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Chapter 1
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Every part of Luke Kozlowski’s lanky, six-foot-four-inch frame screamed for solace in a bottle. A week of forced sobriety in the county jail did that to you. Before kicking him back out onto the streets, the judge took away his driver’s license and sentenced him to 180 days of AA meetings, to be reported each week to the bailiff. The ancient Lincoln Town Car containing all his possessions was held hostage at the county impound lot. It would be six months before his driving privileges could be restored.

Luke had one final item that could be sold: the gold watch Mr. Brown bought him after finishing his tenth assignment. He was eighteen then, and the timepiece was the only gift he had ever received, so it felt precious. Given how the relationship ended with the Browns, he had no problem walking away from the pawn shop with $120 in cash.

A few days later, on a sunny spring morning in the quiet town of Merritt Island on the right coast of Florida, Luke came to with a blinding headache and the sound of birds chirping. He lay splayed across a moth-eaten couch in a musty old mobile home. He had crashed there a few times before and knew to vacate before the trailer park owner came around, a mercilessly kind Asian man with a cheerful sense of humor. The single-wide had been stripped of anything of value except the couch. It hurt too much to move, but he had to get the bottle that lay on the maroon shag carpet. The hair of the dog that bit you takes care of the morning jitters. He reached for the bottle but slipped off the couch. He fumbled around until he found it and gave it a shake. Empty. He wiped his face and tried to stand but slipped and fell. The week-old beard itched from sweat and who knew what else.

He needed a drink.

Luke felt a presence from behind and above, a looming, shapeless form. The gentle swish of hidden fabric. A hint of rosewater in the air. He turned but saw nothing. 

Something pressed against his neck, and a shock of warmth passed into him. It flooded his head, radiated downward through the chest and abdomen, then out to his arms and legs. A female voice spoke into his ear. “You are chosen,” it whispered. “Evolve!” 

More pressure against his neck was followed by a slight pinch, then the voice spoke again. “Most will die. You will live. Save the few you can.” The presence above moved away, and when he turned toward the voice, there was no one.

Luke felt different somehow. Better. The overwhelming craving was absent for the first time in a long while. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the gentle waves of warmth flowing through him. 

Then, the buried shame from his former life bubbled to the surface, followed by the awareness that there was an emptiness within him that could not be filled, no matter how much liquor he drank. He had arrived at the end of something, a place where the corrosive resentments, insatiable self-hate, obsessive fear, and soul-numbing remorse were stripped away, and he could see the truth behind what drove his machinery. The brutal training, the assignments, and the hiding in a bottle may have been his past, but they did not have to be his future. This moment of clarity, this glimmer of honesty, poked out its head and gave him a mind-shattering jolt. 

Was this a life-changing special moment? Not likely. Those came after something dramatic, like walking away from a flaming car wreck. How could anything profound come from rolling off a couch? Yet, what he was experiencing was real. The urge to drink was removed.

The front door opened, and a head appeared. Asian, wrinkled, clean-shaven, with a hint of a smile. “Hello,” the man said.

The owner. Busted.

“You don’t look so good.” The man’s accent was flat, anonymous, like a Californian. It differed from whoever jabbed him in the neck, sending the cleansing shot of warmth. 

Evolve. What the hell did that mean?

Luke’s lips were parched and his throat dry. “Don’t feel so good,” he croaked. 

A long, thin arm reached down and handed Luke a plastic gallon of water. “Here.” 

Luke took it, tore off the cap, and drank. Clean, clear, refreshing, simple water had never tasted so good. He paused to swallow, belched, and then drank more.

“When was the last time you ate?” This guy was getting nosy.

“Can’t remember.” Everything was a blur after selling the watch and buying the first two bottles. “What day is it?”

“Wednesday.”

“Then two days.”

“Here.” He handed Luke two energy bars. “You owe me $2.50.”

Luke took the food, tore open the first one, and jammed half in his mouth. After chewing, he said, “Can’t pay you now.”

The man laughed. It came out a low rumble. “No kidding. You can work it off. Add $30 for the night’s stay, making a half day. You can start in an hour.”

Luke looked up at the man, still chewing. He could split once he got to his feet, and this little guy wasn’t about to stop him. “Okay,” he said.

“But first, you need to get cleaned up; this is a respectable community. The water is shut off here, so you can use the shower in the staff laundry. Go ask at the store for the key.” The man disappeared out the doorway as quietly as he had come.

Luke finished the second energy bar, washing it down with the delicious water, then stood, straightened his clothes as best he could, stepped out the mobile home door, and headed for the office. He would shower, wash his clothes, work the three hours, and attend one of those AA meetings as the judge ordered. He didn’t understand what drove him now, but he was empty of the obsession to drink, his only goal in life for a very long time. So, now what? There was going to be a lot of time to fill.

It was still early morning, but he was sweating when he reached the trailer park store. Once inside, the air conditioning hit like a hammer. The office was clean, with efficient rows of canned and boxed foods. Behind the counter, a young girl with bright blue hair and a pierced nose ring lifted her head from an e-reader. She was heavy-set with pretty, brown oval eyes and a colorful Koi fish tattoo swimming down one arm.

“The guy sent me ...” he said.

“Yeah, you’re definitely him,” she chirped, her tone nonjudgmental. “Dad said you’d be coming. His name’s Thanh, by the way. I’m Alice. He wasn’t kidding; you’re a tall one.” She placed a key on the glass countertop. It was tied to a solid wood block with the word “Staff” in black letters. “The laundry and employee shower is to the right. There are towels in there ...” She sniffed the air and looked. “... And soap. Clean up after you’re done.”

Luke looked down at his clothes. “I, ah ...”

“Personal laundry,” she cut in, “costs four dollars, which will be deducted from your pay. You’re up to thirty-six fifty. We pay ten dollars per hour for starters—a nice round number. You’re lucky. We’re down-staffed right now, so if you want to work the full day, you’ll get paid in cash, less what you owe. If you work out, he might let you stay on. But there’s no using or drinking OTJ.”

“Okay. What kind of ...”

“Work will you do?” she finished. “Lawn mowing and cleaning mostly. Trash cans, the grounds. Also, general repairs. Have you ever done roofing? Never mind, you’ll get the hang of it. We could use someone to work on the irrigation system. You got a place to stay?”

He didn’t answer. Everything he owned was in the impounded Lincoln. 

