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"Your face, my thane, is as a book where men may read strange matters"
~ William Shakespeare
~ one ~
hurly-burly
As the Grim Sisters huddled around the wrought iron table on the front porch of their trailer, the approaching storm roared and raged to the north. For those eccentric mystics, the rumbling of that stacked thunderhead was low, muttering its violent secrets from the narrowing of the long desert valley.
At that same moment, Mac and I were directly beneath that furious tempest finishing our bloody work, shouting at each other to be heard over the shattering air around us with each flash of lightening. Yet the sisters on their porch spoke quietly as they conjured their spectral window into a dark future.
Though such a distance separated those three and we two, a force of strange attraction drew us together like a spider’s web captures careless flies; our fates becoming linked with the sisters and their magic; a sticky web of fate inexorable for all of us in time.
Not knowing this as we completed our work, Mac and I followed that storm south toward them, flying toward our destiny.
The air of the summer calm was being disturbed in the trailer park, the stillness scampering to hide from the approaching fury as the storm walked down the valley on twisted legs of fork lightening. Relentlessly drawing near them. The sisters would have less than a half hour before being chased inside their trailer by the coming deluge. The small tattering of warm air already threatened to lift the cards from the table and send them fluttering into the night. These small breaths stirred the painted tin signs squeaking on the chains above their heads;
 
‘Tarot, Palm, & Bones’
 
one read, and beneath that;
 
‘Fortunes, Fate, & Future’
 
“They join in storm and they part in storm.” Gabriella said, laying out the Knight of Swords with the Tower above it, the major arcana clicking on the table as she laid it down. Selena set one of her bones on each card to keep them nested on the table.
“He be Mac.” Gabriella said as her sisters’ eyes fixed attentively on the lay of the Tarot.
Gabriella turned the next card and crossed the Knight with the Queen of Swords and narrowed her eyes. The cards were rarely this evocative and she could feel the deck tingling in her hand. Or was it the building ozone that was carrying the electricity down the valley ahead of its source?
“And she be Bethany.” whispered Selena in reverence, setting another bone on the Queen with a hand adorned with green enamelled fingernails, “They almost kin. Like brother and sister.”
“Or pimp and whore.” chuckled Amaris, the dark one.
“No, not whore. Whore’s earn their way.” said Selena, and was pleased with the twisted grins from both her sisters.
“And not pimp.” corrected Gabriella, turning back to the serious business of her mysteries, “Lust builds in his proud loins, yet not a covetousness for sex or money. He seeks glory and a mate for his lonesome soul.”
“Best find the mate before he loses the soul.” Amaris said, always the darkest of the three.
Gabrielle lay the Page of Pentacles reversed beside the crossed pair at the foot of the Queen, “There is greed in her, and pride, sloth, and impatience.”
“The cards they do say so, sister.” agreed Selena setting a fourth bone.
The Grim Sisters had taken notice of Mac and of Bethany that night, though how they knew the two would come together I have no enlightenment to offer.
There was a time when I laid no stock in anything I could not see with my own eyes, but I have witnessed things since then that have made me question everything I once knew. We live in a dark and mysterious world and the expanse beyond its veil scares me to death.
Gabriella turned the next card and her eyes widened as it revealed itself.
“There has been bloodshed tonight.” she said and laid it within the growing structure, “Glory fair and murder foul.”
•
Two miles from the Grim Sisters' porch squatted the Laird of McCullough, a wooden holdfast centred in a wide gravel parking lot where patrons anchored their pick-up trucks and old dusty sedans helter-skelter. It's sign sputtering red and blue neon light across the lot.
The Laird was Duncan’s honky-tonk and his pride as it was his father’s before him; an unruly drinking hole and meeting place for his crew. And for its patrons; a reservoir of fistfights and a spawning ground for divorce.
The bar was named after his father who had bought it in 1972 and rechristened it with the family name. There never had been a Laird McCullough at any time in history. The McCulloughs were a small family that owned no land but held sworn fealty to a greater clan in Galloway, Scotland who did. In ancient times they fulfilled their role as protectors of the Pictish Priests in the lowlands of Scotland, north across the cold sea from the Isle of Man, and were known for their loyalty and savagery in battle.
As the Grim Sisters laid their cards and Mac and I raced homeward through the storm, Duncan’s mood was foul and his anger raged. He’d received a confused and frantic call on his burner that the deal had gone bad for us; that one of us was wounded and one of us was dead, his body left behind in the desert.
It was supposed to be a simple exchange; from us cash, from the Rebel Mob two kilos of crystal meth. We’d done it so many times before but that night it had changed. That night everything changed.
•
When the three men from our crew had arrived; Tom, Tinker, and Rubin; they met the usual three bikers awaiting them on the dark desert road that was hidden from the highway by the rolling, heat-fissured clay hills. None of the bikers wore their kuttes nor colours as was usual and all three sported pistols tucked in their waistbands as was usual as well. Tom and Tinker had got out and stood by Tinker’s old sedan on the rutted road as Rubin walked halfway to the bikers with the small gym bag containing the cash for the buy. 
A loose tappet in the sedan’s engine ticked behind him marking time as the deep throated Harleys grumbled and coughed behind the bikers. But Rubin grew suspicious because the oft repeated dance had changed.
None of the three bikers had moved.
