reclamations?”

      Her face scrunched as she thought, but then she shook her head.

      “No. This is a jewelry store?”

      Pike said, “We’re going to find out.”

      Rina shoved her clothes aside, and started for the door.

      “Good. Let’s find out.”

      Pike stopped her.

      “Not you. Me.”

      Rina launched into a stream of Serbian, and kept it up as they left.

      Outside, Cole said, “What do you think she’s saying?”

      “No idea.”

      “We probably wouldn’t like it.”

      “No. Probably not.”

      Pike left Cole at his car, and headed for the Valley.
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      Elvis Cole

       

      COLE THOUGHT ABOUT YANNI as he left the guesthouse.

      Janic “Yanni” Pevich had come back clean. When Cole checked the plate Pike gave him from Yanni’s F-150 pickup truck, he had learned the vehicle was registered to a Janic Pevich. The leasing office at Yanni’s building confirmed the apartment was being leased to a Janic Pevich, and reported that Mr. Pevich had been an excellent tenant. Cole had then checked with a friend at LAPD’s Hollywood Station, who reported that Pevich had no criminal record. Cole had related all this to Joe Pike, and let it go, but after leaving Grebner, he had begun to have second thoughts.

      They now had two divergent and different stories, which meant one of the principals was lying.

      Cole worked his way up Coldwater Canyon to Studio City, and returned to Yanni’s apartment. Rina had said he was at work, but Cole didn’t know if he was working, or care. The F-150 was missing. Cole parked in the visitors’ parking lot and made his way back to Yanni’s apartment.

      He knocked first, then rang the bell. When no one answered, he slipped the dead bolt and let himself inside.

      He said, “Hey, Yanni, Rina’s out in the car.”

      Just in case.

      No one answered and no one was home.

      Cole locked the door behind himself, then made a quick search of Yanni’s bedroom. The apartment was small, with only one bedroom, but it looked lived-in, and real. Cole searched through the bathroom, the dresser drawers, the bedroom closet, and under the bed. He found nothing unusual or incriminating, and nothing to suggest Yanni had lied. He also found nothing of a particularly personal nature, which he found odd-no pictures of family or friends, no souvenirs, and nothing to anchor a personal history. Ana Markovic had a yearbook and snapshots of her friends, but Yanni had nothing.

      Cole returned to the living room, then went into the kitchen. The counter and sink were cluttered with unwashed dishes. Cole found a box of plastic baggies under the sink, then selected a glass tumbler, placed it in the bag, and let himself out. Yanni Pevich had no record, but maybe Yanni Pevich was someone else.

      Cole phoned John Chen from his car, and explained the situation.

      Chen said, “How am I going to sneak it in with everyone here?”

      “You’ll think of something. I’m already on my way.”

      “ You’re coming here?! Don’t come here!”

      “Meet me outside.”

      The trip down to SID took only fifteen minutes, and John Chen had probably been waiting out front for the entire time. When Cole pulled up, Chen was hopping from foot to foot like a kid who had to pee. He relaxed when he saw the glass.

      “Hey, that’s a pretty good sample.”

      The fingerprints were clearly defined on the glass.

      “Yeah. You won’t have to glue it or do anything fancy. Just tape off the prints and see what you get.”

      “You want an Interpol check, too?”

      “Yeah, Interpol. I’ll be in my car.”

      “You’re going to wait?”

      “I’m going to wait. How long could it take, John? Just see what you get.”

      Chen scurried away. All he would have to do is dust the glass with latent powder, lift the prints with tape, then scan them into the Live Scan system. He would have a hit, or not, in minutes.

      When Cole reached his car, he phoned Sarah Manning. He had not heard from the girl with the purple hair, and wished now he’d gotten her phone number. He was disappointed when Sarah’s voice mail picked up.

      “Hey, Sarah, it’s Elvis Cole. I never heard from Lisa Topping. Would you please reconsider giving me her number? Thanks.”

      Cole left his cell number, and hung up. He checked the time. He had been waiting for only eight minutes, and Chen might get hung up forever.

      Cole couldn’t think of anything else to do, so he thought about Grebner. Grebner had really blindsided them with that business about Jakovich, which seemed all the more believable because Rina had so readily admitted she knew him. They both seemed believable, but Cole knew from experience the best liars are always believable, and the very best lies were mostly the truth. Here was Grebner with his party house in the hills, and here was Rina, who claimed to have attended his parties along with other Serbian prostitutes so Grebner and his gang-set buddies could boogie with girls they trusted.

      Cole wondered if there was a way he could find out if this was true, and thought he might be able to get the information from one of the other prostitutes.

      Cole didn’t have the files, but he had his notebook. He had copied the dates of Rina’s arrests, and now he phoned the district attorney’s general administration office. He worked his way through three clerks and spent almost twenty minutes on the phone before he found someone to look up the case number and identify the deputy district attorney who handled the case.

      “That would be Elizabeth Sanchez.”

      “Could I have her current posting and number, please?”

      Deputy District Attorney Elizabeth Sanchez was currently posted to the Airport Courthouse in Playa del Rey, south of the Los Angeles International Airport.

      Cole thought he would likely get a voice mail, but a woman picked up the call.

      “Lauren Craig.”

      “Sorry. I’m calling for Elizabeth Sanchez.”

      “Hang on, I think I can-”

      Cole heard her call out, then the muffled clunks of the phone being handled, and a different voice came on the line.

      “Liz Sanchez.”

      Cole identified himself, gave her the date and the case number, and told her he needed the names of the other prostitutes scooped up in the sting.

      Sanchez laughed.

      “That was almost six years ago. Wow, I was still a Grade Two. You can’t really expect me to remember their names.”

      “I thought it might stand out because of the nature of the arrest.”

      “A vice sting?”

      “A Serbian sex ring. They worked for a Serb gang set.”

      “Ah. Okay, that sounds familiar. NoHo Vice took down thirteen or fourteen girls over by CBS Studio Center. A joint task force deal with OCTF.”

      Organized Crime Task Force.

      “That’s it.”

      “Serbians. Okay, sure. They had cribs all through those complexes. They had so many hookers around the pool over there it looked like the Playboy Mansion. Not that I’ve ever seen the mansion.”

      “That’s the one. I want to talk to them about events occurring on or about that time.”

      Sanchez said, “You mind if I ask what this is about?”

      “A gang pakhan named Michael Darko. Darko heads up the set that owned these particular girls.”

      Sanchez said, “Darko.”

      “Yeah. One of his lieutenants probably ran the operation, but Darko was the man. The pakhan. I have some questions about Darko these girls might be able to answer.”

      The silence from Sanchez was thoughtful.

      “I don’t think that was it. I don’t think that was the name.”

      Now it was Cole’s turn to hesitate.

      “Darko?”

      “Well, I’m thinking.”

      “Was it Grebner? Might have been Grebner.”

      “Hold on. The OC guys weren’t happy with the way it turned out. The Vice coppers were fine-they took down thirteen hookers-but the OC dicks were pissed. They wanted to move up the food chain, but none of the girls would roll. I remember because the OC dicks were totally pissed off. They couldn’t get the girls to roll.”

      “Yeah, that would be Darko, or maybe a guy named Grebner.”

      “No, I remember it now-his name was Jakovich. That’s who they wanted. His set ran the girls.”

      “Jakovich.”

      “That’s him. The OC dicks just murdered his name. Everything was Jakoffovich, Jerkoffovich, Jakobitch, like that.”

      “You’re telling me these prostitutes worked for Milos Jakovich.”

      “Absolutely. That’s why OC planned the sting. They wanted Jakovich. We had thirteen prostitutes coming out of a prelim, and none of them-not one-would roll.”

      “Thanks, Liz. You’ve been a big help.”

      Cole put down the phone. He stared at the empty sky, and knew, once more, how well some people could lie.

      His phone rang, and he answered, feeling dull and slow.

      A young woman’s voice came from far away.

      “Mr. Cole? This is Lisa Topping. Sarah Manning called. She said you want to speak with me?”

      Lisa Topping was Ana’s very best friend, and knew things no one else knew.
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      PIKE FOUND THE ADDRESS for Diamond Reclamations on his Thomas Guide map, then wedged the picture of the red-haired baby on his dash. He drove north on the Hollywood Freeway in silence. The creaks and whistles made by the speeding vehicle were faraway reminders of his progress. He studied the baby in brief glimpses. The kid looked nothing like Rina or Darko, but Pike had never been good at that kind of thing. Pike saw a baby, he thought the baby was either cute or not, and this kid was not a cute baby. Looking at the picture, he couldn’t even tell if the child was male or female. He wondered if it would turn out to look like Jakovich.

      Pike followed the Hollywood Freeway into the northeast part of the Valley, joined up with the Golden State, and dropped off less than a mile later into a flat landscape where low buildings stood guard over empty lots veined by dried weeds and crumbling concrete. Rows of faceless buildings lined the larger streets, surrounded by equally faceless tract homes, all of which were bleached by the hazy light, and perpetually powdered by dust blown down from the mountains. Telephone poles lining the streets were strung with so many cables and wires they cut the sky like spiderwebs, as if to snare the people who lived there.

      Pike did not have to check the Thomas Guide again. Having seen it once, he knew the route, and skirted around the Hansen Dam Park past nurseries, outdoor storage facilities, and row after row of sun-bleached, dusty homes. He found Diamond Reclamations on a four-lane boulevard at the foot of Little Tujunga Canyon, fenced between a Mom’s Basement public storage location and a stone yard where Bobcat loaders were moving slabs of limestone and marble. A huge Do-It-Yourself home improvement center sat directly across, surrounded by acres of parking and a couple of hundred parked cars. Dozens of sturdy brown men were clustered at the entrances to the Do-It-Yourself, come up from Mexico and Central America, ready and willing to work.

      Pike pulled into the Do-It-Yourself center, hiding his Jeep in plain sight among the parked cars and trucks. Diamond Reclamations was a scrap-metal yard. A yellow single-story building sat at the street with eight-foot red letters painted across the front: SCRAP METAL WANTED SALVAGE AUTO PARTS STEEL. A gravel drive ran past the front building to a small parking lot.

      Behind the parking lot was a larger, two-story corrugated-steel building. The front building blocked most of what lay behind it from view, but Pike could see that the grounds were crowded with stacked auto chassis, rusting pipes, and other types of scrap metal. Two new sedans were parked out front on the street, and two more sedans and a large truck were in the parking lot, but the gravel drive was chained off, and a sign in the front office window read CLOSED. As Pike watched, a man in a blue shirt came out of the front office building, and crunched across the parking lot to the corrugated building. As he reached the door, he spoke to someone Pike didn’t see, and then that man stepped out from behind the parked truck. He was a big man with a big gut, and thick legs to carry it. The two men laughed about something, then the man in the blue shirt went into the building. The big man studied the passing traffic, then slowly returned to his place behind the truck.

      Everything about the man’s body language defined him. Guard. Darko probably traveled with bodyguards, and this man was likely one of his guards. Pike wondered how many more guards were inside and around the building.

      Pike decided against calling their phone number again. He wondered if the phone rang in the smaller front building or the large corrugated building. Darko might be in one or the other. The man who murdered Frank and Cindy Meyer, Little Frank, and Joey.

      Pike said, “Almost there, bud.”

      Three of the Latin workmen broke away from the group by the entrance, and came toward Pike across the parking lot. They had probably been waiting for work since early that morning, and were taking a bathroom break or going for a piece of fruit.

      Pike rolled down his window and motioned them over. Pike spoke Spanish pretty well, along with French, gutter German, a little Vietnamese, a little Arabic, and enough Swahili to make himself understood to most Bantu speakers.

      “Excuse me. May I ask you a question?”

      The three men exchanged glances before they approached, and the youngest man answered in English.

      “My cousin is a very good mason, but we can also work with pipes and rough carpentry. I have three years’ experience with painting and dry wall.”

      They had mistaken Pike for a contractor.

      Pike said, “I’m sorry, but I am not looking for workmen. I have a question about the business across the street.”

      He pointed, and all three men followed his finger.

      “The scrap yard?”

      “Yes. I see people and cars, but the entrance is chained. I have metal to sell, but the sign says closed. How long has it been like this?”

      The three men spoke among themselves in Spanish. Pike understood most of their conversation, and gathered that all three were regulars at the home improvement center. He knew this to be true at home improvement centers, paint stores, and hardware stores throughout Los Angeles. The same workers gathered daily at the same locations, and were often met by the same contractors, landscapers, and construction foremen.

      The three men reached a consensus, and the younger man finally answered.

      “The people are there, but the chain is up. It has been like this three or four days.”

      Since the murders in Westwood.

      “Before that, the chain was down and the business open?”

