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Dog Days


Jonathan Maberry

~1~

When you do what I do, you know Death. You
understand him, and his consorts, pain and loss.

These things are no longer
abstractions. They aren’t rarities that intrude into your routine,
like when Uncle Bob cashes it in at Sunny Acres on his ninety-third
birthday, or when one of your drinking buddies strokes out on the
eighth hole, two under par but all the wrong clubs in his
bag.

No, when your job is war,
when you are a killer, Death is a more frequent co-pilot than
God.

Death is around you, he’s
in you, he’s of you. Sometimes he’s your friend, the best friend you’ll ever
have—when you’re down to the last bullet in your mag and you
squeeze the trigger while running and he punches the bad guy’s
ticket in what you’ll always believe was an impossible shot. Not
impossible; it’s just that death was your wingman that day.
Tomorrow he might be going to war under a totally different flag. Death’s like that. He’s not fickle; he
wants everyone on his side.

Every warrior has the same
connection. Maybe there are gods and angels up there screwing with
the fates of men and Death is the great cosmic bouncer. Maybe there
are gods of war and Death is their angel. Maybe Death is more
selective than we know, but if so, he has an agenda we’ll never
understand. I know I don’t. I’ve killed bad men, but bad men have
killed better men than me.

Who knows why Death favors
one man over another on any given day? A lot of guys believe that
Death—or someone—listens to prayers and follows rules. These guys
wear talismans into battle. Crosses and hamsa hands, lucky socks and tattoos
of saints drilled into their skin. Sometimes it helps. Sometimes
that’s the only way we can identify the dead.

Every warrior strives to
understand Death. They love him and they hate him in the same
breath. In every breath. They try to know him, to know his
mind.

Me?

Yeah, I know Death. But I don’t worship him
and I don’t fear him.

He wants me, he can have me.

For me, it’s a jealousy
thing. I envy the cold bastard.

Because he took her.

Her.

My love. Death took the
only grace I had left in life.

Death took her and he owns her. She’s with
him, down in that cold, dark palace in the dirt.

And it hurts so bad.

If I thought that a
bullet—from my own gun or one I walked in front of—could buy my
passage across the River Styx to her side, if I thought that, I’d
ride the bullet all the way down.

But it doesn’t work like that.

The priests and the shrinks
and your friends all tell you that it doesn’t work that
way.

Death, you see, is also a jealous son of a
bitch. He doesn’t share.

So—I keep living.

And I envy Death for the grace he has and
the Grace I lost.

~2~

They buried her in September.

By the end of that month, I
was able to walk without a cane. My hair was growing back, the
double vision was gone.

The shakes? Still had those. Nausea, acid
stomach? Yeah.

“When was the last time
you had a good night’s sleep?” asked Rudy Sanchez. Friend, shrink,
drinking buddy, fellow mourner. He loved Grace too. Not in the same
way. She was family to him. She was that and more to me. Every
single day we can both see the hole in the world where she should
be.

“Cowboy?” he
prompted.

I shrugged. We were sitting
on beach chairs in my dad’s backyard. Beers and illegal Cubans.
Couple of steaks on a slow grill. Spanish music on the
boombox.

“Out loud,” said Rudy. “In
words.”

“I don’t know, man. I
catch a few hours.”

“In a row?”

I shot him the finger which
shut him up long enough for me to finish my beer. He turned the
steaks while I got us fresh bottles. Yuengling for me, Anchor Steam
for him. He accepted his bottle even though he wasn’t finished with
the one resting on his stomach, and he arched an eyebrow over the
opaque lenses of his sunglasses as I twisted the cap off of
mine.

“How many is
that?”

“Somewhere between not
enough and fuck you,” I said.

He sighed.

The afternoon was burning
its way toward twilight. It was weirdly hot for the first of
October. The fourth straight day in the nineties, with humidity to
match. If someone left the back door of Hell open it would be like
this. We smoked our cigars and drank our beer and gazed with
thousand-yard stares on the wreckage of our lives.

Well, of my life.

After a while I said, “I
went in yesterday.”

“To the
Warehouse?”