The protocol was for both sides to bring three members, two to stand sentry and one to come forward to the middle ground and make the exchange. Rubin realized too late that it was a set-up and felt the cold caress of Lady Death’s icy fingers tickling his scrotum and dancing up his spine as he stood alone in the no-man’s-land between the two sides. He was lit up as bright as an actor on a stage by the headlights of the sedan and the Harleys' headlamps, and before he could retreat; before he could turn; before he could even shout; he saw the sudden bright blossoms flash in the darkness on the west side of the road just before he heard the dull roars of the shotguns. Rubin felt and heard the spatter of deer shot hit him hard in the left hip and his left hand that suddenly went numb and could no longer hold the looped handle of the gym bag full of Duncan’s cash. He dropped it as he scrambled away from the shooters and made for the shadows that lay heavy outside the beams of the headlights.
Tom and Tinker already had their pistols out and were returning fire blindly into the blackness where the shotgun blasts had flared, their panic not allowing them to grasp that the shooters would have moved, knowing the muzzle flashes of their guns gave away their positions. They were circling like hyenas in the darkness, seeking another chance to kill as they ran and fired at the sedan. The three bikers on the road had pulled their pistols and were adding their own chaos to the ambush.
The gunfight raged on the desert road with one visible biker being wounded in the groin and Tom catching a bullet just above the bridge of his nose that dropped him like a marionette with all its strings cut at once. He fell hard, his legs crossing by happenstance into a lazy-man’s Lotus pose with his head hanging down as though he suddenly had to meditate on this foul turn of events. Neither of the two invisible bikers had been hit.
Not yet.
Rubin made it to the passenger door and threw himself in, screaming at Tinker to “Drive! Drive! Drive!” and Tinker got himself behind the steering wheel and without even closing his door had thrown the sedan into reverse and punched the accelerator, the rear tires digging twin trenches in the clay and sand as it reversed wildly away from the bikers.
•
“Where the fuck is Mac?” Duncan roared as he strode behind the long bar of the Laird.
Chunk was trying to dig his phone out of his hip pocket because it was buzzing with an incoming call and did his best to propel his bulk along in Duncan’s wake.
“I don’t know, he’s—” Chunk tried to answer.
“And where the hell is Banks?” Duncan shouted as he lifted the bar top gate and slammed it down so hard it toppled a customer’s glass of beer.
“I’ve been trying both of them, Dad.” Malcolm said, his phone hot in his hand and his left ear reddened by its overuse, “They’re probably together. They always are.”
Malcolm and Chunk followed Duncan into the private crew room, fishbowled in the centre of the honky-tonk, wrapped with double glazed windows so we can keep an eye on the bar and speak without being heard over the Wurlitzer with the cracked glass that squatted across from the bar. Chunk was on his phone and Malcolm pulled the door closed and sealed them within as Duncan kicked a chair across the room.
“Goddamn it!” Duncan loosed his rage, “And where’s my forty-thousand dollars?”
Then Duncan noticed Chunk was talking on his phone and holding a finger up toward Duncan. ‘Wait’ the finger indicated, but Duncan had never been the breed of man who tolerated being told to wait.
“Who the fuck are you talking to?” Duncan shouted at him, and Chunk used that finger to plug his right ear and turned away from his boss.
“Fuck!” Duncan shouted again and kicked another chair that spun and toppled and clattered the length of the room.
“We’ll get the Vet in to meet you, but stop by the Laird on your way, Duncan wants a debrief.” Chunk told his phone and ended the call, then turned to Malcolm; “Call the Vet and tell him to get his ass down to his office. We’ve got a wounded man incoming.”
As Malcolm made that call, Chunk approached Duncan the same way a nervous man approaches a snarling dog.
“That was Tinker again, he was able to talk this time.” Chunk said, “Tom’s dead and Rubin’s been shot. They’ll be here any minute.”
“Finally some intel!” Duncan roared and stormed out of the room, almost ripping the screws holding the hinges to the doorframe as he pulled the door open savagely. With Chunk and Malcolm following, Duncan strode through the bar, the heels of his boots thudding heavy as he made for the back door.
“You got troubles, Dunc?” asked one of our regulars as hurricane Duncan stormed past his table and slammed the emergency exit bar hard, sending the steel door through its full arc to slap against the back of the building.
“Shut the fuck up, Freddy.” Duncan said in cold anger, “You’ll live longer.” then Duncan’s boots were crunching across the crushed gravel of the back parking lot just as Tinker bounced his sedan across the curb and skidded to a stop in a spray of stones and dust. Tinker was grinding the car into park as he got out to rush around to the passenger side, but Rubin beat him to it and opened the door on his own.
“Fucking hell!” Rubin hissed in pain as he got his right leg out of the car and had to pull on his left thigh to make that leg follow it.
Duncan was rattled when he saw the shiny, blood soaked left side of Rubin’s black jeans. Losing some of his anger, he knelt down and supported Rubin’s legs by holding each knee.
“Stay in the car. Stay in the car.” Duncan said, his voice gone gentle and caring for his wounded man, “Malcolm’s got the Vet heading in to his office. He’ll get you fixed up.”
“ETA is fifteen minutes.” Malcolm reported, folding his phone and slipping it into his back pocket.
“What happened, Rubin?” Duncan asked, and Rubin saw the compassion in Duncan’s face. Duncan was prone to violent outbursts escaping the containment of his fragile temper, but he did care about his crew like they were his own boys.
“It was a set-up, Duncan.” Rubin reported as he clutched his bloody left hip with his bloody left hand, “They had a couple assholes off the road where we couldn’t see them. They opened up with shotguns and that’s what hit me.”
Rubin looked deep into Duncan’s slate blue eyes, “I dropped the cash, Dunc. I’m sorry, they got my hand too.” he said as he lifted his trembling hand and showed him the dark punctures of four pellets.