      “Yes, sir. Before the chain, the trucks come to bring or take the metal, but now, they no longer come. My cousin and I, we go there to see if they need good workers, but they tell us to leave. Now the chain is always up, and the trucks do not come, just the men in their nice cars.”

      “The men you spoke with, they were here in the front? The little building is the office?”

      Pike pointed again, and the men nodded.

      “Yes, the men in there. They are not friendly.”

      “This was the man in the blue shirt? I just saw him. He was the rude one?”

      “There were two men, and both were rude. We see other men in the back, but we were scared to ask them.”

      “Did they have Americano accents?”

      “No, sir. They speak with a different flavor.”

      “One more question. In the evening, do these men leave for the day?”

      They had another discussion, this time with the older man doing most of the talking. Then the younger man answered.

      “We cannot know. If we have no job when lunch ends, we go, but we arrive before seven in the morning, and the men are always there with cars in the lot. They must come with the sun to be here before us, but they are.”

      “The nice cars?”

      “Sí. Yes. They are very nice.”

      “And they come and go during the day?”

      “Sometimes. Mostly no, but sometimes. The man will take down the chain, and they go in or come out, but mostly no.”

      “Sometimes different cars?”

      “Sí. Sometimes.”

      “Muchas gracias, mis amigos.”

      Pike offered a twenty-dollar bill for their help, but the men refused and continued on their way. As they were leaving, the man in the blue shirt reappeared and returned to the front building.

      Pike thought about dialing the number again to see if anyone answered, but then it occurred to him to see if the business had a second number. He opened his cell phone to call Information, but his phone could not find a signal. This confirmed the reason behind the landline.

      Pike brought a handful of quarters to a pay phone hanging beside the center’s entrance to make the call, and asked if they had a listing for Diamond Reclamations in Lake View Terrace. They did, and a computer voice gave him the listing. It was different from the number he had.

      Pike copied the new number, then called Information again for the same listing, and asked if Diamond had more than one number. The operator now read off two numbers, and the second number was the number from Grebner’s phone.

      Pike thumbed in more money, and dialed the newest number. He watched the office as he dialed.

      A male voice answered on the second ring, and Pike wondered if he was the man in the blue shirt. East European accent, but the accent was light.

      The man was careful when he answered, as if he wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Hello.”

      “Is this Diamond Reclamations?”

      “Yes, but we are closed.”

      “I have ten Crown Victorias for sale. I need to get rid of them, and I will let you have them cheap. Is there someone I can speak with about this?”

      “No, I am sorry. We are closed.”

      “The sign says you want metal.”

      The man hung up before Pike could say more.

      Pike counted to one hundred, then dialed the number again, but this time an answering machine picked up.

      Pike was returning to his Jeep when a tan Ford Explorer turned onto the gravel drive, stopped at the chain, and beeped. The man in blue came out of the front building, unhooked the chain, and the Explorer pulled into the parking lot. A blond woman and a man in a black T-shirt got out of the Explorer. She was chunky and middle-aged, with hair so blond it was almost white. The man was younger, with lean muscles. He lifted a case of bottled water from the Explorer’s backseat, and the woman took out a grocery bag. The groceries and water suggested people were spending much time in the building.

      They were heading for the corrugated building when three men came out. The last man out held the door, but the first man was a big man who moved like he wanted to knock the woman out of his way.

      The corner of Pike’s mouth twitched.

      The big man was Michael Darko.
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      PIKE KEPT DARKO IN sight at all times. Crossing the parking lot, moving between and around the parked vehicles, Pike did not look at anyone or anything else. Pike was locked on.

      Pike slipped behind the wheel of his Jeep, lowered the sun visor, then started the engine. None of the three men looked toward the enormous Do-It-Yourself parking lot across the street. They would have seen nothing if they had. The Jeep was just another tree in a two-hundred-tree forest.

      Pike used a pair of Zeiss binoculars to confirm the man was Darko. He was. Darko was thinner than in the picture Walsh showed Pike, and looked in better shape, as if he had been working out. His mustache was gone, and his hair was shorter, but the wide eyes and sharp sideburns were unmistakable. As Pike watched, Darko lit a cigarette, then waved the cigarette angrily, pacing with stop-and-go bursts in front of the two men.

      Pike wondered if Darko had spoken with Grebner, and if he was preparing to change locations. If so, Pike would have to act quickly. Pike studied the three men and gauged the range at a hundred forty yards. At one hundred yards, the bullet from his.357 would drop about three and a half inches. At one-forty, the bullet would be down almost eight inches. Pike could make a center-of-mass shot, but he wasn’t going to shoot. Pike wanted Rina’s kid, and he wanted the truth about Frank. Darko knew the answer to these things, and Pike was certain he could make Darko talk.

      Darko flicked away his cigarette and stalked back into the corrugated building. The other two men followed. Pike pulled out of the Do-It-Yourself lot like any other customer, drove two blocks, then swung around and went back to the Mom’s Basement, where an eight-foot cinder-block wall separated the storage location from the scrap yard.

      People who rented space drove through a security gate that required a swipe card. Behind the gate, storage units ran along the eight-foot wall like soundstages at a film studio. Some were long and low to house cars and boats, but the largest was a three-story block building at the rear of the site.

      Pike clipped on his.357 Python and his.45 Kimber, pulled off his sweatshirt, then strapped into his vest. He left his Jeep at the street, scaled the gate, and trotted along the storage units built against the wall. Two older men unloading a pickup watched him pass, but Pike ignored them. He would be over the wall before they could report him.

      When he was beyond the corrugated building next door, Pike hoisted himself up onto the low shed roof, then peered over the wall. Parts and pieces of deconstructed vehicles dotted the ground like squares on a checkerboard, crossed and crisscrossed by narrow paths-fenders, tops, hoods, and trunks; chassis, driveshafts, and towering stacks of wheels. Giant spools of wire were overgrown by dead weeds, sprouted during the most recent rain only to die.

      Pike saw no guards or workmen, so he moved along the top of the wall to inspect the building. A single door and several casement windows were cut into the back of the corrugated building, but the windows were too high to reach and the door was so caked with dust and debris it probably would not be usable. Pike chose a path through the scrap that would allow him a view of the opposite side of the building, then dropped over the wall. He drew his Python, then slipped between the stacks of scrap, and followed the path to the far side of the yard.

      From his new position, Pike saw the office, part of the gravel parking area with the chain across the drive, and the long side of the corrugated building. A row of windows ran along the upper half of the building, suggesting a series of rooms on the second floor. A single large overhead garage door was open near the rear of the building, revealing a large service bay outfitted with tools, hoists, and bins. This would be where salvaged cars and trucks were broken down into their component parts. A man sat on a lawn chair in the open door. Wires dripped from his ears to an iPod, and he was reading a newspaper. A black shotgun leaned against the wall beside him.

      Pike slipped behind a row of fenders overgrown by dead weeds as tall as scarecrows. When he had a view of the service bay again, the man in the chair was now on his feet. A second man had appeared at a door, and the two were talking. The chair man picked up his shotgun to join him, and the two of them disappeared.

      Pike moved fast to the building. He pressed his back flat to the wall outside the big door, then cleared the service bay and saw it was empty. Darko would either be in the rooms beyond the door or upstairs, but Pike didn’t necessarily want Darko. He would have taken the chair man if the chair man had stayed, then worked his way up. Someone close to Darko would do if they could tell him what he wanted to know.

      Pike stepped into the service bay when he heard the baby crying. The hiccup-y wail babies make was lost in the building, echoing through the cavernous room. Pike thought it might be coming through the far door or the walls, but then he realized it was coming from one of the windows overhead.

      Pike thought through his moves. Making for Darko was the play to make, but the kid was upstairs. Crying.

      Pike made his decision.

      A metal stairway at the back corner of the service bay led up to the second floor. Pike made for the stairs.
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      THE STAIRWELL OPENED TO a long, narrow hall that let Pike see the length of the building. The first door in the hall was open, and the baby sounds were loud, but now Pike heard a woman’s irritated voice. Pike couldn’t understand her language, but he caught the harsh irritation, as if the woman had been tasked with a job she resented. Male voices came from the far end of the hall.

      Pike took a breath, then slowly entered the room, moving so quietly the woman did not hear.

      The woman was bouncing a baby with wispy red hair, trying to quiet him. She was facing the window, and trying to get the baby interested in something outside. A bassinet was against the wall, along with a small table spread with a sky blue blanket and a battered wooden desk. Disposable diapers and jars of baby food were stacked on the desk, along with baby wipes, cotton, and the other things babies required.

      Pike made a ss-ss-ss sound to draw the woman’s attention. When she turned, Pike touched the gun to his lips.

      “Sh.”

      The woman was so still she might have stopped breathing, and her white skin paled to a sickly blue.

      Pike whispered.

      “Whose baby is this?”

      “Milos Jakovich. Please do not kill me. I have not harmed this child. I care for him.”

      She thought he was working for Jakovich, come to kill the child.

      Pike said, “Don’t speak. Don’t move.”

      The baby frowned at Pike, its snow-white brow scrunching like a crumpled handkerchief. Its red hair was wispy and fine, and its blue eyes seemed large for its head.

      Pike moved past the woman to look out the window. The drop was about fourteen feet. The impact would be similar to a hard parachute landing, but Pike could make the drop with the baby. He could cushion their impact, then make his way back over the wall.

      Pike holstered the Python. He was opening the window when something thumped in the hall, and the same man who summoned the chair guard appeared, and saw him.

      The man shouted, and was pulling a pistol when Pike crushed his larynx and snapped his neck.

      The woman was shouting out the window, and now the baby was screaming, too, its face a vivid red. Pike pulled her backward by the hair, but he didn’t have to fight her for the baby. She shoved it into his arms, and ran, stumbling down the hall. Pike took the baby back to the window, but now three men were running toward them, one of them pointing up at the window.

      Pike stepped back and listened. He heard footsteps, voices, and a slam ming door, but nothing on the stairs. This meant they were talking to the woman. They would spend a few minutes trying to figure out who he was and whether he was alone, and then they would come. Men would be outside to cover the window, one team would come up the far stair, and another team would come up the near stair. Then they would fight.

      The baby was screaming, tiny legs kicking, miniature fists clenched for battle, tears squeezed from eyes clenched tightly closed.

      Pike held up the baby so they were face-to-face.

      “Boy.”

      The screaming stopped, and the angry blue eyes opened to nasty slits.

      The close-quarters fight would be loud and vicious, and it occurred to Pike he had to protect the kid’s ears. He spotted the cotton in the baby supplies, pinched off two bits, and pushed a plug into each of the baby’s ears. The baby fought fiercely and screamed even louder.

      “Gonna be loud, boy. Suck it up.”

      Pike heard movement in other parts of the building, and knew the fight was approaching. When it came, they would shoot to kill him, which meant he couldn’t stand around with the kid. Pike jerked a blanket from the bassinet, wrapped it around the baby, then pulled a bottom drawer from the desk. He scooped out old files and paper, and placed the baby inside. The baby immediately stopped crying.

      “You good?”

      The baby blinked.

      “Good.”

      Pike closed the drawer with the baby inside, and hurried back to the door. Shooters were probably in both stairwells by now, and only seconds from making their move. They would have listened to the blond woman, made some kind of plan, and now felt confident they had Pike trapped. They were wrong. Pike attacked.

      Pike crushed the near stairwell door from its jamb like a breaching charge. The two men on the stairs were caught off guard, and did not react quickly enough. Pike shot them in place, single-tapping each man in his center of mass, and immediately heard shouting below in the service bay.

      Pike did not continue down because that was what the men below expected. They would cover the bottom door, thinking that Pike was trying to fight his way out. The men at the far end of the second floor would likely advance, believing they could trap Pike on the stairs.

      They couldn’t. Pike was already gone.

      Pike did not have to think these things through because he already had. He knew the plays even before he tucked the kid in the drawer, ten steps ahead of the curve.

      Bang, bang, two down, and Pike blew back up the stairs. He was braced in the doorway and ready when the door at the far end of the hall opened, and two more men charged out. Pike shot the first man, and the other fell back, kicking the door closed, leaving his partner moaning. Pike put three fast rounds into the door to keep it closed, then popped the Python’s wheel and fed it a speed-loader. He didn’t wait, and didn’t check the downed man. He ducked through the baby’s room and swung out the window. The three men seen earlier were gone, drawn inside by the gunshots and shouting.

      Pike hit sand, then ran, always moving forward. Speed was everything. The men inside were confused. They didn’t know where he was or how many people they faced, so Pike increased the pressure.