“Yeah. I was hoping Church
would be there. I wanted to tell him—you know—face to
face.”

I could feel Rudy studying me but I didn’t
look at him.

“Tell him what?” he
asked.

“That I was
done.”

“You’ve been saying that
since Grace died, Joe.”

“It’s true.”

He tapped some ash onto the
grass that curled around his flip-flops. “I know. You said that you
can’t do this anymore, that you were ruined. That’s the word you
used. ‘Ruined.’”

I said nothing.

“But you’re healing,” he
said. “The doctors said that you would make a complete recovery—and
before you jump all over me again, we both know that they were
only talking about a physical recovery. They understand that
emotional and psychological recovery will take longer.”

“‘Take longer’?” I echoed,
loading it with the scorn it deserved.

“Yes, Joe. I know you
think that this is something you won’t or can’t get past, but you
will. Am I saying that you’ll heal completely and without scar
tissue? No, and you know that I don’t think that. At the same time,
you should try to address the fact that you seem to feel that you
healing is somehow an insult to Grace’s memory. That it’s a
disservice to her sacrifice.”

“It is.”

“It isn’t,” he insisted,
his tone shifting from best friend to therapist in the way it does when he believes he’s right. He
usually is right, but this time I couldn’t see how.

I sipped more beer and
watched the last lonely fireflies burn themselves out above the
line of carefully tended hedges. It was a quiet neighborhood.
Before Rudy and I joined the Department of Military Sciences back
in June, I really liked the quiet order of this place; but now it
felt like it belonged to a different world. A better world than
mine, no doubt, but definitely not where I belonged. For months now
my life had been about weird science, doomsday plots, terrorism,
gunplay, and death. While I’d been fighting the good fight, I never
noticed that with every battle I fought, every life I took, I was
being slowly evicted from the world I knew. Sure, I could come here
and drink beer and even smoke a Cuban, but it was window dressing.
It was play-acting someone who I wasn’t ever going to be
again.

Rudy knew it too.

He’d warned me about it
from the start. When Mr. Church had first hijacked me into the DMS,
Rudy had warned me about the mark on the soul that violence always
left. I hadn’t listened closely enough, hadn’t heard the full
lesson. I’d thought he meant that whenever I used violence it would mark me; but
that wasn’t the whole picture. Any violence around me, any violence
I cared about, was going to gouge its gang sign into me
too.

I cared about Grace, first as a friend, then
as a lover.

And now I was so badly
marked, so thoroughly mauled by everything
that had happened, that I knew that I had become a stranger to the
people who knew me. It was easiest for my dad to pretend he didn’t
see it. He was running for mayor and he had the campaign to keep
him busy. My brother was still a detective, and when he looked at
me, I could see the natural cop wariness kick in at high gear. He
knew I was different. He saw the bruises on my body, the pink
surgical lines, and the bitter grief that I could not hide, and
without ever saying so in words he told me to keep my horrors away
from his family.

Did I blame him?

No way.

“Are you listening to
anything I’m saying?” asked Rudy, and I realized that he had been
talking for a couple of minutes and I hadn’t heard a
word.

“No,” I said.

“Well, at least you didn’t
sugarcoat that with a lie.” He turned to face me. “Anyway, I asked
what happened when you went to the Warehouse yesterday.”

“The plan was to pack. I
wanted to get my shit out of there and maybe see about resubmitting
my application to the FBI.”

“Wouldn’t that be a big
step down? I’m not talking about pay and benefits, but in utilizing
your potential as a—”

“Screw that.”

“After the DMS, the FBI is
likely to be less of a challenge.”

“Fine by me.”

“Even boring.”

“Boring sounds
good.”

“No,” he said, “it
doesn’t. You think it does because you’re still traumatized, but
let’s be adults here, Joe—you’d never be able to work in something
that mundane again.”

“The FBI is hardly
mundane, Rude. Geez, they’re part of Homeland and—”

“—And they don’t do what
we do. What you do.”