Duncan looked up at Tinker, “And where were you?” his eyes darkening.
“Standing tall by Tom like I was supposed to.” Tinker said, “Then everyone was shooting and Tom caught one in the head and dropped. One of the bikers looked like he was gutshot. Then Rubin was yelling for me to drive, so I did like I was told.”
“I was afraid they were going to chase us down on their bikes.” Rubin said, the memory of that fear choking his voice, “I swear, Duncan, I thought we were dead men.”
“That’s when I called the first time.” Tinker explained, “I was sure we were going to die.”
“They didn’t try to follow?” Duncan asked.
“They didn’t get the chance.” Rubin said, “That’s when Mac and Banks showed up.”
•
The two shotgun toting bikers were coming up out of the desert to join the three at the Harleys when Mac aimed the Charger at them. We’d come down the narrow dirt road at full speed with the Charger’s lights off, using the headlights of the Harleys to guide us. I was leaning out the open window on the passenger side, my back pressed against the edge of the back window glass and my left boot braced against the dashboard. I had a shotgun of my own – a DDI AK style 12 gauge semi-automatic with a cut down barrel and the stock removed. I had chambered one shell and had two five-round mags taped end to end so I could unleash eleven shots of double-ought buckshot before I had to pull the Walther P99 from my waistband. Turned out I never needed the pistol.
I snapped off three shots and took down one of the bikers who was swinging his leg over his saddle and caught one of the assholes from the desert in the head just before Mac slammed the Charger into the Harleys and pitched them all catty-wampus across the road knocking down the remaining three bikers.
The impact jolted me out through the window but I rolled with it and got my feet under me and started blasting away with the shotgun. Mac jumped from the driver’s side with his black satin Taurus .357 revolver that he fancied in his hand, and shot one of the fallen bikers in the head as he was struggling to get a toppled Harley off his leg, then gut shot the other asshole as he stood up with his shotgun.
It was over quick as a gallop, except for the cleanup.
•
Mac always drove like he was in a race for his last dime and was at his calmest and coolest when he was barely in control of his Charger. Me? I was tense and braced as we flew down the highway through the thunderstorm, listening to the shush of the tires alternate between pushing the rain water out of the way and hydroplaning through the long puddles that form during the massive summer storms we get in the desert. I braced out of desperate instinct, knowing rationally there wasn’t any point in it because if Mac had lost control and we skidded and flipped, no amount of bracing would have saved either of us from becoming a highway cop’s nightmare for the next week.
I was relieved when Mac slowed and pulled into the industrial strip mall to idle in front of Duncan’s Automotive while I ran inside through the pounding rain to put our spoils in the second safe hidden under the shop stairs. The safe behind the counter out front was for show with the daily float and books for the legit part of Duncan’s business. The hidden safe was where we kept the real moneymaking swag that the cops would love to find but never would.
I was Duncan’s banker and I cooked the books and made the dirty money into clean money and I’m sure I've given a lot of cops ulcers and sleepless nights because I’m that fucking good at my job. Plus I was one of only two people who knew the combination to both safes, and all of that is why they call me ‘Banks’.
I lingered as long as I could, trying to let my nerves settle before sliding the panel back into place to hide the safe and locking up. Despite the pouring rain, I purposefully walked slowly back to the Charger to give Mac more time to flush the adrenaline from his system.
“All tucked away in their snug little beds?” Mac asked me as I slid in and closed the heavy door of the Charger.
“Yeah.” I said, “And let’s drive slow and sane.”
“Jeezus, Banks.” Mac laughed, “You want to live forever?”
“Well, a couple more years anyway.” I said, “God, what a foul night.”
“Not so foul, my lad.” Mac said as he pulled back onto the highway at a normal pace despite his hot blood, “We won.”
“Except for Tom.” I reminded him of the man we’d lost.
“Yeah.” Mac said, a bit less enthusiastic, “Except for Tom.”
•
We’d spent time cleaning up the ambush site, so by the time we got to the Laird, Rubin and Tinker were back from the Vet’s and Rubin had traded his bloody jeans for a pair of baggy grey sweat pants and was drinking a tumbler of Teacher’s Highland Cream as he sat with the rest of the crew in our glass room. When Mac and I walked in, Duncan rose from his chair with a smile on his face and his arms opened wide.
“Mac! Banks! Our heroes return from the wars to the bosom of the Clan!” he bellowed and hugged us both, slapping our backs so hard it took our breath away.
“Sit! Sit!” he commanded and waved at our main girl Betts through the window and made a circular motion to tell her to bring a round of drinks for Mac and I and recharge everyone else. Betts was the only one of our waitresses who was permitted to serve us inside the room, but we were still careful that she didn’t hear much, so we waited until she had delivered our drinks and closed the door behind her before we filled in the blanks missing from what Duncan already knew of the night from Tinker and Rubin.
Mac and I told the him about cleaning up the site of the ambush, how we dumped the bikers’ bodies down into a deep arroyo and pushed the Harleys in on top of them. Then how we dug a grave for Tom upslope and buried him deep in the clay so he wouldn’t share a resting place with the bastards who killed him.
“That was good of you.” Duncan said, “He was worthy of that at least.”
And we drank to his memory with calls of ‘Slàinte!’ which was ironic because Tom no longer enjoyed the benefits of health.
“Did you get the cash back?” Rubin asked, still feeling the sting of dropping it after being shot.