      He slipped into the same service bay he entered earlier, only now four men were jammed at the base of the far stairwell, focused on the door. Pike shot the nearest man in the back, moved to cover, and shot a second. The remaining men fired blindly into the walls and ceiling as they fled. Pike heard fading shouts and engines rev.

      A short hall led toward the front. Pike worked his way along the hall, hearing more engines, and came to a room filled with standing metal shelves, and an open door. He paused for the first time, but heard only silence, then approached the open door. The gravel parking lot was empty. Darko and his people were gone.

      Pike found the front stair and hurried up to the second floor. He stepped over the dead man at the top of the stairs and moved toward the screaming. He worked his way down the hall, clearing each doorway until he was back where he started, then put away his gun and opened the drawer.

      The baby looked angry as hell. The little fists swung and the legs pumped, and the red face was slick with tears.

      Pike said, “You good?”

      He lifted the baby out, and snuggled it to his chest. He took out the cotton plugs. The crying and screaming stopped. The baby settled against him. Pike rubbed its back.

      “That’s it, buddy. I got you.”

      Pike headed back along the hall to the front stair, then down, and into the parts room. Someone would have called the police, and the police would be rolling.

      Pike was only five feet from the door when Rina Markovic came in from the service bay. She was holding her little black pistol, but it was her eyes that gave her away, and he knew she was Jakovich’s killer. They were cold, and dull, like the eyes of fish on ice.

      She said, “You find him. Good. There is Petar. Yanni, he have Petar.” Yanni stepped in from the gravel, muttering something in Serbian. Yanni’s gun was stainless steel, and found Pike as if it could see him.

      Pike knew his best chance was now, in the opening second, before they got to the killing. And as before, Pike took immediate action.

      Pike spun to the left as he went for his gun, shielding the baby with his body. Pike thought he would take at least two bullets in the back before he could return fire, and either the vest would save him or it wouldn’t. If those first two shots didn’t kill or cripple him, he thought he could beat them even if he had to fight wounded.

      Pike did not hear the shot when Yanni fired, but the bullet hit his back like a big man throwing a good hook. Pike staggered with the impact, but still managed to draw his weapon, and turned to fire when Jon Stone appeared in the door. Jon forearmed the M4 into Yanni’s head, and the big man dropped as Cole hit the woman from behind, stripped her weapon, then rode her down, his own gun out, eyes crazy and wide.

      Cole said, “You all right?”

      Pike checked the kid, who was screaming so hard he might have a stroke.

      Petar was fine.

      “We’re good.”

      Stone said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      THEY TIED OFF YANNI and Rina with plasti-cuffs, then dragged them out to the cars, working to clear the area before the police arrived. Pike had the kid, screaming like a banshee, and Rina was screaming, too.

      “Is not what you think. Petar is mine. I was trying to save him-”

      “Shut up.”

      Stone’s Rover was in the parking lot. They shoved Yanni into the rear. Cole pushed Rina into the backseat, and climbed in after her.

      Pike said, “Up in the canyon. Angeles Crest. Jon?”

      “I know where.”

      Cole held out his hands for the boy.

      “Here, I’ll take him.”

      “I got him.”

      “How you going to drive, just you?”

      “Go.”

      Stone ripped away before the door was closed, throwing up gravel and dust.

      Pike ran hard to his Jeep, and saw the oncoming flashers as he pulled into traffic, heading for the mountains, the old guys at Mom’s Basement watching him peel away. Three sheriff’s cars flashed past a quarter mile later, so Pike pulled to the right like everyone else. The kid was scared, and screaming, and Pike felt bad for it. He repositioned the little guy on his shoulder, and patted his back.

      “It’s okay, buddy. Gonna be fine.”

      They slipped under the Foothill Freeway, and climbed into the Little Tujunga Wash. The road rolled through the bottom of the ravine, and something about the motion settled the boy. He lifted the big head to look around.

      Pike drove exactly six-point-two miles up the canyon, then turned onto a gravel road. He knew the distance because he made the drive often, coming up to the middle of nowhere to test-fire weapons he had repaired or built. He followed the gravel another two-point-three miles over a gentle rise, and saw Stone’s Rover parked on the flat crest of the hill. Stone and Cole were already out. Yanni was belly-down on the ground, and Rina was cross-legged beside him, hands still cuffed behind her back.

      Pike turned to join the Rover, and the rocky ground crunched beneath his tires. The earth was littered with thousands of cartridge casings. Maybe hundreds of thousands, or millions. Most so old and tarnished, their once gleaming brass was black.

      Cole came over as Pike got out with the boy, and painted him with a ragged smile.

      “We could be professional babysitters. I hear there’s good money in that.”

      “He’s loud.”

      The boy arched his back again, and turned to see Cole. Cole wiggled his fingers and made a face like a fish.

      “Cute kid.”

      The baby broke wind.

      Pike glanced at Yanni and Rina, and lowered his voice.

      “Is she the mother?”

      “None of that was true. They work for Jakovich. I don’t know who his parents are, but she isn’t the mother. Maybe Grebner was telling the truth.”

      “Is Darko the father?”

      “All I know is she isn’t the mother. Ana told a friend named Lisa Topping that Rina couldn’t have children because she was cut. That’s probably why she was so protective. That’s the only part of Rina’s story that was true.”

      Pike watched Rina while Cole described what he knew and how he knew it. Rina had told the truth about Ana and their relationship, and about being a prostitute for Serbian mobsters, but she worked for Jakovich, not Darko. Rina Markovic had lied about damn near everything, and had been good at it, mixing her lies with the truth the way all the best liars do. Pike nodded toward Yanni.

      “What about him?”

      “Real name is Simo Karadivik, originally from Vitez. That’s Jakovich’s hometown. Yanni there-Karadivik-is one of Jakovich’s enforcers. He shows three arrests back in Vitez, and two under his true name since he arrived in Los Angeles. That’s why nothing popped up when I ran his alias. Janic Pevich doesn’t exist.”

      Pike realized he had a long way to go before the kid was safe. Everything he thought he knew was lies, and the only truth seemed to be that Darko and Jakovich hated each other, and were willing to murder a ten-month-old baby to further that hate. Pike sensed this was something he could use, and stroked the baby’s back.

      “Is his name really Petar?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Pike considered Rina and Yanni as he stroked the boy’s back. Her legs were twitching as if a nervous fire burned in her belly. Yanni’s face drooped, making him appear sleepy, but his eyes tocked from Pike to Stone to Cole like gleaming ferrets in twilight caves. They were scared. That was good. Pike wanted them scared.

      The boy quivered, and, a moment later, Pike smelled a strong odor.

      “He messed himself.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I felt it. Now I can smell it.”

      Pike thought for a moment.

      “We need to get some stuff for him. We have to get something for him to eat, too. He’ll get hungry.”

      Cole came around and stood in Pike’s line of sight, blocking his view of Rina and Yanni.

      “Are you serious? We can’t keep this kid.”

      “I’m going to keep him until he’s safe.”

      “I know people in Children’s Services. I’ll call someone.”

      “When he’s safe.”

      Pike rubbed the boy’s back, then held him out to Cole.

      “Take him, okay? He’s getting cold. Get whatever he needs, and we’ll hook up back at your place. You can take my Jeep. I’ll ride with Jon.”

      Cole glanced at Yanni and Rina, and Pike saw he was worried.

      “What are you going to do with them?”

      “Use them.”

      “For what?”

      “To meet Jakovich. I have something he wants.”

      Cole considered Pike for a moment, then took the boy. Pike watched them go, not moving until the Jeep disappeared. Pike wanted Cole gone, and now he was, so Pike walked over to his prisoners. He took Yanni’s arm, and Stone pitched in, and they pulled the big man into a seated position. Yanni didn’t make eye contact, but Rina straightened her shoulders.

      She said, “You are making mistake. Petar is mine. Why are we tied up like this?”

      Pike didn’t say anything. There was no point. He had crossed paths with so many people who did and would do the most heinous atrocities that none of it left much of an impression anymore. Here was this woman, and she would have murdered a child. Here was someone named Jakovich, who had probably ordered her to do it, and Darko, the same. People willing to do this terrible thing.

      Pike stretched his back where Yanni shot him. It hurt. He thought the impact had probably cracked a rib.

      “Whose baby is it?”

      “Is mine!”

      “No, not yours.”

      “I am saying the truth. What you think is happening here? Why are you acting like this?”

      Stone prodded Yanni with the M4.

      “Maybe because this asshole shot him.”

      “That was a mistake. He got confused.”

      Pike looked at Yanni.

      “Was shooting me a mistake, Simo?”

      Yanni’s eyes fluttered at the mention of his true name.

      “I get confused. Who is this Simo?”

      “A soldier for Milos Jakovich. From Vitez.”

      “This is not me.”

      “Ran your prints, Simo. We know.”

      Rina’s voice grew.

      “I don’t know why you are saying this things. I am the mother-” Pike drew the.357, put it to Yanni’s head, and pulled the trigger. The blast echoed off the surrounding hills like a sonic boom. Rina jerked sideways, and shrieked, but Yanni simply slumped.

      Jon Stone said, “Ouch.”

      Pike thumbed the hammer, but he did not have to ask Rina again. The words spewed from her like lava.

      “No, no, no, no-is not mine, isn’t, but is Milos’s. That is why Darko take him. It is true.”

      “You work for Jakovich?”

      “Yes!”

      “Jakovich is the father?”

      “No, no! The grandfather! He is the boy’s grandfather!”

      These people lied so much they might not even remember the truth.

      “Where’s the boy’s father?”

      “He is dead! In Serbia! The boy is here because he has no one else. Even the mother is dead.”

      The newest story rattled out, but this time Pike believed her. Milos Jakovich’s actual and only son was a forty-two-year-old man who had been incarcerated in a Serbian prison. Petar had been conceived during a conjugal visit, only to have his mother die in childbirth. Two months later, the boy’s father, Stevan, was murdered in his cell by a Bosnian-Croat who was serving time for the mass murder of sixty-two Bosnian Muslims at the Luka detention camp. This left Petar Jakovich as the old man’s lone remaining male heir, so he had the boy shipped to the U.S.

      Rina said, “When Milos find out what Michael going to do, he say we must hide the baby. He give Petar to me and Yanni, and I give him to Ana. Then Michael take, and Milos tell us to find the boy, and show them.”

      Show them. Murder his own grandson to show them.

      Stone spit in the sand.

      “Father of the motherfuckin’ year. You know what? I wanna cap this prick. I want to do him with a goddamned knife.”

      Pike thought through what he had, and what he needed. Protect the boy. The man who killed Frank. Three thousand combat weapons. In that order.

      “Where is Jakovich? Right now, where is he?”

      “On his boat. He have a boat.”

      “Where?”

      “The marina.”

      “You can reach him? Call him?”

      “Yes! He is not like Michael. He does not hide.”

      Pike jerked her to her feet and cut the plasti-cuffs, freeing her wrists. “Good. We’re going to see him.”

      Stone said, “Fuckin’ A.”

      Pike shoved her toward the Rover. He now had something that both men wanted, and a plan was coming together.
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      THE LONG DRIVE FROM Angeles Crest to Marina del Rey gave Pike time to find out what Jakovich knew. Rina had told him about Pike, and Pike’s relationship with Frank Meyer, and what Pike was trying to do. Pike decided this was good. Jakovich’s familiarity would make Pike’s play more believable, especially with what Jon Stone had learned about the guns.

      “Does he know I tracked Darko to the scrap yard?”

      “Yes. I tell him after you leave.”

      “Does he know you and Yanni followed me?”

      “Yes. He the one tell us to go.”

      Which meant Jakovich was wondering what happened, and expecting Rina to call. Considering the amount of time that had passed, he would be thinking something had gone wrong, but this was okay, too.

      The condominium towers surrounding the marina grew larger as they approached, then the freeway ended, and they circled the marina past restaurants, yacht dealers, and stunning condo towers built of green glass.

      Rina did not know the name of his yacht, but she knew where it was berthed.

      Pike said, “Show me.”

      “How I going to show you? We out here, it in there. He have to let us in.”

      The marina was surrounded by restaurants and hotels open to the public, but the yachts were protected by high fences, electric gates, and security cameras. Pathways existed outside the fence so visitors could admire the boats, but admittance required a key or a combination. Rina directed them to the far side of the marina, and onto a street with yachts on one side and apartment buildings on the other. It was like driving onto a long, narrow island, and when they reached the end of the island, they found a hotel.

      She said, “Is behind the hotel. Where they keep the big boats.”

      Stone cruised through the hotel’s parking lot until they found a view of the yachts. Rina searched the rows of yachts, and finally pointed.

      “That one. The blue. You see it there, on the end? The dark blue.”

      Stone scowled when he saw the boat.