“No worries,” she chirped again. If you work out, you can stay in C-122. We repurchased it from an estate sale, so it’s furnished. Go get cleaned up. You smell.” Her eyes drifted back to the e-reader.

An invisible woman had zapped him into surrender, which meant he had to stop fighting and wait for instructions. 

They were simple instructions: get clean, work, maybe not run away. He nodded, took the key, and turned toward the door. The strange warmth from earlier crept back in, and it felt good. Things may just work out. He would take it one hour at a time. Anyway, he could split whenever he wanted. There was not much either of them could do about it. 
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It was mid-November, and Luke was a few days away from picking up a six-month sobriety chip. The Brevard County court system was satisfied, the random urine drug screenings were over, and his attorney assured him that another forty-five hundred dollars would get his driver’s license back. He worked at a food store to get by and used a bicycle to commute from the trailer park where he still lived and worked part time.

He watched the meeting attendees peacefully congregate in the back parking lot of the Cocoa Village Church, where Luke’s AA home group met. It was more of an “Any-A” meeting, where addicts and alcoholics came together to help each other recover. The weather was cool, with a light breeze and lowish humidity for the Florida coast. The hourlong speaker meeting had just ended, and people greedily vaped plumes of smoke into the breeze. 

He felt good, but it was a strange feeling. The new “zapped” Luke had replaced the old dark Luke. This was a nice, kind, and helpful Luke. Dark Luke had been around a long time and had done horrible things, but he seemed to be in remission, at least for now.

Luke quietly scanned the crowd, catching snippets of conversation. It was mainly about Hurricane Natalie, currently shredding the Caribbean, and if she would come ashore nearby. Others talked about the new virus quickly spreading around the country.

He noticed the newcomer smoking at the edge of the group. She was in rough shape and stood out from the otherwise clean, well-dressed crowd of sober people. As many do, she avoided contact with others, seemingly wanting to be there but at the same time hating it. She had picked up a white chip a week earlier and attended meetings daily since. She was thin, tattooed, with a half-dozen ear piercings, and sported a faded Sid Vicious T-shirt, black jeans, and telltale goth-girl mascara. Her brown, rotting teeth showed meth mouth, a sign of advanced methamphetamine abuse. He guessed she was in her twenties. Her name might have started with an N.

Luke believed in the five-percent rule, where one in every twenty people bucked against society’s norms. The damaged ones. The square pegs in a world of round holes. While a few stole people’s possessions or caused bodily harm, most spent life in a state of depression, anxiety, obsession, or resentment, forever yearning for something outside their grasp. Many chose to live in a fog of drugs and alcohol, since it took away the suffering, albeit only temporarily. She was one. So was he. Any given recovery meeting held a roomful, although most had turned the corner on that life. He recognized them, knew them, and felt kinship for them. It was why he kept coming back. There was some weird semblance of family in the rooms.

Luke stood at the edge of the parking lot near the road, close to the crowd but not too close, dodging wisps of smoke. Next to him was Reggie, who worked as a butcher at the same food store and gave Luke rides to meetings. He was a former college football offensive lineman who washed out in his senior year from a torn ACL. This sent him on a downward spiral that landed him at the doors of recovery meetings. Now four years clean and sober, he had gained enough weight that a pronounced belly hung over his cinched-up belt. Reggie often said he liked to be near Luke because he didn’t stand out as much. 

A rusted white panel van stopped at the edge of the parking lot, its brakes squealing. The rear doors burst open, and two men climbed out. Leather harness boots; faded jeans; big, bold belt buckles; black T-shirts; hand, arm, and neck tattoos. The modern equivalent of pirate garb. They were large, hairy, and very, very scary. Matching leather vests told their affiliation: the Cracker Coyotes. Thing One and Thing Two scanned the crowd, then waded into it. The sea of recovering drunks and addicts parted to let them through.

The frail goth-girl newcomer tried to wind her way through the crowd, but the bikers caught up to her. Without a word exchanged, they each grabbed an arm and lifted her off the ground. She winced once but didn’t cry out. This one was not new to pain. 

A scrawny guy leaned out the driver’s window and banged on the door. “Hurry up!” he barked.

“Fuck you, Scraggle,” one of the walking mountains responded.

“Hey, Junior,” the other mountain chided, “prospects don’t talk, so shut the fuck up.”

“Fuck you too, Tank!”

Names are important: Scraggle, Tank, and Junior. Luke would remember them for later, if there was one.

She didn’t struggle as they walked her through the silent crowd toward the van. Her expression was flat, as if this would always be her fate—to be pulled back into the three-ring circus of misery that was, no doubt, her life. No one from the crowd stepped up in her defense. Her eyes caught Luke’s for the briefest moment, and he made another rash and decidedly poor decision.

He stepped between the bikers and the van.

Luke’s heart pumped faster as adrenaline poured into his veins. His dark side grew cold and calculated, thinking through how this could go. Was he practicing right action? Right intention? Neither. Zapped Luke was gone, and Dark Luke had returned.

He stared down at the two with what he hoped was intimidation. “Nope,” he said, standing between the bikers and the rusted panel van. “Not here, not tonight.” His tone was deep and heavy, projecting strength. 

Don’t let the darkness out all the way.

The third biker they called Scraggle rounded the back of the van and then stepped wide around Luke to join the others. Each was uglier than the next, something they probably worked at. Luke hated fighting bikers. They swarm, they stab, they stomp. After that, you never knew if it would turn ugly. But there were only three, and one was scrawny. He might have a chance. 

Scraggle wore a wary expression, like he’d been here before and knew where it was going. He was medium height, whip-thin, slightly slumped shoulders, and wore the same biker uniform. His beard was short and wiry, likely where he got the name. He would be a problem. He would hang back, let the other two wear Luke down, then move in for the finish.

Tank and Junior were also going to be trouble. Tank was around six feet with a beer-bloated belly and swollen fists like hams. The calm eyes of a grizzled warrior were disturbing. While all three wore whole-arm and neck tattoos, his were faded. The gray-and-black beard hung down to his chest. This wasn’t his first rodeo. He would use those huge paws to lay powerful blows to Luke’s head and try to finish it early.