“Of course, my brother.” Mac said, “Banks locked it away at the shop.”
“Along with a bonus.” I added, then paused for as much suspense as Duncan could tolerate, “The fuck-wits brought the meth with them too.”
“No!” Duncan exclaimed, surprised and delighted, “A sweet turn of fair fortune.”
“Yeah.” I agreed, “Mac and I figure that they brought it in case they spotted more of us than Tom, Tinker, and Rubin and had to call off the ambush and actually do the deal.”
“Both kilos?” Duncan asked.
“Three.” I said, “It’s all in the safe.
“I wonder why three.” Duncan pondered.
“My guess is they had another buyer to visit after they killed us all.” I said, “So someone is going to be disappointed.”
“As long as it ain’t us.” Malcolm said and we toasted again.
“I was never so happy to see that Charger and those bikes scatter.” Rubin said, “Tinker and I owe you our lives, boys.”
Mac and I lifted a glass toward them both.
“And Duncan.” Mac said, “You owe me a front clip for my car.”
“I’ll order it up in the morning.” Duncan said, waving at Betts for another round. Telling tales of murder and mayhem was thirsty work.
We had two more drinks and called it a night.
It was a weeknight, and Rubin was still in pain with his leg stiffening up on him, plus I had to get home to Flea because Jaimie, the girl I had watch him for me, was in high school and had to be home before the hours got small.
As we gathered ourselves up and said our goodbyes, we saw through the front windows that the storm was passing south of us and was working its way further down the valley toward Mexico. We stepped outside the big doors with the checkerboard glass panes and breathed the thick moist air left behind by the deep summer storm. It was while we were confirming the time to gather at Duncan’s Automotive the next day that Mac looked back and saw Bethany for the first time and Bethany saw him for the first time, separated by the grimy glass of the doors.
“Who’s the new girl?” Mac asked, watching Bethany clear a table into her plastic bin.
“That’s Bethany. Beth for short.” Duncan said, “She’s my cousin Duffy’s kid down from up north. I told him I’d give her a bed and a job at the Laird to keep her out of trouble. She had to leave town after a dust-up put another girl in the hospital, so she got sent to me until it’s settled.”
I watched as Bethany noticed Mac watching her and her face lit up with a closed lip smile. By the look on Mac’s face, he was taken with her and I had to admit she was beautiful. Shoulder length auburn hair, skin pale and smooth with a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and under her grey/green eyes.
Duncan laughed, “Stay away from that one Mac, she’s trouble.”
But it was too late. The Grim Sisters and the arcana of Gabriella’s cards had it right; they met in storm and their fates had collided. I had a vague premonition in that moment that we were now all being drawn into a future that was uncertain, filled with spinning shadows and Mac and Bethany at the centre of that chaotic whirlwind.
~ two ~
where hast thou been, sister?
Flea was sound asleep when I got home, sprawled on his bed in a tangle of covers, drooling on his mattress cover like he does. No one sleeps with more commitment than my Flea. Jaimie was slumped on my couch with her schoolbooks already in her pink and purple backpack, her eyelids heavy as she stared at the television. I pulled the roll from my pocket and peeled off three twenties to pay her.
“Thank you, Banks.” she said, tucking it in her front jeans pocket.
“Any trouble?” I asked.
“Nah, he’s always good for me.” Jaimie said, then laughed, “Had the farts though.”
I smiled, “Come on, I’ll walk you home.”
“It’s okay.” Jaimie said, rising and hoisting her backpack onto one shoulder.
“I’ll walk you home.” I said again to end the frequent argument.
Jaimie was probably safe, but I always felt responsible for her when she sat with Flea after dark, so for my own peace of mind I always walked her to her door and saw her inside. 
Everyone in the trailer park knew who I was and who I worked for. They also knew that Jaimie worked for me and knew what would happen to anyone who hurt her. But beside half of Duncan’s crew also having homes in the park, there were a few sketchy assholes around and if a man got drunk enough his sense of self-preservation could be compromised by his sudden lust. Jaimie was a pretty fourteen year old and wouldn’t be the first girl to be raped in the park, so I never took the chance.
“That was quite a storm.” Jaimie said as we walked the few dozen yards to the trailer she lived in with her mom.
“Yeah, I was out in it.” I said.
“Yuck.” Jaimie said, “When it was passing over, Flea and I turned off all the lights and watched it from the porch. It was pretty awesome. I love storms.”
Jaimie smiled, “I think Flea has a crush on me. He held my hand while we stood outside, thinking I was afraid of the lightening.”
“Maybe he was and needed you.” I said and she laughed.
“Maybe.” she said.
“I like how storms make the air smell after they’re over.” I said, taking a deep breath of the clean desert air that still held the subtle burnt smell the lightening left behind.
“Yeah.” Jaimie smiled as she turned up her driveway, “Anyway, Thanks for walking me home.”
“You’re welcome.” I said, “Sleep well.”
“I will. You too.” Jaimie said, getting out her key and skipping up the three stairs to her back door, “Goodnight, Banks.”
“Goodnight, Jaimie” I wished her and turned for home.
•
Flea was ever the silent monster in the mornings, staggering through the trailer with squinted eyes as he laboured through his morning routine. I knew better than to talk to him other than my usual; ’morning, champ', until he was at least halfway through his bowl of cereal.
“Baseball tonight.” I said, “Who are you playing?”
“Wildcats.” Flea answered, clearing his throat after his first word of the day. 