      “Piece of shit scumbag motherfucker, living in a boat like that. I’d sink that bitch right there. Put it right on the bottom.”

      Pike made the boat for an eighty-footer, a fiberglass-and-steel diesel cruiser with a dark blue hull and cream decks. Boats were slipped by size, so this one was berthed with the other long yachts, near the end of the wharf with its bow to the channel. Pike didn’t see anyone on Jakovich’s boat, but he counted seven people moving on the boats nearby. Witnesses were good.

      “Take us back to the gate, Jon.”

      When they reached the gate, Pike gave Rina her phone. He had already told her what to say and how to say it.

      “Remember-you’re alive as long as you help me.”

      Rina made the call.

      “Is me. I have to speak with him.”

      They waited almost three minutes, and then she nodded. The old man had taken the phone.

      “No, we did not get him. No, not Michael, either. Pike got the boy. Yes, he has the boy now, but Michael escape. You must listen-”

      Pike could hear a male voice on the other side of her conversation. She talked over him to keep going.

      “We are here at the gate, Milos. He is here. Pike.”

      She glanced at Pike.

      “He is sitting here with me. He want to see you.”

      She glanced away.

      “I cannot. If I say Serbian, he will kill me.”

      Another glance.

      “Yanni is dead.”

      Pike took the phone.

      “I shot him. I will do the same thing to Michael Darko, but I need your help to do it.”

      The phone was silent for several seconds, but then the male voice spoke.

      “Go to the gate. We will buzz you in.”

      As Pike got out, Stone said, “Sink that bitch. Put it on the bottom.”

      Jon was like that.

      Pike was at the gate less than thirty seconds when he heard the lock open. He let himself through, walked down a long ramp to the wharf, then followed the wharf past the row of yachts. The sky was beginning to color, but the afternoon was still bright, and people were out.

      Two large men were waiting, one on a lower fantail deck that jutted from the stern, and one a short flight of steps above on an upper deck. They wore Tommy Bahama shirts and carried a lot of fat, but they looked hard, with brooding faces and dark eyes. Pike decided he would be safe as long as he stayed on deck, and in the open. No one would pull a trigger with so many people nearby, and Pike didn’t think either or both men could beat him with their hands.

      A balding man who appeared to be in his seventies was seated at a small round table on the upper deck. He had been a big man once, but his skin was beginning to hang like loose fabric. When Pike stopped at the stern, he motioned Pike aboard.

      “Come on. Let’s see what you have to say.”

      “His accent wasn’t pronounced. Probably because he had been here longer.

      Pike went aboard. The big man on the lower deck moved to search him, but Pike pushed his hand away.

      “I’m not here to shoot. If I wanted to shoot, we wouldn’t have warned you.”

      The big man glanced up, and the older man waved again.

      “Come on. It’s fine.”

      Pike climbed to the upper deck, but did not join Milos Jakovich at the table, and wasn’t invited. A salon behind the old man was visible through sliding glass doors. A young woman was inside watching television. Naked.

      Jakovich said, “Okay. So here we are. What is this business with Michael Darko, and why would I help you?”

      Pike said, “Three thousand Kalashnikovs.”

      Jakovich tapped the table. His finger was the only part of him that moved. Tap tap tap. He shook his head.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about, these guns. Is this a joke?”

      He was concerned that Pike was wired. Pike raised his hands to the side, holding them out.

      “We have to speak plainly. Have your boy search me.”

      Jakovich considered it for several seconds, then came around the table and stood very close. He searched Pike himself.

      Pike said, “One on my right hip, and another on my left ankle. You can touch them, but if you try to pull either one, I’ll kill you with it.”

      Jakovich leaned even closer. He smelled of cigars.

      “You got some balls, saying that on my boat.”

      Staying close, Jakovich moved his hands over and under Pike’s clothes. He felt under Pike’s arms, down the trough of Pike’s spine, and into Pike’s pants. His search was thorough. He felt Pike’s genitals, and Pike didn’t react. He worked his way down Pike’s legs, inspected Pike’s shoes, then returned to the table.

      He said, “Okay, we will speak plainly.”

      “Do you know why I’m going to kill Michael Darko?”

      “Your friend.”

      “Yes. My friend and I were military contractors. Do you understand? Professional soldiers.”

      “I know this. The girl, she tells me.”

      “Did my friend help you buy the guns?”

      The question Pike had been waiting to ask.

      “I knew nothing about this man. Rina’s sister, she worked for him. That is what I knew.”

      “Was he helping you sell them?”

      “No. I just tell you, no. I didn’t know anything about these people. Not even their names.”

      Pike did not show his relief. Frank was clear. Always had been, and would be.

      “I didn’t think so. If he was helping you, you would have had a buyer.”

      Jakovich tried to act offended.

      “I have many buyers.”

      “If you had a buyer, the guns would be gone, and Darko would have no play to jam you. You need a buyer, but you don’t know anything about the arms market. I want to buy them, and I can eliminate Darko. I can kill him for you, or I can give him to you, let you make an example of him, whatever you like.”

      Milos Jakovich cleared his throat. He rubbed at his eye, then cleared his throat again.

      “This isn’t what I expected.”

      “No. I probably know more about the guns than you. They were stolen by Indonesian pirates from a container ship bound for Pyongyang from Kowloon. They’re new, fully automatic weapons, still in their wrappers, but they won’t be easy to sell because of how they came to the market.”

      Jakovich looked irritated.

      “How do you know these things?”

      “You’re an amateur at this. I’m a professional. The North Koreans still want the guns, but won’t pay for them-they would consider that a ransom. The Chinese want them back, but they’re going to kill the people who stole them, and they’ve let out word that they will view anyone who buys them as an accomplice to the crime. You don’t want the Chinese coming here to the marina.”

      Jakovich pooched out his lips, probably imagining a Chinese invasion.

      Pike said, “I want to buy them. If you agree, I’ll throw in Darko and your grandson as an incentive.”

      “What kind of money are we talking about?”

      “Three thousand rifles, five hundred per, that’s one-point-five million, but only if they’re fully automatic and free of rust and corrosion. I will check each weapon-not three or four, but all three thousand. If they’re missing bolts or receivers, I’ll still buy them, but at a reduced price.”

      Pike never once looked away, and made his offer as businesslike as he could.

      “That isn’t enough.”

      “It’s more than you’ll get. And with me, you’ll get Darko.”

      Jakovich wet his lips again, and Pike could see he was thinking. He was convinced Pike knew what he was talking about, but afraid. Pike’s offer had surprised him, but he was desperate enough to consider it.

      “You have the cash?”

      “I can have it by this time tomorrow. I will show you half the money up front. You’ll get the other half at the time I take delivery.”

      Jakovich crossed his arms, resisting, but trying to talk himself into it.

      “And how will you give me Michael?”

      “He wants the rifles, too. If you make a deal with me, I’ll bring Darko when I pick up the guns. I will need one of the rifles to convince him, but I won’t tell him your people are waiting. Then he’s yours, and your problems are over.”

      Jakovich slowly decided.

      “Give me your phone number. I will let you know sometime tomorrow.”

      “Don’t wait too late in the day. I can only get the cash during business hours.”

      Pike left his cell number, then walked off the boat without looking back. He let himself through the gate and climbed back into the Rover.

      Stone looked disappointed.

      “I didn’t hear anything blow up.”

      Pike made no comment for a moment, still thinking about Jakovich and how his plan was developing. One of the first rules of combat was that all battle plans change, and the winner was usually the guy who forced the changes.

      Pike said, “Can you put your hands on a Chinese AK? New, still in the wraps?”

      “Like the ones we’re talking about? Sure. Plenty of AKs around.”

      “Has to be Chinese. Not a sporterized gun. A battle rifle.”

      Stone shrugged.

      “I know a guy who knows a guy.”

      “Call him. Let’s go see Grebner.”

      Stone made the call while he drove.
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      THERE WAS ONLY ONE guard this time, a short, muscular man who answered Grebner’s door with a scowl, and never had time to speak. Pike shut off his air, disarmed him, and marched him through the house. Emile Grebner was on the toilet when Pike found him. Pike made the guard lie on his belly, and told Grebner to stay on the can. It was hard to move quickly with your pants around your ankles.

      Pike said, “Call Darko. I have the boy now, and that changes things.”

      “How you mean changes?”

      “I can get Milos Jakovich, and that means I can get his rifles. I will sell Jakovich to Darko for one third of the guns-two thousand rifles for him, one thousand for me.”

      “You will sell him? What are you talking about?”

      “It means if Darko and I can put our disagreement behind us, Darko can get rid of his competition. I wrote my phone number on the floor in your living room. Tell Darko to call.”

      “These rifles, you have them?”

      “Tell Darko to call. If he doesn’t call, Jakovich will sell them to someone else, and he can kiss his Armenian deal good-bye.”

      Pike walked out of the house, and filled Stone in as they headed for Cole’s. The Jeep and Cole’s Corvette were side-by-side in the carport. They parked across the drive, blocking both cars, and Pike let them in through the kitchen. Stone hung on to Rina like she might try to run.

      Cole had the boy in his arms, watching the Lakers. Cole was set up nicely by the time they arrived. Food for the boy. Pampers and lotions, and a baby-sized spoon set. Pike saw the stuff in the kitchen as they entered.

      Cole stood as they entered and arched his eyebrows because he expected to see four people, and Yanni was missing.

      “I shot him.”

      Rina said, “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      “Jon.”

      Stone took her to the bathroom. He went in with her, and left the door open. She didn’t complain.

      Cole came over with the boy. The little kid swiveled the big head around, saw Pike, and smiled. He flapped his hands. Excited.

      Cole said, “He wants you.”

      Pike took the boy, and propped him on his chest.

      Cole lowered his voice so Rina wouldn’t hear.

      “What happened?”

      Pike explained what he now believed to be the truth, and described the play he was making on Jakovich and Darko.

      “I’ll have to call Walsh. They’ll find Yanni’s car up in Lake View, so they’ll know he was at the scene. When the IDs come back on the stiffs at the scrap yard, and everyone shows a gang-set connection, the police will be all over it. I’m going to need her cover, and her cooperation pulling this off.”

      “I don’t think she signed on for a war.”

      “She signed on for three thousand combat rigs. She’s going to get them, and she’ll get the man who killed her agent.”

      Pike jiggled the boy. The boy laughed, then pulled off Pike’s sunglasses. The last person who took Pike’s shades bought a three-week stay in the hospital. The boy waved them like a rattle.

      Cole said, “What about the baby?”

      Pike jiggled the kid again, and let the little guy punch him. Pike was fascinated by his eyes. He wondered what the boy saw, and why he took such delight in those things.

      “He needs someone who’ll take care of him.”

      “And that’s you?”

      “Not me, but someone. Everyone needs someone.”

      “Even you?”

      Pike studied his friend for a moment, then gently took back his glasses. He didn’t put them on. The boy seemed to like him without them.

      They handcuffed Rina to the bed in Cole’s guest room, then made a makeshift bassinet in the living room. The boy didn’t like the food Cole bought, so they made scrambled eggs. He liked the eggs fine.

      Pike phoned Kelly Walsh at ten minutes after nine that night, but kept it vague. He told her he might soon know where the guns were located, and promised to call her tomorrow. His true purpose was to make sure he could reach her in case he heard back from Jakovich or Darko. If either of them went for it, he would have to move quickly, and he would need Walsh to move quickly, too.

      Later, Cole went for a run, so Pike and Stone stayed with the boy. The kid crawled around on the floor, but grew tired quickly, and seemed cranky unless Pike held him. Pike held him, and after a few minutes the boy fell asleep. Pike kept his cell phone handy, but nobody called.

      Stone got shitfaced and passed out on the floor, so Pike woke him and told him to sleep in the car. Pike didn’t want the snoring to disturb the boy.

      Groggy, Stone said, “I gotta go see that guy.”

      Cole returned an hour later, and volunteered to watch the boy if Pike wanted to run, but the boy was still sleeping on Pike’s shoulder, and Pike didn’t want to disturb him.

      Cole shut the lights and went up to his loft for a shower. A few minutes later, Pike heard Cole climb into bed, and the last light went off. That was it for the day. Pike listened to the house settle, and still didn’t move.

      Sometime after two that morning, a thin layer of clouds masked the full moon, filling the room with blue light. Pike had been holding the boy for almost three hours, neither of them moving. Then the boy squirmed, and Pike thought he might be dreaming. He mewled like a cat, then kicked as if he were about to start bawling.

      Pike said, “I got you, bud.”

      The boy woke, arched his back, and saw Pike watching. He stared into Pike’s eyes as if he had never seen eyes before, looking from one eye to the other, as if each view was different and fascinating.

      Pike said, “Better?”