Junior was a full-sized, baby-faced twenty-year-old who looked like he had something to prove. He was shorter than Tank and weighed maybe two hundred pounds—a parent’s dream child gone bad. His eyes were wide with anticipation, longing for the pain he was about to inflict. This was what crazy looked like, and Luke knew it well. He had seen it in the eyes of at least half of the 167. 

Thanh’s bullshit mindfulness and the recovery path he was on was kryptonite, sapping his superpower. 

Junior crouched slightly, leaning forward—a football linebacker stance. He would attack low and hard and drive those muscled shoulders into Luke’s midriff, dropping him so the kicking and stomping could begin.

Given the opposition, it would not be a fair fight, but only a fool shows up to a fair fight. Luke had a few things going for him; he was bigger, heavier, and shaggier. And surprisingly quick. The trick would be to get in early before the pack got organized and take out at least one. Due to his size, he had been called many names over the years, but the one that stuck was ...

“Ah, fuck,” Scraggle groaned, “it’s the Wookiee.”

He didn’t hate that as much as ...

“Fucking Chewbacca,” Tank said as recognition came to the man’s eyes. “I remember you. Shit, dude, you got even bigger!”

The crowd drifted away, choosing to avoid the violent confrontation to come. Luke saw Reggie’s Corolla pull out the parking lot’s far exit. He was big and black, and it was nighttime—a bad combination when mixed with Florida law enforcement. No blame, no worries. No ride home. The half-dozen remaining spectators formed a loose semicircle, phones out to catch the action, each hoping to cross the million-click threshold. Violence was about to erupt, and the otherwise good folks wanted to see the beatdown. The video would be outrageous and salacious and would feed the public’s prurient desire for a window into a violent underworld, all viewed from the safety of an eight-hundred-dollar cellphone.

Tank pushed out his chest and arched his back, enhancing his physical presence. Eyes narrow, chin jutted, he whispered to the skinny man, “What’s the play here, Scraggle?”

“I’m thinking,” Scraggle said over his shoulder, wary eyes never leaving Luke. The man’s brain wheels were turning. This was supposed to be easy: Grab the girl and get gone. Complications sucked.

With the bikers focused on Luke, goth girl shrugged off their grip, pushed past the remaining spectators, then sprinted around the corner of the church.

Scraggle turned to look, but Luke snapped his fingers. “Hey, over here, Scraggle.”

The slim biker turned back. “I’ve seen you around,” he said. 

“I’m hard to miss,” he replied.

“You got that right.” Scraggle paused to give Luke a once-over. “You used to be skinny. You been working out?”

“Eating more vegetables,” Luke lied. “Taking walks on the beach.”

Scraggle’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t remember us, do you?”

Luke had long since given up putting faces to names; his memory hadn’t worked well in a while. “Should I?”

“You were pretty wasted.” The biker gave a slow shrug. “You sure you want to go down this road, Chewie?”

It was an honest question and deserved an honest answer. “Nope, not sure at all.”

“Because we’re just going to round her up later. We know all the places she hangs out.”

“That’s none of my business,” Luke replied. “Just not here and not tonight.”

“Now we have to give you a beatdown. You know, save face and all.” He reached for something behind his back, maybe a knife, maybe a gun. 

“We can take him, Scraggle,” Junior interjected enthusiastically. Luke guessed it was his first three-on-one melee. “Let’s fuck him up!”

Scraggle’s chin jutted to the side. “Shut the fuck up, Junior. Let the adults do the talking.”

“Fuck you, Scraggle,” came the reply.

Tank gave Junior a shove. “He said shut it, so shut it.” Junior returned a frosty look but kept his mouth closed. 

Scraggle turned toward Luke. “Why do you want to do this, Chewie?”

“Because I’m insane,” he replied. This whole honesty thing was not helping.

Junior was the first to break. “Screw this,” he shouted, then launched toward Luke. 

He came in low and fast, arms reaching forward to grab the waist. The young biker would hammer those massive shoulders through Luke’s body, then pile-drive him into the ground. 

With Dark Luke mostly suppressed, Luke had lost the knack of slipping into that crazy place where actions and reactions happened in a fog of adrenaline and consequences were unseen. Instead, he found the clarity and focus of a sober brawl a new experience. Leaning forward to meet the assailant, he slammed his clenched fists down onto the back of the charging man-child’s neck, plunging him hard toward the pavement. At the same time, he pushed up with his legs, clearing the ground enough so the attacker’s momentum missed the targeted midriff. Instead of clutching a torso, the boy received 220 pounds of Wookiee, falling forward onto his head, neck, and back. Gravity did the rest. The two hit the ground with a thump, Luke on top. He quickly drove his fist twice onto that bone between the shoulder and neck. Something snapped on the second blow, and Junior began screaming. 

It was over in seconds. Scraggle and Tank stared at Junior, then at Luke.

“What the fuck?” Scraggle said, his expression bewildered. His face darkened as a knife appeared from behind his back, clutched in long, tattooed fingers. It flicked open with a satisfying click. “Shouldn’t a done that, Chewie,” he said. “Shoulda just taken the beating. Now it’s gonna get messy.”

Tank, still with that unnerving calmness, stepped forward with fists raised. “Let’s do this, Wookiee,” he said.

Tank was a southpaw. There would be a few jabs to soften the target, the last coming from the left side, then look for the haymaker hooking around from the right. Luke figured Tank’s belly was too large for an effective uppercut, but you never knew.

With forearms up protecting the head, Luke waited for the first blow. Tank moved to the right in a brawler stance while Scraggle shifted left. If they came from two directions, it would be over fast. There was only one thing to do.

Luke turned and jogged away, stepping around the panel van’s open rear doors. He slammed his palm against the van’s side as he went. The two looked at each other, then followed. Luke loped around the van’s front. He could see the assailants picking up speed in pursuit. He moved down the vehicle’s long side, letting them catch up until he reached the rear. He gripped the swinging back door tightly, then whipped it open. It caught the running Tank square in the chest and face, knocking him back into the oncoming Scraggle. Both men fell to the ground. 

Luke stepped up to the two bikers. Tank was unconscious and lay atop Scraggle, who pushed at the inert body. Tank’s nose bled, and a nasty purple bruise grew on his forehead. Scraggle clutched the knife in one hand, pointing it upward. Luke kicked the knife out of the man’s hand. 

“Are we done here, Scraggle?” he asked.