Flea played for the ‘Raiders’, named after the guerilla group of the Civil War led by Captain William Clarke Quantrill, who produced many of the outlaws of the Wild West by training his men to ride with a gun in each hand and their horses' reins in their teeth. Boys like Frank and Jesse James, Cole and John Younger came out of that bunch and became legends in the South. Our local ‘Raiders’ were sponsored by Duncan through his automotive shop and he was the one who picked the name.
After breakfast we loaded Flea’s baseball uniform and gear into the trunk of my 2007 Saturn Sky and I drove him to school.
True to his nature he remained quiet while we drove – him not being at all delighted with mornings. I gave him a hug when I dropped him off and pulled out after I saw him disappear through the front doors of the school. I had registered him using the mailing address of the Laird because the school at that end of town was better than the impoverished shithole next door to the trailer park.
I stopped at the 7-11 to pick up a large coffee and headed out to Duncan’s Automotive to work on the books and put the forty-thousand back into legitimate circulation within Duncan’s holdings. I knew I’d have a couple hours of peace before the crew gathered for our weekly strategy meeting.
It was easy work. I only had to undo the steps I had taken to pull it out of where it had been laundered, and since we started using a computer for all of Duncan’s companies the only forgeries were electronic and I could backdate entries by convincing the computer to use a hacked date. 
The forty-thousand was back in the different accounts and all that was left to do was destroy the forged receipts I’d created to pull it out in the first place. I always used the cross-cut shredder then dumped the diamond shaped confetti in the burn barrel out back and lit it with a welding torch until it was ash.
Neither Duncan nor the crew was there when Jojo, Dusty, and Cerise showed up for the meth. I repackaged it into three two-point-two pound bags and confirmed their weights on our clean scale in the back office and handed them over. The girls would take them back to their separate homes to weigh the shards into folds and bundles for street sales. We’d weigh them again when the girls were done and if the weights matched, they would be paid. 
Duncan paid the girls handsomely to keep them loyal and honest and quiet. That, plus the rumours of what happened to others who snitched or stole, kept a yearning for life as it was in their hearts. The girls didn’t know the rumours were just exaggerated gossip, but we didn’t deny them to keep a nervous wariness out there.
The reality was though, that no one connected to the crew believed they were irreplaceable, not even Mac and I. Mac knew where all the bodies were buried and how they got there and I knew where all the money was buried and how it got where it was, so we two were closely watched. To make it easier for the crew to feel secure with our loyalty, I lived in the same trailer court as Duncan’s son Malcolm and Mac lived three trailers down from Duncan in his, with Ross and Lenox nearby.
•
Another piece of geography was that the Grim Sisters lived across the way from Mac’s trailer and at that moment, Beth was sitting at the wrought iron table on the sisters’ covered porch having her palm read by Amaris under the tin signs.
“My momma said my life line was long and rich and I’d be giving her five grand-babies.” Beth told Amaris.
“Your mother lied to you, Bethany.” Amaris said, looking up at the freckled girl from under her dark, thick eyebrows, “As mothers who want grandchildren often do.”
Worry lines grew tight on Beth’s face as she looked down at her palm, her hand held tight in Amaris’ grip.
“What do you see?” Beth asked her with the breathless awe of the little girl she had once been.
“I see one child with a short line. A child who will not reap the fruits of life.” Amaris declared, “And your lifeline fragments here.”
Amaris pointed to a spot where the long curving line that transited Beth’s palm was broken and fractured.
“What does that mean?” Beth asked, “Am I going to die young? Will I get the cancer like grandma did?”
“No.” Amaris said, “You will not perish from disease, nor misfortune, nor through the will of another. These fragments represent a fate that is completely controlled by the choices you make. If you navigate those well, you will live a long life. If not ...”, and Amaris smiled her dark smile.
“What else do you see? What kind of fate?” Beth asked.
“That is unknown, but it involves another.” Amaris pointed to a line that merged with Beth’s lifeline, “You will meet him soon, or perhaps already have. His line is as strong as your own and his joins before the fragmentation, so you will face it together.”
“Will he help me make these choices?” Beth asked hopefully.
“No. The choices will be yours and yours alone.” Amaris told her, “But he is a man with much power. An exciting man who lives hot and is willful, but needs a good mate to help him achieve his destiny and guide him.”
“Will I be that mate?” Beth asked.
“Most assuredly, girl. Most assuredly.” Amaris declared, “If you choose to.”
When Beth paid Amaris and departed, her mind sifting through the blend of good and bad she had heard, Gabriella joined Amaris on the sun deck.
“That was cruel.” Gabriella said.
“I take my fun when I can get it.” Amaris told her, “I did not lie, she will carry a child that will die before it truly lives and her lifeline does scatter for a time before it renews its journey. Anything can happen during that scattering.”
“You could have warned her away from the merging of them and saved the world some sorrow.” Gabriella said, “Then sent her back to the home of her father, no matter the outcome of that.”
“But that would have been a lie.” Amaris said with a satisfied smile, “Her destiny is sealed in the lines on her hand just like Mac’s is sealed in the lay of your cards.”
“More’s the pity.” Gabriella said.
•
I know you must wonder how I came by knowledge of things that occurred away from my own sight and hearing, and I pledge that I will provide you that revelation further along in my story. The explanation of this coming of awareness is one that is painful for me to recall, and I do not wish to disclose it twice. Just rest assured that these events happened how and when I lay them out for your consideration.