      The boy lowered his head, and after a while he snored.

      Pike never moved.

      The little body was solid and warm. Pike felt the boy’s heartbeat, delicate and fast, and his chest move as he breathed. It felt good, holding a tiny living person.

      Pike watched the night shadows play in the canyon.

      The boy shifted again, and sighed, and once more opened his eyes.

      Pike whispered, “Hey.”

      The boy smiled. He kicked his legs and pumped his arms with excitement.

      Pike said, “That’s right.”

      The boy reached a hand toward Pike, his fingers spread.

      Pike touched the center of the little hand with his index finger. The boy’s hand closed on his fingertip.

      Pike wiggled his finger, just a little, and the boy, still hanging on, gurgled with a sloppy smile as if Pike’s finger was a wonderful toy.

      Pike wiggled his finger again, and the kid gurgled again, and Pike realized the little guy was laughing. Holding tight, and laughing.

      Pike whispered again.

      “You’re safe, boy. I won’t let them hurt you.”

      The feet kicked, and Pike sat, and held the little man for the rest of the night until a golden light brightened the world.
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      LATER THAT MORNING, JUST after full-up sun, Jon Stone crept into the house. He made a thumbs-up, indicating he had the rifle. Pike eased the baby onto the makeshift bed, and followed Stone out. The baby never stirred.

      Outside, Stone led him behind the Rover.

      “The real deal, brother. Chinese, not Russian. Fresh from the oven.”

      When Stone opened the rear door, Pike saw a long, narrow cardboard box printed with Chinese characters. Stone opened it. The rifle was wrapped in a greasy plastic wrapper. Stone slid the rifle from its wrapper, and placed it on the box.

      “Never been fired. The factory preservative is still on it.”

      The rifle was mottled with a synthetic preservative that smelled like overripe peaches. The stock and pistol grip were made of a bright orange wood that was slick with the preservative. The Russians had gone to polymer stocks, but the Chinese still went with the wood. Pike opened the bolt to inspect the receiver and breech. They were flawless.

      Stone said, “See? Not even a nick, bro. Mint condition.”

      Pike worked the bolt several times. It was sticky. You had to put a thousand rounds through these things before they loosened up, but they were damn near indestructible. He slipped the rifle back into its wrapper, and returned it to the box. A 30-round magazine in its own plastic bag was included.

      “Good work, Jon. Perfect.”

      They put the box into Pike’s Jeep, and went back inside.

      Michael Darko called at ten minutes after seven. Both the baby and Stone were sleeping, and Cole was checking on Rina. Pike was doing push-ups when the phone buzzed.

      “Pike.”

      “You been trying to kill me for four days. Why should I talk to you?”

      “Three million dollars.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We both want the guns.”

      “I want the guns. What you want, I don’t care.”

      “You can’t get the guns. I can. My deal is in place, and you have a buyer.”

      Darko hesitated.

      “You are lying.”

      “No, I’m not lying, but I need you to make it happen. That’s forced me to reconsider our relationship.”

      “You think me a fool.”

      “I have his grandson. That got you nowhere because he hates you. Me, he doesn’t hate. I met him yesterday at his boat to see the guns. I did, we dealt, they’re mine.”

      Another hesitation.

      “You saw the arms?”

      “A sample. He gave it to me when we closed the deal, but now there’s a way to make even more money. I’ll show you. Hollywood Boulevard outside Musso’s in one hour. At the curb in full view where we’ll both be safe. You’ll see my Jeep.”

      Pike hung up. He knew he couldn’t convince Darko with more talk. Darko would have to convince himself, and now he would either show or he wouldn’t.

      Cole was back in the living room when Pike put down the phone. Stone was still sleeping. Pike explained what he was going to do, and Cole offered to come, but Pike turned him down.

      “I’ll need your help later, but not now. Take care of the kid. Let Jon get some rest. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Pike knew he should have accepted Cole’s offer, but he wanted to be alone when he faced Darko. Didn’t matter how many people Darko brought, or whether or not Darko tried to kill him, Pike wanted no company. He later realized this was because he had not fully decided whether to kill the man even though he had made the agreement with Walsh. He wanted his feelings and his decision to be pure.

      Hollywood was only a few minutes away. Pike drove down through the canyon, and was in front of the restaurant in less than ten minutes. The commuter traffic was building, but Hollywood Boulevard was still moving well and the early hour meant most of the metered parking spots were empty. He parked in front of the restaurant under a jacaranda tree, rolled down the windows, and waited.

      Twenty minutes later, a heavy young man who needed a shave came around the corner, heading toward Pike. Just another pedestrian except he was watching the Jeep. He walked past, looking to see if anyone else was inside. Pike watched him in the mirror. He continued past, and turned up the next cross street. A few minutes later, the same man and another man appeared in the mirror. They looked around at the other pedestrians and parked cars and Pike. They did this for several minutes, then the first man took out a cell phone. Pike watched him talk. He put away his phone, and moved closer, approaching Pike and the Jeep as if they were radioactive. The other man stayed on the corner.

      When the first man arrived, he looked in at Pike.

      “Why don’t you come out here? Come stand with me.”

      Pike got out, and stood with the man on the sidewalk.

      A few minutes later, Michael Darko came around the corner. Pike had seen him in Lake View Terrace, but this was different. This felt more personal, and right, and Pike was glad he had come alone.

      Pike stared at the man who sent Earvin Williams and his crew to Frank’s house. This man’s pistol had killed Ana Markovic, and fired one of the three bullets that killed Frank Meyer. Here he was, the man responsible for Frank, Cindy, Little Frank, and Joey. Pike felt very little as he considered this. He was not angry or filled with hate. More like he was an observer. Pike thought he could probably kill all three men in less than a second with his pistol. He could also kill them with his hands, though this would take longer. Pike waited until Darko arrived, then motioned toward the Jeep.

      “In back. Take a look.”

      “You open it.”

      Pike lifted the hatch, and swung the box around so Darko could see the Chinese characters. Then he opened it, and let the weapon speak for itself. Darko leaned close, but did not touch. The smell of the preservative was strong.

      Darko finally straightened.

      “All right, he will make the deal with you, but still you call me.”

      “He wants the money in cash. I don’t have it.”

      “Ah.”

      “I can buy them for five hundred each-that’s one-point-five million dollars. And you have a buyer in place who will pay a thousand-the Armenians.”

      “But you don’t have enough to buy them.”

      “No. He wants half the cash before he will take me to the guns. That’s seven-fifty. I thought of you. Maybe you have it, but he won’t deal with you. So we partner.”

      “I don’t like being partners with you.”

      “I don’t like being partners with you, but business is business. This is why I offered a bonus.”

      “Jakovich.”

      “Once he sees the cash, Jakovich, the guns, and the money will be in one place. If we partner, you can be in that place, too, only he won’t know it. Then you can solve your problem, we can keep all the money, and you can be the head pakhan.”

      “So what you’re saying is we will steal the guns.”

      “It saves a lot of money.”

      Darko studied him, and Pike knew he was considering it.

      “What of your friend?”

      “I miss him, but this is three million dollars, a third for me, that’s a million. I don’t have to like you.”

      “I will think about it.”

      “You’re either in or you’re not. If not, then I’ll find another partner. Maybe Odessa.”

      A flash of irritation shadowed Darko’s face, but he nodded.

      “All right. When it is time, call me. I will have the cash.”

      Darko motioned to his men and walked away without another word.

      Pike closed the Jeep, and watched them. He was vaguely aware of the bodyguards, but they were as inconsequential as a passing thought. He focused on Darko. Darko had done these things, and now Pike had an obligation to Frank. The obligation existed because they carried each other’s slack and trusted their teammates would pick them up if they fell. No one was left behind, which meant the obligation extended beyond logic and reason. It was an obligation made to the living that remained in death. Pike had spent much time thinking about these things, and decided it was a matter of karmic balance.

      Pike let Darko walk away. He felt a stab of regret about the the deal he made with Walsh, but he needed something from her maybe even more than he needed to kill Darko.

      Pike climbed back into his Jeep, and called her as he pulled into traffic.

      “I need to see you.”

      “A red Jeep Cherokee was seen leaving a scrap yard in Lake View Terrace yesterday. Was that you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Damnit, did you kill five people up there?”

      “Six. I need seven hundred fifty thousand dollars.”

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “I met Jakovich. I just left Darko. Do you want the guns or not?”

      “You met with them? Face to face?”

      “Do you want the guns?”

      Pike was in Hollywood, she was in Glendale. They split the difference and met in a Silver Lake parking lot on Sunset Boulevard. Pike arrived first, and stayed in his Jeep until he saw her pull into the lot. She was driving a silver Accord. Her personal car. He went over and climbed into the passenger seat. The agitation in her voice on the phone was gone. She seemed cool, and removed.

      “You’re in deep doo-doo, buddy. The police want to arrest you, and they’re blaming me for getting them involved. You want to explain how six people came to be dead?”

      “They were holding Milos Jakovich’s grandson hostage. Now I have him.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Pike told her about Petar Jakovich, and Rina and Yanni, and the rest of it. She had been completely out of the loop.

      “Frank didn’t have anything to do with the gun deal. Jakovich told me that himself. Frank and his family were collateral damage. Darko went in because of the nanny.”

      “Ana Markovic? You’re telling me those people were murdered because of a twenty-year-old nanny?”

      “Her sister stashed the old man’s grandson with Ana to hide him from Darko, but Darko found him anyway. Darko thought he could use the kid to force Jakovich into a deal, but he was wrong.”

      “How old is this child?”

      “Ten months. A baby.”

      “And where is he now?”

      “With me. Darko was holding him at the scrap yard, but now he’s with me.”

      Walsh wet her lips again, and her jaw flexed. As if there was too much information to process, and the swell was lifting her too high and too fast to catch her breath. She finally nodded.

      “Okay. I’m listening.”

      “Jakovich wants Darko. Darko wants the guns. I have something they both want, and I’m using it to play them against each other. I believe I can put them together with the weapons.”

      “How?”

      “Jakovich thinks I’m going to buy the guns, and Darko thinks we’re going to steal the guns. They each think I’m going to double-cross the other.”

      “Jesus, Pike, are you an adrenaline junkie or what? What’s our timeline here?”

      “Later today. Darko’s on board. I’m waiting to hear from Jakovich. I need three things to make it happen.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “I haven’t been working alone. The people who are helping me, they get a pass. In writing. I get a pass, too. In writing. Absolution from any and all charges arising out of our activities in this matter, now and in the future.”

      “This isn’t a double-oh license to kill.”

      “I’m not finished. I need seven hundred fifty thousand dollars, and I’ll need it in a few hours. Darko promised to front the cash, but he may or may not deliver. If he doesn’t, I can still make the play on Jakovich, but he needs to see cash.”

      “Jesus. Three-quarters of a million dollars?”

      “If I can’t show Jakovich the cash, he won’t show me the guns.”

      She nodded, slowly.

      “Okay. I understand. I think I can make it happen.”

      “One more thing. I get the boy. You’re going to supply him with a U.S. birth certificate and full citizenship, so I can place him with a family of my choosing. This placement will not be a matter of state or federal record. No record will exist that his biological family can use to find him.”

      Walsh was silent on this point even longer than when he asked for a pass on the killings. She finally shook her head.

      “I don’t know if that’s possible. I mean, even if I wanted to, I don’t know if it’s legal.”

      “I don’t care if it’s legal. I just want it done.”

      Walsh let out a long sigh. Her fingernail ticked on the console between them, as precise as a metronome. She finally nodded.

      “I’d better get started.”

      Pike returned to his Jeep and drove back to Cole’s. Cole, Stone, and Pike spent the rest of the morning getting together their gear. When it happened, it would happen fast, and it started at ten minutes before noon.

      Pike’s cell vibrated, and now it was Jakovich.

      He said, “You have this money?”

      “I can get it in four hours.”

      “Cash.”

      “Yes. Cash.”

      “And Michael. I will want Michael.”

      “If I get the guns, Michael is yours.”

      “Yes, he is mine.”

      “Where do I meet you?”

      “Here. On the boat. I will be here.”

      They agreed on a time, then Pike hung up and immediately called Kelly Walsh.

      “It’s on.”
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      WALSH AND FOUR AGENTS from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms arrived at Cole’s house an hour later. Two stayed with their cars, but two male agents came in with Walsh-a tough-looking Latin guy named Paul Rodriguez and a tall lanky guy named Steve Hurwitz. Hurwitz was wearing an olive green Special Response Team jumpsuit. SRT was the ATF’s version of SWAT. They spread through Cole’s living room with an air of watchful suspicion, as if someone might jump out of a closet. Jon Stone had brought in a large box of his surveillance gear, and Cole was helping him set up. Cole was shirtless, but had strapped on a bullet-resistant vest. Pike couldn’t blame them for being wary, especially with the cash.