Scraggle stopped struggling. “Shit, man, there’s going to be a motherfucking reckoning for this, and it will not be in any equal fucking measure.”

Luke nudged Tank with his foot, then leaned forward and tapped the unconscious man lightly on the cheek. He should have come around by now. “You’re a real poet, Scraggle,” he said.

“Fuck you too, Chewie.”

“Tank and Junior need to go to the hospital. This guy has a concussion, and Junior’s got a broken clavicle.”

Scraggle looked at the prone man for the first time, and his expression changed. “No hospitals. No doctors. Get him off of me.”

“Don’t go cheap, Scraggle. No one got shot or knifed, so the police won’t get involved. Tank is going to need some serious help.”

“You think this is my first go-around?”

Time to arrange a truce. “Okay then, are we done here? At least for now?”

Scraggle nodded. “For now. Where’s my knife? I like that knife.”

Tank slowly began to come around, and, with the truce declared, Luke helped Scraggle get Tank and Junior into the van. Junior tried to throw a punch with his good arm, but there wasn’t much effort in it, so Luke just brushed it aside and smiled. 

“Attaboy,” he said.

As Scraggle tried to climb into the driver’s seat, Luke held him up momentarily. He had an itch, and he always scratched an itch. It was a bad habit that inevitably led to trouble. He couldn’t help it.

“What’s so important about goth girl, Scraggle? You tried to grab her in a public place. There were a lot of people with a lot of cell phones. That’s high risk.”

“Let’s just say Nadine’s in deep shit. We have orders to get her, no matter what and no matter where.”

“Don’t you think a public kidnapping is a bit over the top?”

“There was room for interpretation. We improvised.”

Luke released the man’s shoulder, and the biker climbed into the driver’s seat, shutting the door hard.

“Who gave the orders?” Luke asked. Why was he doing this? 

“Who do you think, asshole?” Scraggle rolled his eyes at Luke’s blank stare. He turned the ignition, and the van coughed and grumbled, then slowly came to life. “You really don’t remember any of it, do you?”

“Remember what?”

“Holy shit, you’re something else.”

“Who gave the order, Scraggle?”

“Harlan.”

“Huh?”

“You heard me. Harlan Reeves, our chapter president.”

Luke had heard of the gang but knew nothing of its membership. 

“What did she do? It must be big to go through all this effort.”

Scraggle smiled while revving the engine. It sputtered with effort then finally went vroom-vroom. “You’ll have to ask Harlan. We’ll be in touch. Oh, and Chewie?”

“Yeah?”

“Fuck you.” The van slowly pulled away, leaving behind a trail of brown exhaust. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Luke turned to see the others capturing the moment on their cell phones. Annabelle Mendez put hers down and faced them. She was short, stout, sharp-tongued, and ancient in sobriety. She wore knee-length dresses, comfortable shoes, and a strand of pearls. Her stiff, brown handbag was clutched in the crook of her elbow. She lived in a 60-plus apartment complex a few blocks from the church. “That’s it, folks,” she called out. “Show’s over.” Her accent was Bronx. She was one of the many graying baby boomers flooding Florida to escape the high cost of retirement up north.

As the small crowd broke up, he heard someone say, “... waste of time.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” he said to nobody.

“They’ll get over it, Luke,” she replied dryly. 

A single siren shrieked in the distance. The patrol car would arrive soon. 

“You were videoing too,” Luke noted.

“To make sure the church was covered, for insurance purposes.”

“Thanks ... I think.”

“De nada.”

Luke looked up. The stars were dimmed from the glare of streetlights. “The others don’t like me much.” It was a blunt statement he never thought would come out, but Annabelle had that way with people.

She gave a slight shrug. “It’s not that they don’t like you; they just don’t know you. You’re quiet; you sit in the corner with Reggie; you don’t share in the meetings. Don’t socialize.”

“Never really learned how to do that,” he replied.

“So, you flunked Kindergarten?”

Luke smiled at the thought. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

“No, it’s not, Luke,” she countered. “Sometimes you have to act your way into right thinking.” That stung. It dovetailed precisely with what Thanh said.

“What will you do about the bikers?” she asked. “They’ll come after you.”

“Probably. I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.”

The siren cut out, replaced by the reflection of blue off buildings. It was three, maybe four blocks away.

Annabelle looked toward the advancing lights. “You better get out of here.”

He looked around; the only things left in the parking lot were cigarette butts and a can of soda. “Can you give me a lift?”

“I don’t give rides to known felons.”

He walked away briskly, then slowed to a stroll. Annabelle would occupy the officer long enough to get a healthy distance from the scene. The road ran in the general direction he needed, from Cocoa Village’s sidewalks and brick buildings to manicured lawns and riverside mansions of Indian River Road. A cooling breeze from the river was welcomed after an unseasonably hot day, but it did little to remove the sweat that blossomed on his skin. Soon, his clothing would be soaked through.

What could a gang of third-rate bikers want with a derelict meth-head? She was a used-up junkie with no tangible value that he could see.

He maintained a steady pace but made the mistake of looking down at his body. Six months earlier, he had been emaciated from four years of heavy alcohol abuse, but physical labor at the trailer park and food store had filled him out to a more normal shape, at least for someone his height. 

A wave of heat formed at the top of his scalp and then swept downward. The flush of shame, that unwelcome gift brought on by early sobriety. It was about how he had lived and what he had become. In the past, drugs and alcohol masked it, but now there was no ground cover, and he was exposed. His teacher, Thanh, never used the word Karma, but Luke suspected it was somehow mixed into it all. The seeds of past actions had sprouted, and he now reaped their unfortunate fruits. But what could he do? Thanh probably would say something bland like, “Keep walking and keep breathing.”

Luke forced himself to listen. Waves from the river lapped against the shore, his breath moved in and out, an insect buzzed about his head, his shoes padded along the roadway. It was pleasant.

His thoughts veered again. Why would the bikers risk snatching a used-up dope fiend in the middle of a group of clearheaded witnesses? People craved money, property, and prestige; which one were they after? Money. For bikers, it would come down to money.

He shook his head. “Why should I care?” he said aloud. In his world, caring always brought trouble.