•
Duncan and Malcolm arrived first just before lunchtime, carrying a sack of hamburgers and French fries which they ate in front of me as I reported on my financial wizardry that morning and drank the rest of my coffee that had gone cold in its paper cup. The rest of the crew wandered in with time to spare before the start of our usual Friday meeting to lay our plans for the weekend’s business. Last to arrive was Mac and Rubin. Mac had given Rubin a ride in the Charger because Rubin’s left leg was still too weak and stiff to use the clutch pedal in his truck.
With Duncan’s mechanics rattling and clanking in the shop itself, Duncan called the meeting to order and laid out the first order of business.
“What are we going to do about the Rebel Mob?” Duncan asked the group.
“Hit the motherfuckers.” Malcolm said, “Take them right in their fucking clubhouse and burn it to the ground.”
“And you’re volunteering to lead that charge, oh minstrel boy?” Duncan asked his son.
Malcolm suddenly found the floor more interesting than his father’s challenging eyes.
“I just thought ...” Malcolm muttered.
“You just thought someone else would do that for you while you sat snug and safe behind the wheel of the getaway van.” Duncan finished for him.
The crew under Duncan’s lead always clove to his Scots heritage; from wearing plaid shirts that approximated our clan tartans; Duncan and his family always in the red, green, and blue of the McCulloughs; Mac in his paler blue with hints of yellow and red; and me in the purple and black of my clan. The reference to the song The Minstrel Boy was about a Scot warrior bard who died in battle girded with his father’s sword.
Duncan saw the shame he’d put upon his son and clasped a hand on his shoulder, “If you’re going to lead these men after I’m gone, you have to lead them, not send them into peril and remain safe behind.” he said, “I want you to learn that, lad.”
“Malcolm’s right, though.” Mac said, “The Rebels betrayed us and we have to show the world what happens when someone does that.”
Duncan looked up at Mac.
“And I will lead that battle.” Mac declared.
“Revenge is a fine thing and we will pay the Rebels for their betrayal, but I’ve got a more important task for you.” Duncan said, “We need a new supplier and Duffy has one for us.”
Mac frowned at the mention of Duncan’s cousin’s name. Beth’s stepdad, Duffy McCullough, ran his own crew in a city far north of us. Duffy never liked Mac and that feeling was reciprocated on Mac’s side. The irony was that they were cut from the same cloth; handsome, bold, leading seemingly charmed lives; they were so much alike they couldn’t stand each other.
A girl once told me that whenever you encounter someone you dislike, look within yourself because they possess a quality that lies in your own heart that you want to be rid of. I have tested that out and time and again I have found it to be true; we see our flaws in other people and we hate to be reminded of them.
“Duffy vouches for them?” Mac asked.
“Duffy does business with them. Has for years.” Duncan said, “They run their product up out of Mexico.”
“Mexican meth.” Rubin said it like he was tasting it to discover its flavour.
“Better than biker crank.” said Tinker, “I’ve heard the big Mexican labs are clean. Better purity.”
“Something’s either pure or it’s not.” Rubin said, “I think you mean it has less crap in it.”
“Whatever.” Tinker sulked a bit.
“I want you to take a run up there tomorrow.” Duncan said to Mac, “Duffy will make introductions and if it feels good and the price is right, you have my seal to make the deal.”
“Alright.” Mac said, “We have a good supply right now, but we should buy a kilo from them just to get on their books.”
“Agreed.” Duncan said, “Banks? Can you free up thirty-thousand by tomorrow?”
“Of course.” I said, knowing I’d have to undo seventy percent of what I’d done that morning, but at least I hadn’t destroyed the forged receipts yet, “But thirty?”
“Better meth costs more.” Duncan said.
“Is it Darlene’s weekend?” Mac asked me.
“Yeah.” I said.
Darlene was my ex and though I had full custody of Flea, she had visitation rights to two weeknights and every other weekend. She found it inconvenient to be arsed to take Flea on all her days, but did her best to drag herself away from her gambling addiction to take him on half her weekends.
“I’d like you with me.” said Mac. He didn’t trust Duffy and by extension didn’t trust anyone Duffy recommended.
“Sure.” I said, “Pick me up in the morning.”
“Good. We can talk about a pushback against the Rebel Mob when you get back.” Duncan said.
We discussed our day-to-day operations and I told the crew that Jojo, Dusty, and Cerise were packaging up our latest product for distribution and should be back at the shop by closing. I had to split by two-thirty to pick Flea up from school and get a light dinner into us before his game started at five o’clock, so I spent my time pulling thirty-thousand back out of the legit side of Duncan’s network and bundled it into a large mailer envelope and sealed it while they talked. I handed it to Mac and left them there working out the minutia of our meth sales.
•
There was a vast difference between morning Flea and afternoon Flea. When I picked him up from school his real personality had resurfaced; a happy kid who talked your ear off. He piled into my car and immediately told me about the dramas of his day, things he’d learned that he liked and things he’d been forced to learn that didn’t impress him. We stopped at a drug store to pick him up a new toothbrush and toothpaste because until Mac mentioned it I’d forgotten it was Darlene’s weekend and we hadn’t packed for him. I wasn’t worried about clothes because he kept some at Darlene’s.
We hit Billy’s Burgers by four and ate outside in the heat because the inside stunk of greasy fried food, and Flea told me about Jaimie and him watching the storm from our sundeck the night before and how one of the lightening strikes had hit a pole in the industrial park and blown up a transformer that had lit up all spooky green before all the lights went out over there.
“Sounds exciting.” I said.
“It was.” Flea said around a mouthful of French fries, “What did you do last night, dad?”
“Met some people for work.” I sort of lied, “Not as exciting as the storm blowing shit up.”