      Seven hundred fifty thousand dollars in cash didn’t take up much room. It could be packed in four shoe boxes, and fit in a single grocery bag.

      Walsh carried the money in a gym bag slung over her shoulder. The bag was smaller than Pike thought, but he could see the weight in her walk.

      She hefted it onto Cole’s dining room table, and opened it, letting Pike see why the package was small. The bills were in vacu-packed bricks, bound in clear plastic wrap.

      She said, “It isn’t all real. Half a million is funny money we took off a drug dealer.”

      Cole said, “What if Jakovich checks?”

      Hurwitz laughed.

      “You’d better start running.”

      Walsh placed a form on the table and handed a pen to Pike.

      “You have to sign for it. If Darko delivers, don’t use it, but it’s the best I could do with this little time. C’mon, sign, and let’s figure this out. I have a lot of people to coordinate.”

      Cole said, “Aren’t you going to let him count it?”

      “Stop being stupid.”

      Pike signed, and pushed back the form.

      Walsh said, “Where’s the girl’s sister?”

      Cole brought Rina from the guest room. She looked shrunken, and even more pale. Rodriguez placed her under arrest as Cole snipped off the plasti-cuffs. The agent immediately turned her around, and cuffed her again. Hurwitz repeated everything Rodriguez told her in Serbian.

      Pike said, “For what it’s worth, at the end, she helped.”

      “Goody for her. If she helps when it comes time to testify, it might do her some good.”

      Rina looked at Pike as Rodriguez led her out, and said something in Serbian, but Pike didn’t know what she said.

      Hurwitz looked at him.

      “You speak it?”

      “No.”

      “She hopes you do it for Ana.”

      Walsh looked irritated, as if they were wasting time.

      “What about the kid? Where is he?”

      “Someplace safe.”

      She started to say something, but shook her head and changed course.

      “Forget it. Okay, let’s go through this. What are we doing?”

      Pike said, “Jon.”

      Stone held up something that looked like the GPS locator he removed from Pike’s Jeep.

      “Remember this?”

      Walsh reddened as Stone went on.

      “It’s not yours. We canned the one you put on his Jeep. This one’s mine. White-burst digital ceramic, no RF, will not show on airport scanners or wands. It’s better than yours.”

      The SRT agent laughed.

      “But my dick is bigger.”

      Stone ignored him.

      “One on Pike, one on Cole-they’re going together-and one on their vehicle, Pike’s Jeep. We link through a receiver that repeats on my laptop. I can email the software to you, and slave the repeater.”

      Hurwitz went to the door, and called to the agents outside.

      “Carlos. Get in here, dude. We’re into some technical stuff.”

      Another agent trotted in on the bounce, and immediately got together with Stone. Pike went through the setup, and how he planned to bring Jakovich and Darko together with the guns. It would be up to Walsh and her people to follow in trail, and make their entrance when the guns were confirmed.

      She said, “What about Darko?”

      “Elvis and I will meet him in Venice. We picked a location close to the marina.”

      Walsh looked at Cole.

      “Both of you?”

      Pike said, “He’s going to have people. It’ll look better if I have people, too.”

      Cole pointed at himself.

      “I’m his people.”

      Pike went on with it.

      “He thinks we’re meeting to pick up the money. The real reason is to give him this.”

      Stone showed them a handheld GPS locator.

      “He thinks he’s getting this to follow Joe and Elvis to the guns, but we’re going to use it to follow him. You’ll be able to track him, too, when you download the software.”

      Carlos was grinning.

      “I like it.”

      Hurwitz said, “So Venice will be our start point?”

      “Only to meet Darko. From Venice, we’re going to the marina. That’s the true start.”

      Walsh said, “We don’t know the end point. Jakovich will be taking them to the guns.”

      “If he takes them out on the boat, we’re screwed.”

      Hurwitz wasn’t thrilled, but he shrugged.

      “Okay. So we trail and set up on the roll. We’ve done it before.”

      They spent the next hour going over their plan and setting up their equipment. Stone loaded his software onto Carlos’s laptop, then fit locators on Pike and Cole, one in Cole’s hair, and the other on the back of Pike’s belt buckle. Both Walsh and Hurwitz made multiple calls, coordinating the tactical SRT team and six additional Special Agents.

      At twelve forty-five, the agents left, heading for Venice to rendezvous at their staging area. Walsh was the last agent to leave. She hung back until the others were gone, then pulled Pike aside.

      She said, “Nobody likes what happened up at Lake View, buddy. Makes me wonder what you were trying to do.”

      “I told you what happened.”

      “Just remember-when the shit goes down, Michael Darko belongs to me.”

      At exactly one o’clock, Pike and Cole climbed into Pike’s Jeep and drove down the hill. Stone had already gone. Cole made an exaggerated sigh.

      “Finally. Some alone time for Dad and Dad.”

      Pike didn’t answer. He was thinking about the kid. They had left the boy with Cole’s next-door neighbor, Grace Gonzalez, and Pike wondered how he was doing.

      Michael Darko was waiting for them at the end of Market Street in Venice. Market was lined with diagonal parking spaces, and died at the Venice boardwalk, just around the corner from the Sidewalk Café. Cole suggested it because he liked the pizza, but Darko agreed because the location was busy with tourists, street performers, and locals.

      Two black Beemer sedans and a black Escalade were hunkered together, taking up most of the spaces.

      Cole said, “Don’t these guys know any color but black?”

      Pike pulled up beside the Beemers, and got out. Cole stayed in the Jeep. As Pike got out, both Beemers opened, and Darko and three of his men emerged.

      Darko stared at Cole.

      “Who is this?”

      “He’s going to help me check the rifles. Jakovich expects it.”

      Pike gave him the handheld locator and showed him how it worked. It showed a circle of green light on a map.

      “This is how you follow us. See the light? That’s us. Don’t follow too close because Jakovich might see you. Hang back. Use this to stay with us.”

      Darko and two of his men had a conversation about the device, which Pike didn’t understand, and then Darko opened the Beemer’s back door. He took out a gym bag that was much larger than the one Walsh delivered.

      “The money. Count it, you want.”

      Banded packs of hundred-dollar bills filled the bag. Pike didn’t bother to count.

      “Don’t need to count it. We take the guns, you’re getting it back.”

      Darko smiled, then winked at his friends.

      “You know, this works, maybe you and me, we will do business again.”

      Pike said, “I doubt it.”

      Darko was thoughtful.

      “So tell me something. How are you going to deliver me to Jakovich?”

      “I told him you think I’m going to sell the guns to you. I told him I would set up the meet with you, and when you showed up, his guys could kill you.”

      Pike made a pistol of his hand, pointed at Darko, and pulled the trigger.

      Darko seemed to realize what Pike had said, and slowly looked around at the surrounding buildings.

      Pike said, “We’d better go. He’s waiting.”

      Pike got back into the Jeep and headed for the marina.
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      PIKE COULD SEE THEM in the rearview, eight or ten cars back, but the three large black vehicles bunched together looked like a freight train.

      Cole phoned Jon Stone and described their cars.

      “Two Beemer sedans and an Escalade, all black. You reading us okay?”

      Cole listened for a minute, then closed his phone.

      “They’re clear. We’re clear. He’ll pass it to Walsh.”

      They drove south along the beach, then turned inland at Washington, heading for the Palawan Way marina entrance. It was close, and getting closer. The SRT and Special Agent teams were set up on both sides of Palawan Way outside the marina. At least one SRT car had taken a position inside on the island, but Pike did not look for them, and probably wouldn’t have found them if he had.

      They turned onto Palawan, drove to the hotel at the end of the finger, and parked in exactly the same spot Pike had parked in the day before.

      Pike said, “You ready?”

      “I’m good.”

      Pike called Walsh.

      “We’re at the gate.”

      “We can see that, Pike.”

      “Calling him now.”

      Pike broke the connection, then called Jakovich. A man who wasn’t Jakovich answered.

      “Pike. For Mr. Jakovich.”

      Pike expected them to buzz him in, but they didn’t.

      The voice said, “We’ll be right out.”

      Five minutes later, Milos Jakovich and his two bodyguards came through the gate. Jakovich hesitated when he saw Cole, and Pike could see he wasn’t happy, but the three of them finally approached.

      Jakovich said, “Who is this?”

      “He’s going to help me check the weapons. If we make the deal, he’ll arrange the transportation.”

      Jakovich looked even less happy.

      “I’m not going to stand there while you inspect three thousand rifles. It will take all night just to take them out of the crates.”

      “I don’t care if you wait or not, but I’m going to check them. This isn’t a surprise. I told you I would.”

      Jakovich was clearly irritated, and waved his hand.

      “Let me see the money.”

      Pike got out, and showed him Darko’s gym bag.

      “Seven hundred fifty.”

      Jakovich rifled a few of the packs, then pulled a bill at random and examined it. He took a marker from his pocket, wrote on the bill, and studied the ink.

      Cole said, “Good thing they aren’t counterfeit.”

      Jakovich glanced at him, then put the bill back into the bag.

      “Okay. We go.”

      He raised his hand, and two dark gray Hummers rumbled out from either side of the hotel. One stopped in front of the Jeep, and the other behind, trapping it.

      Jakovich said, “We go in my cars. I like it better that way.”

      Pike did not look at Cole or hesitate. He followed Jakovich to the closest Hummer. One of the bodyguards brought Cole to the second Hummer. Separation was bad, but showing fear was worse.

      Pike said, “How far?”

      “Not far.”

      As soon as he was in the backseat, a man in the front passenger seat pointed a pistol at him.

      Jakovich said, “We going to take your gun this time.”

      The other big man patted for his guns, and immediately pulled back.

      “He is wearing a vest.”

      Pike said, “Precaution.”

      Jakovich tugged at his shirt.

      “We take the vest. You not going to need it.”

      They took his Python and the.25 he kept on his ankle, and told Pike to take off his sweatshirt. Pike unstrapped the vest, then was allowed to put on the sweatshirt. The same big man ran a wand over him, searching for RF devices. Pike kept himself relaxed, planning what he would do if they found Stone’s bug. The wand moved over his shoes, then up the sides of his legs. If they found the bug, Pike knew his only chance was to acquire a weapon and exit the vehicle. He wouldn’t go for the weapon that was pointed at him. If the wand beeped, he would pull the man with the wand close as a shield, then go for the wand man’s weapon. He would shoot the man in the front seat first, then the wand man, then push his way out.

      The wand passed over his buckle without beeping.

      Point for Jon Stone.

      They pulled away, and the second Hummer fell in behind.

      Two points for Stone.

      They followed Palawan off the finger, then circled the marina. Pike felt certain they were heading for the freeway, but the Hummers never left the marina. They circled past the green glass towers and restaurants, and kept circling until the street ended at undeveloped land. Then they turned back toward the water, following the last remaining street in the marina. They passed the final row of slips, then the last leg of the channel before it reached the ocean. Here, the channel was lined with maintenance buildings, nautical supply shops, storage facilities, and fishing and boat rental businesses.

      The Hummers pulled up outside a long, low industrial building at the edge of the channel, and Jakovich opened the door.

      “The guns are here.”

      Pike looked around. It had taken only five minutes to reach the weapons, but there was only one road in or out. Jakovich’s guards would be able to see Walsh and her backup units coming from a quarter mile away.
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      A SIGN ON THE METAL building read A. L. BARBER-DRY STORAGE. It reminded Pike of an airplane hangar, with hangar-sized doors, but now the doors were closed. Two oversized forklifts were parked nearby, along with yachts on metal frames. They were either on their way into the building or on their way out, but for now they beached in the parking lot.

      A large slip cut into the dock allowed boats to be floated onto a sling. They were then lifted from the water and placed on a metal frame. The forklifts then carried them into the building for secure, long-term storage. The building was on the channel, but directly across the street the landscape was brown and ragged. A few stunted oaks and some marsh brush dotted the sandy plain, but nothing else. Pike knew Ballona Creek was somewhere on the other side, but a rise in the land blocked his view.

      Jakovich said, “I sent them all home. We have the place to ourselves.”

      Cole said, “You own it?”

      “Of course.”

      Jakovich unlocked the door and entered the building. Two of his men followed, but the others stayed by their cars.

      Pike stopped at the door.

      “You should have your men come in with us. They’ll attract attention out there.”

      “There is no attention to attract, and who cares? I own it. I have every right to be here.”

      The lights slowly flickered to life. The ceiling was almost three stories high, and supported by parallel steel girders. A thin frame of more girders was built onto the long walls, each facing the other. They reminded Pike of the Hollywood Squares, like a tic-tac-toe board set on its side. Most of the squares were now filled with yachts, a row on the floor with a second row above.