Luke’s drifting mind changed to exterior things. It was November, and a nasty hurricane brewed in the Caribbean. Humid air beneath moisture-swollen clouds rushed toward the storm, drawn in by a maelstrom called Natalie. With no car, no friends, and no money, there was no way he was getting out, so Luke made plans to shelter in place and ride it out if it came ashore nearby. It wasn’t his first hurricane, and with no plans to relocate, it would not be his last. Storms were the price of living in the low-rent paradise called Florida. Tomorrow, he will load up on the essentials. He worked at a food store—it would be easy.

He shivered, then rubbed his bare arms. Not far now, maybe two miles. Trudging, they called it. It was a beautiful night to trudge. Again, his mind meandered back to the girl. What would they do to her? Luke had witnessed and experienced things that, in sober reflection, made his skin crawl. He did not want to project her outcome when she was finally caught. Unless she left town, they would eventually get her. Anonymity was challenging in a county like Brevard.

He walked up and over the A1A causeway, where the breeze picked up and cooled him. It was after 10:00 p.m., and the traffic heading to Cocoa Beach was over for the night. A quarter mile further and a right turn put him into the Crown Royal Trailer Park. The lights in the office were off as he walked by. The single-lane road ran straight, with trailers lining the sides. Mostly double-wides, each with an overhang where small cars sat next to golf carts, the favored mode of transport in the park. Luscious grass surrounded each home, carefully clipped and edged. Screened-in sunrooms jutted from trailer sides while hurricane shutters hovered over windows, offering shade and protection, many hidden behind strategically placed bushes. 

The door to C-122 was unlocked, as usual. The park was almost all retirees, and any interlopers were reported quickly. He flicked on the lights as he entered. Turn left for the small living/dining area, right for the two bedrooms, and straight ahead to the kitchen. The aging trailer was filled with furnishings from the 1990s, faded but not tattered. Someone had taken care of the place and treated it like the special home that it was, and Luke made the effort to keep it up.

The trailer still held the day’s heat, so he lowered the A/C and sat on the couch. His feet hurt from walking, so he kicked off his shoes. He fought the urge to turn on the TV. Meditate when you get up in the morning and before going to bed, Thanh continually reinforced. 

Luke cupped his hands in his lap, his right fingers resting over his left, and then closed his eyes. He breathed in slowly, then out. One, he counted.

In and out, two. 

In and out, three. 

This is bullshit, he thought. Why am I doing this? 

In and out, four ...

A sandwich would be nice, he thought. 

In and out, five.

In and out, six...

What was I thinking, he thought, picking a fight with bikers on a mission? And for what? They were going to find her later. Were his intentions right? He wasn’t exactly the hero type, saving meth-head damsels in distress. Or was this something new after six months of meetings and meditation? What the hell did right intention mean anyway? He was sure he had spent most of his life practicing the opposite. She was on her own path and none of his business. So why did he step in? One and done, he decided—no more.

Crap, now he had to start over. 

In and out, one.

In and out, two ...

Was he practicing right action? A broken bone for Junior and a concussion for Tank. Definitely not right action. Did he now have to make amends, an atonement to a couple of bikers? He was sure a formal apology wasn’t going to do it. They’re looking to whale on him for a while to get it out of their system, probably with a couple of their buddies just for funzies. Nope, he concluded, that’s not happening. So, how do you deal with a pack of pissed-off predators that want to put you in pain? He would wait and see.

Back to the breathing. 

In and out, one. 

In and out, two. 

Maybe a sandwich and a little TV before bed. Nah, just breathe.

In and out, three ...
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Chapter 4
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Luke liked mornings. He would get up at 6:00 a.m., shower, shave, dress, meditate, have breakfast, and then out the door. It was all so ordinary, so bland. There was no hangover, barfing, desperate searching for a bottle, wondering where he was, or hazy recollections from the night before. He exited the trailer and was greeted by a humid seventy-two degrees with the sun rising into a cloudless sky.

He started the 7:00 a.m. bicycle ride to the Dixie Choice food store. With wide handlebars, a sturdy frame, and thick tires, the bike was a cruiser designed for sandy beaches but worked fine on city streets. He bought it cheap from a sun-drenched senior who missed her grandchildren and was heading back north. 

It was a short, leisurely three miles to the store, and Luke took it slowly to avoid sweating through his work clothes. He rode behind the store to the loading dock with ten minutes to spare and locked the bicycle against a recently planted sapling. A more prominent laurel oak stood nearby, shading the staff picnic table on the only patch of grass. He climbed the loading dock stairs that led to the roller doors at the store’s receiving bay. Reggie met him.

“Hey,” Reggie said. He was in his late twenties and was back living with his mom. He kept his hair short and wore jeans year-round. The black-rimmed glasses perched on his nose seemed ready to plunge to the floor at any moment. He sometimes complained about the weight gain and his mom feeding him fried foods. He was taking business courses at the community college. 

“Morning,” Luke replied. He knew what was coming and wanted to go easy on his friend. They walked between the large freezers and pallets of newly arrived canned goods. 

Reggie broke the awkward silence with a convincing throat clear. “About last night, I’m sorry I split on you ...”

“I’d have done the same, Reggie.”

“Yeah, but I should have been there for you.”

“No worries, we’re good.”

“Okay, good. I was worried I’d burned a bridge.” A grin crawled across his face. “Heard you put two of them in the hospital.”

“How did you ...”

“Annabelle called last night and told me. Said to keep an eye on you today.”

“I don’t think that’ll be ...”

“Kozlowski!” came a shout. A diminutive, red-haired man stood in the double doors that led to the retail store. His voice echoed around the receiving area. “You’re late. Again.” Clem Olsen was assistant manager and had been for fourteen years. His uncle, owner of the Dixie Choice food chain, appointed him the job. Clem wore a thick, white butcher’s coat, buttoned up to just below the chin. He claimed it kept him warm in the walk-in freezers, which he never found time to visit.

Reggie looked at his wristwatch. “Nope, he’s got seven more minutes.”

Clem’s face turned red as he sucked in a deep breath and then let it out. He approached the two, a tablet computer clutched in the crook of his arm. He stood a foot shorter than Luke.

“Did I ask for the time, Reggie? Huh?” 

“No, you did not, but you got it anyway.”

Clem waved a hand as if brushing away a fly. “It doesn’t matter, and I don’t care. This morning, Kozlowski, you’re stocking the liquor aisle.”

“Okay,” Luke said. 

“And I don’t want to hear any whining about you being newly sober. Any complaining, and you’re out on your ass.” It was the same speech every morning, and Luke was used to it. There was a long pause before Clem continued. “Got it?”