“Yeah.” Flea said, “That was something. I had that bright spot in my eyes after.”
“An after-image.” I said.
“Yeah, an after-image.” Flea said, “And Jaimie made me laugh when she pretended to try to grab hers like it was floating around in front of her.”
I laughed at that, and at the same time felt envious of Jaimie having that small experience with my son that I wasn’t around for. I was conscious in that moment that Flea was only three years away from becoming a teenager and my little boy would be lost to me as he grew into being his own man. Three years seemed endless when you’re his age, but to me, three years felt like they were hurtling toward me like a freight train and would rumble past before I knew it.
I slowed my mind then and just savoured Flea and I doing a normal precious thing; just a father and son eating burgers together on a hot summer day; a moment like all others that would too soon be a fading history.
After we finished eating, Flea used Billy’s washroom to change into his uniform and cleats and we drove over to the baseball field to throw the ball until the rest of his team showed up to do their warm-ups.
I found a seat on the bleachers and watched both teams working out and prepping for the game as the umpires showed up and anchored the bases to the diamond while a volunteer dad laid down the base lines and the batter’s boxes with the same precision as a major league groundskeeper. Other parents I knew greeted me and I greeted back. Some of them knew I was part of Duncan’s crew and pretended I wasn’t, and in those moments I wasn’t – I was just another dad sitting in the stands watching his kid play ball.
Darlene showed up in the bottom of the fifth inning and slid in beside me on the bleacher seat.
“What’s the score?” she asked, pretending for the moment that she gave a shit.
“Five-four for the Raiders.” I said, “They’re doing okay. The Wildcats are a good team.”
She scanned the field and spotted Flea and waved at him until he waved back.
“How are you fixed for cash?” Darlene asked me.
“What do you need?”
“A hundred for the weekend.” Darlene said, “I came up a little short.”
I pulled my roll out and thumbed off five twenties and gave them to her.
“Thanks.” Darlene said, stuffing the bills into her jacket pocket, “I’ll get it back to you when I can.”
But I knew she never would. Any money she might win she’d feed back to the casino on the black jack tables or in the Keno lounge.
Darlene was a degenerate gambler and like all degenerate gamblers she’d play hard until she was broke. There were worse addictions out there – meth for one – so I was thankful that her’s never impacted our son too deeply. I didn’t mind the hundred bucks because I knew Darlene would use it to feed Flea over the weekend and treat him to some time at the arcade and the mini-golf next door to the public pool where she took him on every weekend visit. It was a thing they had, and when you live in a desert, swimming in clean water was a rare and exotic pleasure.
The game ended seven-six with the Raider’s squeaking out the win and the coaches lined the boys up on the field and made them all shake hands before the Raiders made their victory cheers and the Wildcats went home to strategize on how to beat them next time.
I said my goodbyes to Flea and Darlene in the dusty parking lot and gave him an extra firm hug to get him through the weekend. I told him I was proud of him and I’d pick him up Sunday after dinner.
~ three ~
that shalt be king hereafter
That night as I relaxed with a beer and watched a movie alone at home, Mac visited the Grim Sisters. Selena was covering, so she cast the bones for him.
“I see great things for you, Mister Mac.” she said as she studied the mottled ochre bones on the wooden tray before her, “You will find love and fame and power within the year.”
“Where will I find love?” Mac asked.
“She is close to you now. Close in distance but not yet in matters of the heart.” Selena said, “That will come after you take a journey that is fraught with hazard.”
“Tell me about the journey.” Mac asked, thinking about travelling north with me in the morning to meet with Duffy and the Mexicans.
“You will meet dangerous men from a foreign land. You must use restraint when dealing with these men for they are quick to anger and trust no one.” Selena said, “You must not go alone and you must trust the one you travel with to protect you from these foreign men.”
“Am I in danger? Is there a chance I might be killed?” Mac asked, thinking more about Duffy than the Mexican outlaws. He watched as Selena leaned to one side to view the bones from another angle. Her eyes flashed wide for a moment and she smiled at what she saw there.
“You cannot be killed by any man born on this earth.” Selena pronounced, pleased with her unique divination.
“How about a woman?” Mac asked, ferreting out other possibilities.
“Nor woman. No soul born on this earth.” Selena said.
“Old age then.” said Mac. Selena shrugged and smiled and Mac saw she had a gold tooth that gleamed in the light.
“Tell me about the power.” Mac asked her.
“There will come a time when there is nothing above you – no restraint. A vacuum of authority.” Selena said, “There will be uncertainty and confusion as the forces that contain order have suddenly vanished. It will be into this vacuum that you may rise if you choose.”
“Will I be happy if I choose?” Mac asked wisely and with hope.
“That remains unclear.” Selena said as slyly as Amaris would.
•
Seeing Mac’s Charger in the morning light I judged that the damage wasn’t as bad as I thought on Thursday night. The bumper was pranged, the grill missing pieces, and the hood was buckled a bit, but otherwise it was in good shape. Mac had hit the fat rear tires of the Harleys and all three bikes were cut down bobbers with only rubber and compressed air for the front of the Charger to impact. Mac had pulled it into Duncan’s shop and one of his mechanics checked the alignment and the radiator – all was well; it had suffered only cosmetic damage.
I offered to drive us in the Saturn, but Mac insisted on taking the Charger despite its wounds. We loaded our shotguns in the trunk and our pistols under the seats in case things went sideways on us, and headed north on the highway.