I didn’t reply to that.
Instead I said, “When I got to the Warehouse, Church was out. He’s up in Brooklyn. But he left
some stuff for me in my quarters. Two things. Two options. Against
one wall was a stack of empty boxes so I could pack up my shit and
leave.”

“And the other
thing?”

“There was a file folder
on the bed. An intelligence folder. Inside was a surveillance photo
of a tall man taken two days ago at the Riviera Dei Fiori, on
the Italian Riviera.”

“Oh? Who was the man in
the photo?”

I drew on the cigar until
the coal glowed hot and orange. “Conrad Veder,” I said.

Rudy gaped and spilled his
beer down the front of his shirt.

“Dios mio!” he said,
and uttered a string of low, vicious curses in gutter
Spanish.

“Yeah,” I said.

Conrad Veder.

The man who had murdered Grace.

~3~

Later, when the sky was
littered with stars and the cooler was filled with empties and
melted ice, Rudy and I still sat in the beach chairs. We hadn’t
spoken in nearly an hour.

Finally, Rudy said, “You’re going after
him.”

A statement, not a question.

I nodded.

“When?”

“I don’t know. Soon. I
talked to our guys in Italy, the ones who obtained the surveillance
photos, and Veder dropped off the radar again. Everyone’s looking
for him and as soon as he’s spotted, they’ll get word to me right
away.”

“Don’t bite my head off
when I ask this, but what shape are you in to go after that
man?”

I shrugged.

“Joe, Veder is one of the
most highly skilled and dangerous assassins in the world. Even Mr.
Church said that he was in a class by himself. A master of every
kind of firearm, skilled in unarmed combat…”

“I don’t intend to
challenge him to a duel, Rudy. I’m going to find him and kill
him.”

Under most other
circumstances Rudy would rise to the challenge in that kind of statement and we’d wrangle about murder
versus self-defense, but not lately. He
would never come out and say so, but he wanted Veder dead
too.

“Are you taking the team?
Top and Bunny would—”

“No. This is
mine.”

“Is that wise?”

“I don’t care. This is
going to be a hunt and it may take a long time. I can’t drag around
a whole team when I’m sniffing out a trail.”

“So—is that why Mr. Church
has been talking about your dog?”

“Dog? I don’t have a
dog.”

“Mr. Church told me a
couple of days ago you were going to be training a military dog.
Are you doing that to help you hunt this man?”

“Rudy, I don’t have a dog
and I’m not planning on getting one. You must have misunderstood
what Church was saying.”

But, as it turns out, I was the one who was
wrong.

I did get a dog.

~4~

“I don’t want a dog,” I
said.

We were in the big training
room at the Warehouse. The trainer looked from Rudy to Church.
“I—”

“You could use a
companion,” suggested Rudy.

“You need a partner,”
advised Church.

“I don’t want a god
damned—”

“You have a choice,”
Church cut in. “You train with the dog and take him with you when
we get a fresh lead on Veder, or you don’t train with him and I
turn the lead over to Interpol and you can read about it in the
paper.”

I started to tell him what he could do with
that idea, but he interrupted me again.

“I’m sorry, Captain, for
giving you the misapprehension that this was a debate. Enjoy your
training.” With that he turned away. Over his shoulder he said,
“Bonding is an important part of the training process. I’ll leave
you to it.”

“Hey!” I yelled, but
Church was already talking on his cell phone. Or pretending
to.

The trainer, Zan Rosin,
smiled hopefully up at me. “He’s a very nice dog,” she said. “He’s exceptionally smart and has already
passed through standard and advanced
training in search and rescue, bomb detection, bark and hold,
high-speed disarm, cover and concealment…” Her words trickled down
and stopped when she saw my expression.

I glowered down at her
prodigy of a dog. A white Shepherd. Two hundred and five pounds,
with brown eyes that were currently sizing me up the way Rudy sizes
up a porterhouse steak.

“He’s very friendly,” she
said.

The dog bared his teeth.

“Look,” said Rudy, “he’s
smiling at you.”

The dog began to growl.

“Or not,” Rudy amended.
“Call me later, Cowboy.” He did not actually run, but he walked
away very fast.

The trainer and I watched
him go, and then she looked up at me
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