Clem’s uncle hired a few reformed felons for his stores because the state paid part of their wages. Luke was assigned the job at Dixie Choice by his probation officer and was told to hang on to it for the length of his probationary period or else. The “or else” was never explained, but Luke suspected it involved another visit with the judge, and maybe he’d hear the clang of steel doors closing. Clem kept the ex-cons close to the wine and spirits aisle. 

“Got it,” Luke said.

“Then quit dawdling and get to it.” Clem twirled about and marched through the double doors. Luke and Reggie stared after him.

“Man, that’s getting old,” Reggie said. “At least he’s focusing on you now and not me. I needed a break from the liquor aisle.”

Again, Thanh’s words rang in Luke’s ears: right livelihood, which meant he couldn’t steal people’s stuff to get by. “Glad to help out. You’re a certified butcher now; too important to do something like a stocking.”

Reggie snorted. “Need a hand? The deli counter can wait.”

“I’m good, but thanks.”

They walked by the deli counter, where Reggie peeled off. Luke rounded aisle three, almost bumping into Leslie, the shy eighteen-year-old cashier. She was five-four, with a slender build and straight black hair tied up in a bun. Her face turned bright pink whenever she was around Luke. She made organic, vegan scented candles from natural beeswax and sold them online.

“Good morning, Leslie,” Luke said.

“Hi,” she replied, not making eye contact. She looked like she was about to say something, then her skin turned red from forehead to neck, and she started moving. “Ah, I gotta go, Luke. See you later.”

He walked through the bakery section, where Charlie was behind the glass display cases, easing freshly made dough from a large round mixer onto the wooden table. He was in his early twenties and played for the local Double-A baseball team. He carried a cannon for an arm that made pro scouts salivate, which would have been his ticket to the major leagues if he could only get the ball over the plate. Rumor had it he was getting better. Charlie waved a greeting, and Luke waved back. 

He approached Cindy, the roly-poly cashier. She carried a cash drawer and was heading for the office. Her resting smiley face grinned at Luke. “My cousin’s still available, Luke. Better move quick before she’s taken.”

“You know I’m waiting for you, Cindy, as soon as you leave Earl.”

“Ha!” she said. “Shame on you, Luke Kozlowski.” Her smile was ear-to-ear as she went by.

Later that morning, he was on his knees, sliding bottles of medium-quality Chardonnay onto a shelf when he heard footsteps from behind. Don’t turn, and don’t stop working. Ignoring customers was something stockers could get away with if they looked busy enough.

“Hey, mister, where’s the—?” The voice was gravelly but female. He turned as she spoke, and her blank expression shifted to shock. She wore the same clothes from last night. 

“Hello, Nadine,” Luke said.

She backed up a few steps, turned, then ran down the aisle. She looked over her shoulder at him as she rounded the end cap at full stride.

There is a particular mental twist that happens when a recovering addict decides to pick up. There were as many reasons for Nadine to start again as there were people in front of her, and at certain times, no amount of reasoning could prevent it. It was like being stuck in a bubble of delusion where your view is skewed, and you become convinced the only alternative to the misery of the moment is a quick nip from a bottle of liquid happiness. Sometimes, something or someone comes along and bursts that bubble, breaking the view of delusion, and for a moment, you get a chance to see a different path. It happened to Luke when he was zapped. He hoped somehow this was Nadine’s moment.

He finished shelving the Chardonnay and then began on the boxed wines. They were heavier than bottles and took a little effort. Slice open the cardboard, lift the square containers from the box, place them on the shelf, and align the wine boxes to look organized. Then do it again. A rhythm was established, and he fell into a meditative state. No thinking, just doing. Instead of breathe-in, breathe-out, it was slice, lift, place, align. It’s the perfect way to pass the time. 

“Luke?” It came from behind. Brittle, grainy, like chewing into hard candy. “That’s your name, right?” She was back. How much time had passed? Twenty minutes? A half-hour? The heavy mascara had run, her jet-black hair was all over the place, and the clothes from last night were stained. Her arms were wrapped around her chest, hands clutching the fabric of the Sid Vicious T-shirt. Her eyes shifted up and down the aisle. 

“Hi,” he said. He waited for her to respond, but nothing came. She began to shake, and tears rolled down her cheeks. He felt the old itch return, the one that always preceded a bad decision, the one that, if scratched, led to problems. He checked his phone, 9:40 a.m.

“It’s my break time. Do you need to talk?” 

She nodded.

He led her wordlessly through the double doors into the stockroom, then out the loading bay doors.

“I’m Nadine,” she said as they descended the short metal staircase to the concrete loading dock. “Nadine Reeves.”

“Luke,” he replied. “Kozlowski.”

They crossed over to the empty picnic table under the laurel oak tree where the staff smoked and ate lunch if it wasn’t too hot. The sun beat down on the concrete, which would feel like a furnace later in the day.

They sat facing each other. Luke was new to the whole recovery “share-your-pain” thing and wasn’t sure where to begin. He would rather be somewhere else, even stocking the wine aisle. Anything was better than listening to a gut spill from a fellow flawed human. Yet, here he was, spending his morning break sitting opposite a rapidly disintegrating drug addict.

He went with the universal opener. “What’s going on, Nadine?”

She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Opened it again then it snapped shut. Finally, she took a deep breath. Her face stiffened, eyes sharpening, lips pursed. “I didn’t really want to drink back then ... It’s just, like ... I don’t know. I can’t get to my dealer right now, so I figured a bottle would take the edge off. And then you were there; I recognized you from what you did last night with Scraggle and the boys, and I got scared. I think seeing you helped because now I don’t want to get high anymore.”

“That’s a good thing,” Luke said, not knowing what else to say.

“I got something I have to talk to someone about, someone like you. I remember Annabelle saying you were ... worldly, whatever that is. I think she meant I could trust you. That you are wise.”

“I’m not sure how much you should go on Annabelle’s opinion. I’m only good for slogans. You want a slogan?”

“No, thanks”

“Cause I have a bunch of them.”

“No, thanks.”

Her tight frown shattered as a grin edged across chapped lips. A flash of brown teeth was momentarily exposed to daylight. Meth-mouth, he thought. She’d been hitting it for years, and her teeth were rotting at the roots. 