It was a clear, sunny day with the heat building as we rolled through the desert’s roasted wavering air toward our destination. We drove through farming communities and I marvelled at mankind’s ability to voodoo life out of a landscape that appeared dead and desolate. We threaded the perfect circles of green crops watered by the central pivot irrigation that swept their circles slower than the hour hands of a clock.
As we travelled further north, the bare desert hills blanketed by grasses that looked like tawny velvet from a distance gave way to tendrils of green vegetation that followed the arroyos deep into the hillsides, carved by the rainwater that nurtured wild seeds blown in by the wind. An hour later we began to see small twisted pine trees that grew in increasing number the further we travelled from the heart of the desert that we knew as home. When the highway began to skirt around the chain of lakes that lay halfway to the city we travelled toward, the trees grew closer together to form patchy forestlands.
Trading our flat wasteland of far horizons and hard baked soil for greenery and trees that hugged close to the road on the sides of small mountains, made me feel uprooted and somewhat claustrophobic. I was out of my natural element. In the desert I could see danger approaching from any direction, but the forested lands were a crowded landscape that could hide any manner of peril.
Just outside of the city we encountered large logging trucks loaded with cut trees coming down out of mountain feeder roads. The stacked trailers loomed high, the heavy logs chained within metal yokes, their weight oppressive and threatening as Mac passed them on the straightaways. I felt like a stranger in a foreign land, and as we entered the city that feeling intensified.
While we drove and made small talk, Mac told me about his visit to the Grim Sister’s trailer and Selena’s fortune told by throwing the old bones onto her wooden tray. He spoke of his opportunity for love – true love he believed it to be, and I knew he was thinking of Bethany but I didn’t speak to that. Duncan had given Mac his warning about her and if he wouldn’t listen to Duncan I knew he wouldn’t listen to me.
He told me about Selena’s prediction that he would be meeting with suspicious and dangerous men from a foreign land that day, and that he should listen to the person he brought with him.
“If you see me getting into the weeds, Banks, I want you to step in.” Mac said, turning to look at me, his face betraying a rare uncertainty. Mac was fearless in battle, but negotiations were not his strong suit and he knew it.
“I will.” I promised.
Mac omitted the part of his reading about the sudden absence of control over us, and the void that he could choose to rise up to fill, and by doing so gain power. That he omitted that part revealed that he knew what it meant and sought to keep that knowledge a secret, even from me. Later, when knowing of that part of the reading came to me, I would regret not knowing it sooner; for if I had, perhaps I could have prevented all that occurred after that day. But vital knowledge often comes too late.
“She said I wouldn’t be killed – couldn’t be killed.” Mac said and laughed.
“So you’re bullet proof.” I said, “Good asset to have.”
“No, she said I couldn’t be killed by anyone born on Earth.” Mac said.
“And you believe her?” I asked, giving him my best side-eye.
Mac shrugged.
“Best avoid flying saucers then.” I said, and we both laughed.
Duffy had given Mac directions to one of the nicer motels on the outskirts of the city along with a room number that started with the numeral one, placing it on the ground floor. We found it as we idled through the parking lot and saw that it was one of the rooms that let out onto the sidewalk that wrapped around that wing of the motel.
Mac parked the Charger on the other side of the lot and we both reached under our seats and checked our pistols to ensure they were loaded; Mac by swinging out the cylinder on his .357 Taurus and me by chambering a round into my Walther. We both pulled the hammers to half-cock and thumbed the safeties off before stuffing them into our waistbands in the small of our backs so our plaid shirt tails would cover them.
As we walked across the parking lot I saw a large man get out of an older, grey Jeep Compass. He was wearing a long dark trench coat.
It was Duffy.
He intercepted us as we walked toward the room.
“You’re strapped.” he said, not seeing because he only saw us from the front, but knowing it because of our natures, “Hand them to me, I’ll hold them.”
I reached in behind me and pulled mine out of my waistband, thumbing the safety back on before handing it to him. I watched to see which of the large pockets of his trench coat he put it in so I could retrieve it if things went south. Mac was hesitant.
“Why can’t we carry?” Mac said, “I’ve never met these guys before. I don’t know them.”
“And they don’t know you, but you know me.” Duffy said, his bearded craggy face deadpan. Duffy was the type of man that you could never read, whether happy, sad, or angry, his face told you nothing. Duffy was a man I’d never play poker with.
When Mac hesitated, the only thing that changed was how he stood – one foot slid slightly to the side as he braced in case Mac did something stupid.
“I don’t like this, Duffy.” Mac said.
“You don’t have to.” Duffy said, his hand forward and palm up as he waited for the gun, “You can give up the gun or go back home and explain to Duncan how badly you fucked this up.”
Mac relented and handed over his Taurus and Duffy put it in the large pocket on the opposite side from mine.
“Before we go in.” Duffy said as we walked slowly to the door of the room, “These guys are touchy and a bit paranoid. You would be too if you were in another country with more unbribable cops per square mile than you’re used to. Remember that they don’t need new customers, they want new customers, and they don’t care if they have to kill off a few competitors on their way to building lasting relationships.”
“Good to know.” I said.
Duffy knocked, his knuckles as heavy and solid as the door. The door opened and a man with a heavily tanned, pockmarked face scanned the parking lot behind us then stepped back and ushered us in. Besides that man, there were three others in the room, one who sat at the table laying out a hand of solitaire, another near him at the desk, and a third who stood with his back against the far wall holding a short machine pistol with a long clip. I noticed that they all had pistols in their waistbands, even the solitaire player. I felt Mac stiffen as he noticed too.
“Great, everyone has a gun except
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