      Jakovich and his two watchdogs set off the length of the building. Cole and Pike followed, with two more guards behind them. Cole glanced at Pike, arching his eyebrows to send a message. If Darko and Walsh followed their signal to the end of the marina, a caravan of vehicles would appear.

      Cole ran his hand through his hair, palming the bug. He broke it, then flicked the tiny pieces away. Pike did the same.

      A metal storage container the size of a two-axle truck sat in a bay at the far end of the building. It was just sitting there, secured by a single lock. Jakovich removed the lock and pushed open the door. It scraped the concrete floor with a high squeal.

      Jakovich said, “There.”

      Wooden crates stamped with Chinese characters filled the container. Pike knew from their size each crate would contain ten rifles. Three hundred crates. Jakovich mumbled something, and one of his goons pulled out a crate. It hit the floor with a bang that cracked the wood. Each rifle weighed about nine pounds. Ninety pounds. Three hundred crates, twenty-seven thousand pounds.

      Jakovich toed the crate.

      “You want to inspect, you better get started. You gonna be here f orever.”

      Pike opened the crate. Cardboard boxes matching Jon’s box were packed inside. Pike tore open the cardboard and slid out the rifle in its plastic wrapper.

      “Forget it. We don’t need to inspect.”

      “You like my rifles?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. So do I. I’m going to keep them. I’m going to keep your money, too.”

      He made a little finger wave, and the watchdogs drew their guns.

      Pike felt Cole move more than saw him, shifting to the side, and Pike shook his head.

      “You’re giving up Darko?”

      “I will get Darko on my own. This way, I get three-quarters of a million dollars.”

      “Let me ask you something. Everything Rina told you about me, you think I’d give you seven hundred fifty thousand in cash, and come here unprotected?”

      Jakovich reached under his shirt, and came out with a small black pistol.

      “Yes, I think maybe you did. Now we’ll take you for a boat ride. Show you the sights.”

      He was saying something in Serbian when a voice outside shouted, followed by a soft pop like a champagne cork. The two guards closest to the door turned toward the sound. Pike didn’t know if it was Darko or Walsh, and did not wait to find out. Jakovich shouted at his men, and Pike instantly moved. He stepped into Jakovich, stripped his pistol, and shot the two closest guards. They dropped their guns when they fell, and Cole scooped up the nearest. Pike locked his arm around Jakovich’s neck, and fell back, using him as a shield.

      “There a way out behind us?”

      “I’m looking.”

      Three loud bangs echoed through the building, and three men ran through the far door. They stopped long enough to fire several shots, then noticed the two men Pike shot, and then they saw Pike holding Jakovich. Jakovich shouted something, but Pike cut off his wind before he finished. The men disappeared between the yachts as more men came through the door.

      Cole shouted, “Back here. The big doors-”

      The gunfire out front exploded into a firefight. Bullets snapped through the thin metal walls as if they were tissue, and plunked into the yachts. Pike dragged Jakovich to the doors, then pushed him away to help Cole open the doors. Outside, they saw a confused group of men running and gunning between Jakovich’s Hummers and Darko’s black cars.

      Cole said, “This is a clusterfuck.”

      “Here comes Walsh.”

      An SRT wagon appeared at the far turn, followed by several unmarked cars.

      Pike turned to look for Jakovich just as two men ran into the building. The first man was Michael Darko. He stopped just inside the door, saw Jakovich, and shot him. He ran closer, and shot him twice more. He shouted something in Serbian, and shot Jakovich a fourth time. Then he saw Pike, and Michael Darko gave a big smile.

      “We got this bastard. You had a good plan.”

      He would have stood over Frank Meyer exactly like that. Pike saw him shooting Frank in exactly the same way.

      Pike raised his gun, and shot the man who had run in with Darko. Darko stood slack-jawed for a moment, as if he didn’t understand, then lifted his gun and fired.

      Pike pushed Cole out, and followed, ducking behind the big door as the SRT teams identified themselves over their P.A. systems and demanded that everyone surrender. Two or three might have surrendered, but the gunfire continued.

      Cole said, “He’s out the side door. He’s running.”

      Darko.

      Pike ran hard along the front of the building through the chaos of the fight. The SRT operators and arriving ATF agents were spreading along a perimeter, taking men into custody.

      Pike ran past them.

      He reached the corner of the building, and saw Darko halfway down its length, far beyond the action. Pike started after him. Darko suddenly turned toward the street. He saw Pike following, and popped off two shots, but Pike didn’t slow.

      Darko ran across the street, jumped high onto the chain-link fence, and clawed his way over. He dropped into the sandy brush, staggered to his feet, and fired three more shots. One of his bullets sparked off the tarmac at Pike’s feet, but Pike kept running.

      He heard Kelly Walsh shouting behind him.

      “Stop it, Pike! You stop! He’s mine!”

      Pike ignored her.

      He hit the fence at a hard run, and crashed down into dead scrub that tore into his skin. Pike couldn’t see Darko or hear him, so he traced the fence until he found the spot where Darko climbed over. The signs were easy to follow, even as Hurwitz’s voice echoed over the P.A.

      “Stand down, Pike. We are moving into the area. We’ll get him. Now stand down.”

      Pike picked up his pace.

      The footprints and trail scuffs led up a low rise, then down into a depression overgrown with chaparral and sage. Pike pushed through the hard scrub, so thick and dense he was unable to see anything except the ground at his feet.

      The chaparral thinned as the ground rose, and tabled out into a small clearing. Darko’s footprints continued across. Pike paused to scan the far side of the rise for movement. Ballona Creek was visible about three hundred yards ahead. It was a wide creek with concrete walls, and a current that pushed to the sea. They were very close to the ocean. If Darko made it to the creek, there was a good chance he could escape.

      Pike set off across the clearing, pushing even faster.

      Pike was less than halfway across when Michael Darko exploded from a ball of chaparral, and crashed into him. He had circled back to wait in the brush, and had done a good job of it.

      Darko was a heavy man, and strong, but Pike spun with the contact and pushed him past. Darko staggered sideways, then caught his balance. He was winded and out of shape, and breathing hard to show it. He wasn’t holding a gun. Dropped it, fighting his way through the brush.

      Pike said, “No gun?”

      Darko stared at Pike’s gun, still sucking wind like a bellows.

      Pike tossed the pistol to the ground at Darko’s feet.

      “How about now?”

      Darko dropped for the gun. His hand was on the grip when Pike hit him with a roundhouse kick that snapped his humerus like a wet stick. He made a deep grunt, then Pike caught him from the other side on the outside of his knee, and swept his legs from under him. Darko landed on his side, then rolled onto his back.

      The pistol was next to him, but Darko made no move for it.

      Pike was staring at him when the brush moved, and Elvis Cole stepped out. Cole took in the scene, then moved a little closer.

      “You got him. We’re done here, Joe.”

      Pike picked up the gun. He held it with a relaxed grip and jiggled it, still looking at Darko.

      Cole said, “You good?”

      Pike didn’t know if he was good or not. He thought maybe he was, but wasn’t sure.

      Cole said, “It’s over.”

      More crashing came up the hill, then Walsh burst into the clearing. She had her service piece, and immediately beaded up on Pike.

      “Put it down! Move away from him and put it down, Pike. Do it!”

      Pike jiggled the gun again.

      Cole slowly stepped between them, putting himself in front of her gun.

      “Take it easy, Walsh. We’re cool.”

      She angled sideways to see her target.

      “He’s mine, goddamnit! You step away from there, Pike! That bastard is mine!”

      Pike tossed the little pistol toward her. It landed in the sand.

      Pike glanced down at Darko again, but saw Frank and Cindy. Frank, Cindy, and their two little boys.

      Cole stepped up beside him, and put a hand on Pike’s shoulder.

      “We’re done. You got him.”

      Pike followed his friend out of the brush.
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      CINDY’S SISTER ARRANGED THE memorial. She did not know Pike, Jon Stone, or Frank’s friends from that earlier time, so Pike was not invited. Cole saw a notice for the memorial when he read the Meyer family’s obituary. The obituary was published as a sidebar to a longer article in the Los Angeles Times about East European gang wars, the death of Milos Jakovich, and the conviction and sentencing of Michael Darko to three consecutive life sentences for the murders of Earvin Williams, Jamal Johnson, and Samuel Renfro, as well as the murders they committed on Darko’s behalf. Darko did not stand trial. He accepted a plea agreement that let him escape the death penalty. The obituary noted that a memorial for the Meyers would be held at the United Methodist church in Westwood on an upcoming Sunday.

      Cole pointed out the memorial.

      “You should go.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Pike told Jon Stone about it, and asked if he would go, but Stone refused, not because he didn’t care about Frank, but because he hated funerals. They made him depressed, and he always showed up drunk.

      Pike decided to go. He wore a black suit over a black shirt and black silk tie. Frank, Cindy, Little Frank, and Joey were represented by poster-sized photographs set up on easels, along with an enormous blowup of a family portrait.

      The people in attendance were mostly Cindy’s family, but a significant number were people who knew the Meyers from school, their business, and church. Two cousins from Frank’s side showed up, both listless men with scabbed hands and coarse skin who looked like they worked hard for a living. They attended only because they brought Frank’s mother-an overweight woman of meager means who had difficulty walking. She sat in a front pew with the two awkward cousins as if she was out of place, and knew it. Her clothes were cheap, and her hair was bad, and when the memorial was over she would go back to her trailer in San Bernardino.

      Pike introduced himself, and shook her hand.

      “Frank was my friend. We were in the service together.”

      “This is so terrible. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “I’m sorry about your son.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      Pike shook other hands. When people asked, he told them he knew Frank from the service, but didn’t say where or when, and provided no details. These people knew the Frank they wanted to know, and the Frank that Frank and Cindy wanted them to know. Pike was fine with it.

      Pike left in the middle of the service, and drove to Frank’s house. The yellow tape was down, and someone had replaced the broken front door. A For Sale sign had sprouted on the front lawn.

      Pike took off his jacket and tie, then rolled his sleeves. He let himself through the side gate, walked around to the back, then stood beneath the huge maple tree beside the still pool. The relatives would be through the house soon, dividing and sharing the mementos, deciding what to do with the possessions. Pike went to the French doors, but did not enter. He had what he wanted. He peered into Frank’s house, then faced the pool and the trees. It was easy to imagine Frank tossing his sons in the air, but imagining it didn’t make him hurt less.

      Pike returned to his Jeep, and turned toward the ocean. He followed Sunset Boulevard west, through Brentwood and the Palisades to the Pacific Coast Highway, then up the coast toward Malibu. The ocean was gray, and crowded with sailboats and surfers, come out on the weekend to play.

      Pike turned up into Malibu Canyon, and drove for a while, leaving the people and houses behind. He found a gravel fire road, and drove until he came to a bluff deep in the hills with no one else around. Pike shut off his Jeep, then got out and stood on the earth.

      One night four men Frank Meyer did not know and to whom he had no connection entered his home. They killed Frank, his family, and everything he held dear. Frank was left with nothing except how he lived, and how he died.

      Frank Meyer’s fingerprints were found on Earvin “Moon” Williams’s pistol. A postmortem examination of Williams’s elbow revealed that the ulnar collateral ligament was ruptured, along with cracks in both the ulna and radius in the forearm. The break in the radius bone was of the “green wood” variety, and damaged the surrounding tissue so severely that blood pooled in the joint until the time of Williams’s death. This was how Pike wanted to remember his friend. Chubby, out of shape, and a dozen years out of the game, Frank had moved to defend his family, engaged a superior force, and lost his life in the effort. Frank the Tank to the end.

      Pike returned to the Jeep and opened a gun case on the backseat. He took out his pistol and three speed-loaders, two of which were already charged with six bullets, and one which was only half loaded.

      Pike raised the Python, fired six times, then reloaded. He fired six more shots, reloaded, then did it again, and finally a last time, firing only three shots. Twenty-one shots, in all.

      “Good-bye, Frank.”

      Pike put his gun away, and drove the long road home.
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      THREE WEEKS LATER, one day after they removed the cast from his arm, Michael Darko scowled at the flat, dry fields as they approached Corcoran, California, and thought, This must be the far side of the moon. Darko was surprised that morning when he was herded onto a bus and told he was being relocated to Corcoran State Prison. Darko had spent the past two weeks at Terminal Island, a federal facility he thought would be his home for the next many years. He asked why he was being transferred, but no one offered an answer.

      Another inmate on the ride up told him Corcoran was a very bad place with many dangerous people, but now, after four hours in the bus and seeing the prison in the distance, Darko was not so much scared that this place would be dangerous, but disappointed because it was ugly.