“Annabelle said you might know what to do about my situation.”

“What’s your situation?”

She took another deep breath then looked around as she let it out. “It’s complicated.”

“It usually is.”

“And there’s things I can’t tell you but there’s some I can.”

“Why don’t you start at the beginning.” 
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She nodded, staring at clenched hands that lay on the picnic table. “I just got out of jail last week after spending time for assaulting a police officer. They showed up after one of my neighbors called them, on account of my boyfriend getting loud again. It was only a black eye and a bruise on the shoulder from hitting the wall. It didn’t hurt much and wouldn’t send me to the hospital, so I didn’t worry. Jake split before the two cops showed up. One was a girl. The neighbor made the call, so they talked with her first then started asking me questions, but I didn’t say nothing except the usual, that I fell down. They asked where Jake was, that’s my boyfriend, Jake Zupančič, but I didn’t know, and I said so. They kept looking at each other like they were talking without words, and then they both turned off their body cameras. The girl cop says, ‘I want you to push me as hard as you can’. I didn’t know what she meant, so I didn’t do nothing, so she said it again. They both turned the cameras back on, then I pushed the girl cop, and they arrested me. I asked why I had to push her, and she said the women’s shelters were full and that I’d be a lot safer off the streets and in jail. I think the judge was in on it because he gave me ninety days and sent me to a minimum-security facility. I spent the first week kicking the shit that Jake was giving me, then it got better. Soon after, they sent me to a shelter for women where I’m staying now.”

“Why are the bikers after you?”

“Oh, that, it’s nothing. It’s just my uncle, Harlan, thinking he can run my life. Always trying to get me to live on the straight and narrow. Ain’t that like the pot calling the kettle black? Anyway, it’s Jake they’re after, not me. They think I know where he’s hiding, which I don’t.”

“Your uncle is Harlan Reeves?”

Her face colored, and she looked sideways and down. “So, you know him.”

“I heard his name for the first time last night.”

Her head shot up. “So, you don’t know him.”

“No, I don’t.”

“That’s good then. You don’t want to know Harlan. He’s president of a piece-of-crap local gang called the Cracker Coyotes. They hang out and get wasted at their Clubhouse. I guess you met them last night. They think they’re all that and a bag of donuts just because they move most of the drugs in this county, but they’re so far down the food chain that they’re a joke. Pot is mostly legal now, so they’re not making much these days. The other stuff, meth, molly, coke, Fenty, ain’t moving like it used to. People around here are getting older and just want their weed.”

“So, you’re not afraid of them?”

Her skinny shoulders rose upward, head drifting to the side. “No, not them.” Her voice was stronger, more self-assured. “Uncle Harlan wouldn’t let anything happen to me, on account of my mom. She’s his sister. She kept her maiden name because my biological father took off a month before I was born and hasn’t been seen since.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Luke said. “So, Harlan Reeves is like a father to you.”

“I guess so. I never thought about it that way. Jesus, I can’t believe you hadn’t at least heard of him.” She shrugged at his blank stare. “You’re in the program. I figured all of us bad people at least knew of the Coyotes.”

“I don’t know anything about that, Nadine. I drank too much for a lot of years and made poor decisions.”

“Okay, keep telling yourself that. Anyway, that makes you kind of a virgin, and that’s almost a relief. Maybe Annabelle’s right and I can trust you. I think there are some other guys after me as well, Europeans, only they came from Miami. That’s another story.”

“Let’s save that for later. I’m more interested in Jake.”

Her head moved left, then right, eyes scanning. “Jake Zupančič. He invested my mom’s money in a business, then disappeared right after. He also has some of the Coyotes’ money, so they’re looking for him. That’s what we were arguing about before the cops came and arrested me. I’m worried about him because the Europe guys may be after him too. Everyone’s really pissed at him.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“A month ago, just before the arrest.”

“How much are we talking about?”

“Three hundred and twenty-five thousand. One twenty-five came from me, the rest from Harlan and the boys. Jake said the business idea was a sure thing, but now he’s gone off somewhere. The Miami guys were really scary, so he’s probably hiding from them.”

“Your mom is out a lot of money.”

“It was mine, really. She passed last year, and it was what I got from the inheritance. That and the house. It’s where Jake and me lived. She passed just before we met. He was good for me; he got me through it. Took care of me. You know what I mean?”

The hairs on the back of Luke’s neck rose, and his heart rate increased. “Was he your supplier?”

“I guess so. Jake and I partied a lot since he never seemed to run out of meth or that stuff he called his special concoction.” Her fingers made air quotes. 

“What’s in Jake’s special concoction?”

“He wouldn’t tell me, but damn, it was good. I’m pretty sure it had some Fentanyl. We did a lot of microdosing—”

“What’s that?”

She gave him a look of pity. “It’s where you take small amounts of something good to stay high but still function. He used an eye dropper on edible paper, kind of like LSD. The high was effing fantastic—better than meth. Better than anything else I’d used. He let me microdose every four to six hours. It kept me higher than fuck but focused. The only problem was I talked a lot, maybe too much.”

“What’s the Clubhouse?”

“Yeah, the Clubhouse. It’s at the Coyote’s compound, where they all hang out. It’s like a fortress.

“And that’s where you met Jake?”

“Yeah. He was one of Rooster’s connections. 

“Rooster?”

“One of the guys. Bit of a jerk.”

“Was Jake one of the Europeans from Miami?”

“Yeah. They all spoke one of those foreign languages from somewhere over there. Jake did too. He’s really good-looking and dresses well. Big, like you. Wore lots of gold. How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess.”

“Anyway, Harlan was always pestering me to invest Mom’s money into something safe, so we got high, and Jake showed me his business idea, and I jumped in. He made it all sound so good. The Coyotes had already put money in, and he said they didn’t want anyone else in on it, but he made an exception for me because he loved me, and we were gonna make a family one day. He told me to keep it on the down-low, especially from Harlan. Mostly, he was worried about other gangs looking to rip off the idea. He tried to get me to sell the house to invest even more, but he was in a rush, and I couldn’t move it quick enough, so I gave him what I had, the inheritance money.”

“Did you sign any documents when you gave him the money?”

“What do you mean?”

“Anything legal? Paperwork?”

“No, nothing like that.” She looked down again. “Just his word. It doesn’t sound very smart now, but I love him so much, and he’s so honest about things. I’m really worried about him.”