      After what he had known in Bosnia, American prisons and American prisoners did not frighten him, just as American policemen did not frighten him. Michael Darko had come from a dangerous place, and was, himself, a dangerous man.

      Even as the prison grew in the van’s dusty windows, Darko was planning to establish contact with other East European inmates, and forge relationships with the Aryan Brotherhood. Many of these associations were already in place, and would be useful in building an empire.

      Ten minutes later, the van entered the facility through a rolling gate, then drove into a small parking area where several guards waited. Darko and the two inmates sharing the ride had to wait for the guards to enter the van and unlock them. Each of the three were wearing hand and ankle restraints, and had been locked to separate seats well out of reach of each other. This was done because violent inmates often tried to kill, maim, fornicate with, and sometimes eat each other on the long drive up to nowhere.

      The guards entered the van one by one, unhooked an inmate, and walked him off-one guard per inmate. Darko was taken off last. He gave his guard a merciless leer.

      “Home, sweet home! It is a beautiful place, is it not?”

      The guard had seen tough-guy swagger before, and paid no attention.

      The three new inmates were herded through the admitting process. They were stripped, searched, probed, and X-rayed, then were fingerprinted, photographed, and had a DNA sample removed and recorded. They were sprayed with de-louser, made to shower, and given new clothes and shoes. The clothes and shoes they were wearing when they arrived were discarded. The allowable possessions transferred with them were inspected, logged into their records, and returned.

      The admission process took forty minutes, during which the chief guard-of-the-watch lectured them on the dos and don’ts of Corcoran, read them a set of written rules, and issued their housing assignments.

      Michael Darko was assigned a cell in Level Three Housing, a facility for homicidal offenders capable of self-restraint. Two guards walked him to his new home, turned him over to yet more guards, who processed him into their facility. He was then given fresh bedding, and led to his cell.

      He arrived during the afternoon break, a time at which the cells on the main block were open, and main block prisoners were allowed to mingle in the common areas.

      The two guards brought Darko to his cell and pointed out a sheet-less bunk.

      “This side. Your bunkie’s a brother named Nathaniel Adama-bey. Calls himself a Moor. He’s in for two homicides, but he ain’t so bad.”

      “I am sure we will become great friends.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      The guards left, and Darko turned to his bunk. He unrolled the mattress, straightened it, then picked up his sheet. It was coarse, and stiff with plenty of starch. Darko hated making a bed, and wished he had one of his whores to take care of it. Then he chuckled. Maybe he would make this Nathaniel Adama-bey his whore, and then Nathaniel could do it.

      Darko unfolded the sheet, and shook it into the air to open it. The sheet billowed out, and floated for a moment like a great white bubble. The bubble was still in the air when Michael Darko slammed face-first into the wall, breaking his nose. Then an arm as hard as steel locked around his throat, and something stung his back like an angry wasp, low on his side over his kidney-stickstickstick, stickstickstick, stickstickstick-a sharp pricking that happened too fast to hurt, and moved from his side to his ribs-stickstickstick, stickstickstick.

      Michael Darko tried to rise, but the man kept him off balance-stickstickstick-until a hissing, hot breath scalded his ear.

      “Don’t die yet, not yet.”

      Darko was flipped over. He saw a short Asian man with tremendous shoulders and arms, whose face was dimpled with scars as if from horrible wounds. Michael Darko tried to raise his hands, but couldn’t. He tried to defend himself, but was beyond all that. The man’s arm moved as furiously as a needle on a sewing machine-stickstickstick, stickstickstick-punching Darko in the chest with an ice pick.

      Michael Darko watched himself being killed.

      The man suddenly grabbed Darko’s face, and leaned close with his rage, close enough for a kiss.

      “You’re gonna meet Frank Meyer, you piece of shit. Tell’m Lonny sends his love.”

      The man shoved the ice pick hard into Darko’s chest, all the way to the hilt, and abruptly walked away.

      Michael Darko looked down at the handle, protruding from his chest. He wanted to pull it out, but his hands wouldn’t move. Darko slid off his bunk into his sheet, and the folds draped over him like a shawl. His back and chest felt as if ants were migrating under his skin, and seemed to be swelling. Darko tried to call for help, but could not find the breath. He could not breathe. He felt light-headed, and cold, and afraid.

      The white sheet grew red.

    

  
    
      
        47

      

      TRAFFIC AT A STANDSTILL. Late afternoon. Someone lost control of his vehicle, and now the southbound 405 was a parking lot. Kelly Walsh didn’t mind. Windows up, AC blowing, the horns outside muted. CD player. She touched the replay button, and the backup singers began their soothing riff-dum, dum, dum, dundee, doo-wah-and Roy Orbison kissed her heart with longing and pain.

      Only the lonely.

      Walsh had listened to the song four times in a row, and was now on her fifth; trapped on the stalled freeway in a cocoon of melancholy.

      Walsh missed him terribly, Special Agent Jordan Brant, killed in the line of duty, one of her guys, and could not escape the guilt that she had failed him, then, and even now.

      Michael Darko had cut a deal, which meant there had been no trial. Walsh knew she should be happy, but Jordie Brant’s wife lost the chance to confront her husband’s killer, and Walsh herself lost the righteous vengeance of offering the testimony to nail Darko’s conviction. The lack of closure left her feeling as if Jordie remained unavenged, and that she had somehow failed him again. And lost him again.

      They’re gone forever.

      Sitting there, listening to Roy, her cell phone buzzed. Walsh checked the incoming ID, then stopped the music to answer.

      “Kelly Walsh.”

      “Have you heard?”

      “I get promoted?”

      “Better. Michael Darko was murdered.”

      Walsh was caught off guard and left feeling surprised. She had expected this call sooner or later, but not this soon, and not today. A mixture of warmth and fear blossomed in her belly.

      She said, “Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.”

      “These things happen.”

      “Yes. Yes, they do. They know who did it?”

      “Uh-uh. Someone got in his cell during a free period. No video, either. The DVR was down.”

      Walsh kept the smile from her voice.

      “No shit. That’s a bad break. How’d they kill him?”

      “Looks like an ice pick or a screwdriver. Stuck him sixty-two times.”

      Walsh smiled a warm, soft smile all the way from Jordie Brant’s grave.

      “Thanks for letting me know. Sounds like someone had a serious mad-on for this prick.”

      “No kidding. Hope that dude doesn’t get mad at me.”

      Walsh laughed politely, then closed her phone. She sat in silence for a moment, feeling her spirits lighten. Walsh had called in big favors to have Darko transferred to Corcoran, and would owe a big favor in return, but Special Agent Kelly Walsh had fulfilled her obligation. Jordie Brant had been one of her guys. You have to take care of your own, and that’s what she did.

      Walsh had known how she would do it since she learned Lonnie Tang was in Corcoran.

      A nasty little sonofabitch.

      A natural-born killer.

      Walsh ejected the Orbison, and decided she wanted to hear something lighter. More bouncy and upbeat. She loaded her favorite all-girl mix into the player-Pussycat Dolls, No Doubt, Rihanna, and Pink, sprinkled with classics by the Bangles, Bananarama, and the Go-Go’s. She hit the play button, and cranked up the volume.

      The energy filled her.

      She sang with the band.

      This town is my town.

      She felt better already.

      Those women can rock!
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      COLE FOUND THE FAMILY. They were good people, a young couple from Sierra Madre who had already adopted two children, both, coincidentally, from the former Soviet Union. Cole had checked them out thoroughly, and interviewed them several times, and Pike had watched how they related to the boy and their other children. He thought they would do a fine job.

      Walsh had come through on the paperwork. Documents would be created that established the boy as a natural-born citizen of the United States, born to a fictitious couple in Independence, Louisiana, and adopted through a private attorney.

      Pike held the boy for the last time on a bright sunny morning outside a federal office building in downtown Los Angeles. A private social worker employed by the attorney was going to deliver the boy to his new parents, who were currently waiting across the street.

      The boy liked the sun, and he liked being outside. He flapped his arms and made the gurgling laugh.

      Pike said, “You good?”

      The boy flapped his arms harder, and touched Pike’s face.

      Pike stroked his back, then handed him off to the social worker. Pike watched her deliver him to the young couple. The young woman took the boy in her arms, and the young man made a silly face. The baby seemed happy to see them.

      Pike turned away without looking back, went into the building, and found the office. A woman there was going to generate the necessary paperwork.

      She told Pike to have a seat, then faced her computer.

      “I have to fill in the birth information. The name, place of birth, things like that. Most of these things will change with the adoption-like his name-but we need something right now to create his place in the system.”

      “I understand.”

      “I was told you’re the one who has that information?”

      Pike nodded.

      “Okay. Let’s get started. What’s his first name?”

      “Peter.”

      “Spell it, please.”

      “P-E-T-E-R.”

      “Middle name?”

      “No middle name.”

      “Most people have a middle name.”

      “I don’t. Neither does he.”

      “Okay. His last name?”

      “Pike. P-I-K-E.”
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      Robert Crais is the author of the best-selling Elvis Cole novels. A native of Louisiana, he grew up on the banks of the Mississippi River in a blue collar family of oil refinery workers and police officers. He purchased a secondhand paperback of Raymond Chandler’s The Little Sister when he was fifteen, which inspired his lifelong love of writing, Los Angeles, and the literature of crime fiction. Other literary influences include Dashiell Hammett, Ernest Hemingway, Robert B. Parker, and John Steinbeck.
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      After years of amateur film-making and writing short fiction, he journeyed to Hollywood in 1976 where he quickly found work writing scripts for such major television series as Hill Street Blues, Cagney & Lacey, and Miami Vice, as well as numerous series pilots and Movies-of-the-Week for the major networks. He received an Emmy nomination for his work on Hill Street Blues, but is most proud of his 4-hour NBC miniseries, Cross of Fire, which the New York Times declared: "A searing and powerful documentation of the Ku Klux Klan’s rise to national prominence in the 20s."

      In the mid-eighties, feeling constrained by the collaborative working requirements of Hollywood, Crais resigned from a lucrative position as a contract writer and television producer in order to pursue his lifelong dream of becoming a novelist. His first efforts proved unsuccessful, but upon the death of his father in 1985, Crais was inspired to create Elvis Cole, using elements of his own life as the basis of the story. The resulting novel, The Monkey’s Raincoat, won the Anthony and Macavity Awards and was nominated for the Edgar Award. It has since been selected as one of the 100 Favorite Mysteries of the Century by the Independent Mystery Booksellers Association.
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      Crais conceived of the novel as a stand-alone, but realized that-in Elvis Cole-he had created an ideal and powerful character through which to comment upon his life and times. (See the WORKS section for additional titles.) Elvis Cole’s readership and fan base grew with each new book, then skyrocketed in 1999 upon the publication of L. A. Requiem, which was a New York Times and Los Angeles Times bestseller and forever changed the way Crais conceived of and structured his novels. In this new way of telling his stories, Crais combined the classic ‘first person’ narrative of the American detective novel with flashbacks, multiple story lines, multiple points-of-view, and literary elements to better illuminate his themes. Larger and deeper in scope, Publishers Weekly wrote of L. A. Requiem, "Crais has stretched himself the way another Southern California writer-Ross Macdonald-always tried to do, to write a mystery novel with a solid literary base." Booklist added, "This is an extraordinary crime novel that should not be pigeonholed by genre. The best books always land outside preset boundaries. A wonderful experience."

      Crais followed with his first non-series novel, Demolition Angel, which was published in 2000 and featured former Los Angeles Police Department Bomb Technician Carol Starkey. Starkey has since become a leading character in the Elvis Cole series. In 2001, Crais published his second non-series novel, Hostage, which was named a Notable Book of the Year by the New York Times and was a world-wide bestseller. Additionally, the editors of Amazon.com selected Hostage as the #1 thriller of the year. A film adaptation of Hostage was released in 2005, starring Bruce Willis as ex-LAPD SWAT negotiator Jeff Talley. Elvis Cole returned in 2003 with the publication of The Last Detective, followed by the tenth Elvis Cole novel, The Forgotten Man, in 2005. Both novels explore with increasing depth the natures and characters of Elvis Cole and Joe Pike. RC’s third stand-alone novel, The Two Minute Rule, was published in 2006, and was followed in 2007 by The Watchman, the first novel in the Elvis Cole/Joe Pike series to feature Joe Pike in the title role.

      The novels of Robert Crais have been published in 42 countries and are bestsellers around the world. Robert Crais is the 2006 recipient of the Ross Macdonald Literary Award.

      Currently, Robert Crais lives in the Santa Monica mountains with his wife, three cats, and many thousands of books.
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