“Do you know what the investment was?”

“It had to do with those little helicopters.”

“Drones?”

“Yeah, those things.”

“What was he going to use them for?” Luke asked.

She looked Luke straight in the eyes and held it for a moment. Hers were brown, red-streaked, and wary. “I don’t know how much I should say.”

“That’s all right, Nadine. I’m just here to listen. No judgment.”

Her eyes returned to her hands, then moved left and right. “There was this guy who was going to fly them out to a ship anchored offshore, then fly back with drugs. Jake said he had it all in place: the ship, the drones, and the guy from Orlando to fly them. I met him, the drone guy. He showed us how the thing worked.”

“What kind of drugs?”

“Anything and everything. Harlan wanted to go big time, so that’s why he got involved. Jake said the feds were all over their South Florida operations, so they were looking to move things north. He chose Brevard County because it already had a lot of drone traffic with the Space Center and all.”

“So, you got a demonstration from the drone pilot?”

“Yeah, he showed us how it could go somewhere, hover, then return to us—all automatic. They would go out to a ship and then come back with the stuff without anyone doing anything. He was a real nerdy type. Short, glasses, but nicely dressed. It looked like he had money. We went out at night near Lake Johnson, and he sent a drone away somewhere. There was this map on a little computer where they watched its progress. It came back a half hour later with bricks in a wire basket.”

“Bricks?”

“Yeah, red bricks. Like they use to build houses.”

“How many were in the basket?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe five?”

Luke did quick math while she talked. At least twenty pounds per drone. They could cruise a few feet above water and be programmed to follow a predetermined path. They would be too low for radar, too fast for pursuit boats, and too small for aerial surveillance. If needed, they could be manually flown. Run the dope into Orlando, then ship it around the country. As intermediaries, the Coyotes stood to make a fortune.

“Where did Jake find the drone guy?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who was at the demonstration?”

“There were the three European guys who came up from Miami, Jake, the drone guy, Harlan, and Scraggle. And me, of course. Jake was acting differently, not as smooth as usual. I think the Miami guys made him nervous. He ran the show and showed off what a big deal he was. He gets like that sometimes.”

“The guys from Miami, tell me more about them.”

“They never said a word in English, never even said hello. Two of them were huge. They spoke to Jake in that foreign language.”

“He ever say who they were?”

“All he told me was they were dangerous, and it was better I didn’t know anything.”

“Did they invest money in the business?” Luke asked.

“I don’t know, maybe, but probably not. I think it was their ship and their drugs, and they needed to get the stuff to Orlando and were only there to see how it all worked.”

Luke fell into a stupor of possibilities. He saw three. 

One: The whole thing was as it appeared, a sophisticated smuggling operation, and the Coyotes and Jake were going to reap a ton of money. But now he had disappeared. One twenty-five plus two hundred plus whatever Miami put in added to a lot of pressure from multiple directions. And this little slip of a girl was the focal point. Find her to find Jake to find the money.

Two: Manna from heaven is only in the Bible, and if it’s too good to be true, it probably is. 

Jake Zupančič. Luke had seen his type before. They went by many names: grifter, barracuda, con artist, swindler. Most of them had moved to digital scams, but a few still preferred the personal touch. Find the mark, usually the lonely and vulnerable, get your hooks into them, then milk the cow for everything it had. When it goes dry, sell the beef. He would be cold and calculating but with a warm and caring veneer. Good-looking with a kind smile and gentle touch. It was Florida, so they usually targeted the elderly, not someone Nadine’s age, but she had easy access to money, enough to draw in the sharks. To a grifter, she was a walking ATM. So, what was Jake’s plan? Take the cash and run? Maybe split it with the drone pilot. Were the three Miami guys in on it? Three twenty-five was nothing to sneeze at for a month’s work. 

Three: Miami or some other group decided to take over the operation. Kidnap the drone guy, he was the key, then kill everyone who was at the demonstration. No outside witnesses to how it worked—no chance of the idea getting out. They could have picked up the drone pilot anytime or offered more money to change teams. Jake would be the easiest since he was within their organization and wouldn’t suspect anything. Harlan and Scraggle would be a challenge to get to, so that left Nadine.

“Hello?” she asked. “You still there, Luke?” She sounded annoyed.

“I’m here,” he responded. “Nadine, you should stay with your uncle Harlan at the compound for a while. It would be safer.”

She rolled her eyes. “No way, no how. He’ll try to get me to tell where Jake is, but I don’t know, so it’ll get loud and ugly, and I don’t want to go through all that.” Her eyes tightened as they misted over. “I thought you were on my side and gonna help me.”

Now it came down to it. “How can I help you, Nadine?”

“By finding Jake! He’s out there somewhere, probably alone. I want him back.”  The sob came suddenly, followed by a stream of tears. “I need him.”

The cliche was palpable: desperate woman clinging to the memory of a no-good man, but it worked, and Luke felt pulled further into this girl’s plight. She had been swindled out of her inheritance, was possibly in trouble with the European mob, and was being chased by a local biker gang. The itch grew in him, and the urge to scratch called out. Help the forsaken girl, find the naughty boyfriend, and beat back the gangsters. A knight in rusted armor, driving his haggard steed toward a steel windmill. All without a driver’s license. 

He needed to walk this back and fast, get her gone and out of his life. He would give her a glimmer of hope and then send her on her way. He sighed, drawing out the moment. “I’ll think about looking into it.”

Her eyes filled with a mix of joy and disbelief. She wiped away tears with her hand, streaking the mascara further. “You will?”

“I said, think about it. And I can’t promise you anything. And there’s one condition.”

She tensed, her face scrunching with suspicion. “What ... what do you want?”

“That you go to your uncle’s compound and stay there for a while until this is over. I don’t know what we’re dealing with, but you’re in danger, and the safest place for you is surrounded by a bunch of oversized criminals.”

“Oh, okay.” Her expression softened, and her chest rose and fell. “I thought you wanted to fuck.” She said it flatly like it was just another Sunday. “That ain’t going to happen, even though you look like ... you.” She eyed him up and down with an expression of interest, then stiffened. “Jake ain’t around right now, but I’m still his girl. He’s in my heart, and that’s all that matters.” She gave a head bob to reinforce the point.

“So, you’re okay staying with Harlan?”

“If it means you
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