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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTIONS
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"DID YOU SAY NOVOCAINE?"

Always the same joke. They all cracked wise until they met him. Then came the humbling, quick and total.

"Noah Kayne. Noah, like from the Bible," I replied, waiting for the next smart-aleck comment. I could never figure out why people asking for help needed to make snide jokes.

"Let me guess, and Cain, like from the Bible too?"

"K.A.Y.N.E." I spelled it for him. Always the easiest way.

The fat man scribbled it down in his little notebook.

The diner waitress drifted over and refilled our coffee cups. The porcelain clinked against the saucer, and the smell curled up warm and bitter between us. I only got to drink the stuff when I came here to the city. Noah wouldn't allow caffeine, or any drug, back in the swamp on his land.

I took a long swallow and felt the rush as the hot liquid scorched the back of my throat. I would swear it helped me think faster, not that I was slow or anything.

"I thought you were him," the man looked confused. "No one told me he had a partner." He glanced around like he was on Candid Camera or something. Then he flipped back to his notes and nodded, like he found something that made it all click. "What's his fee?" he finally asked after thumbing between a few pages.

"You bargain shopping?" I returned, pretending to be insulted. I had full authority to run the business and knew how to negotiate good deals.

The man looked up at me. "I can't go back without a price," he said plainly.

"It's a hundred a day plus expenses."

The man whistled, putting on his own show just like I had. I'd done these enough times to know the choreography.

"Minimum wage is like a dollar-sixty cents," he said; his pencil was poised to write a number down, but he hadn't written the one I gave him.

"You get what you pay for." I smiled my banker's smile.

He frowned, but I saw his pencil moving.

"Boss might want to negotiate directly," he muttered, almost to himself, as he wrote.

"Ain't no direct negotiations," I told him. "Either I like the deal, or there is no deal." This was absolutely true, especially for a job like this. "You think you got other options? No hard feelings on my end. Just the coffee alone made the trip worth it." I pretended to stand.

He reacted right away. They always did. "No, no. Hold on there. The boss isn't happy about going outside the family, especially to deal with personal business, but your man comes with recommendations. Your rate is fine. How long do you think it will take?"

"You got a list of suspects?"

"No," he shook his head to drive the point home. "Well, yes, but the boss doesn't want to influence the work. It would defeat the whole point of bringing your man in. We need to know for sure; then we can deal with it."

"You think the fella is made?" I knew a lot about the organized side of crime.

"Between you and me?"

"Sure," I said.

"We're in Godfather part two land, almost certainly," he said in confidence.

I knew what he meant. The movie had just come out about a year ago. We all knew what it meant. I know it was you, Fredo.

"Kin?" I asked.

"Fuhgeddaboudit," he said in the classic gangster dialect.

I nodded. It was kin. The Miami crime bosses had a leak. They suspected a high-up made man, ranking family or related to ranking family. They had to plug the leak but couldn't risk making an accusation unless they were sure.

This would be uncomfortable for everyone.

"So how long?" he pressed again.

"Can you at least give me the different territories? How many are we talking about?"

He nodded; it was a reasonable question. "Three big bosses. Hollywood, Hialeah, and the Glades down through the keys."

Now it was my turn to think. "About two weeks each, so six weeks total." I did the quick math in my head. "But," I continued, "we'll need fifty percent upfront, you know, to keep it friendly."

He did some math in his little notebook and smirked. "This is highway robbery," he said back to me very seriously.

I spread my hands above the table. "Pot, kettle, all that."

He got the reference.

I met the same man a week later at my shack and makeshift dock. I owned land on the edge of the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki reservation. Kayne's family had large plots in the Everglades on the reservation, but I couldn't own land out there. This was as far into the Glades as I could get a legitimate deed.

Turned out the man's name was Tony, but he went by Tony Two-Shoes, pronounced like it was all his first name. I had on wading pants and a worn fishing shirt with a bunch of pockets.

The heat sat on us like a wet wool blanket.

Tony Two-Shoes looked ridiculous in his expensive two-piece suit. I could tell the tie was a clip-on, which impressed me for its practicality more than it detracted from his style. Better to live with a fashion faux pas than be adorned with a ready-made hangman's noose already cinched around your neck.

He had a briefcase. I assumed the money was in it but didn't ask to see it. If Tony were wasting our time, I wouldn't have to do anything; Noah would solve the situation, and Tony Two-Shoes, or No-Shoes as the case may be, would simply become a permanent swamp resident.

Tony Two-Shoes was also armed. He had a 9MM on his belt, and I could see a snub-nose thirty-eight strapped around his ankle. I'm sure he had a set of knuckles and probably a switchblade on him too. Good. None of it posed a risk to Noah or myself; we were experts. But in the Glades, a man had to be able to defend himself.

Still early morning. The wind on the ride out would be welcome.

"Go ahead and stow your gear under the seat," I said when Tony got close. I pointed to the airboat we'd be taking.

Tony stopped dead in his tracks when he saw it. "What the hell is that thing?" His eyes went wide. "Looks like a sideways helicopter."

Airboats had been around the Florida Everglades for as long as I could remember. Simple and effective machines with a smooth bottom and a gas engine that turned a giant fan on the back for propulsion. Basically a giant flat-bottomed skid, open other than the rear engine and fan.

For controls, it had a throttle governing how fast the fan spun and a stick directing the air left or right from the back.

I poked my head into the shack to grab the keys, then answered. "I guess that's pretty much what it is," I said as I slapped him on the back in passing.

I lifted the bench seat to show him where to stow his briefcase. "No sense risking it going over the side," I said with a grin. "Mostly gators in the water, so if it goes over, you'll be risking your life to jump in and get it back."

All true.

"Jesus," Tony Two-Shoes said, showing hesitance to step onto the boat.

"Call me Wade, friend. Wade Clay. I haven't gone by Jesus in some time," I joked.

"How far do we have to go on that thing?" Tony asked.

I was getting a little irritated; he was supposed to be a big tough guy. "Well, if we ever get moving, it's about a forty-minute trip." I gestured again for him to stow his gear and sit down.

Eventually he did, walking as though the ground were covered in glass and he was barefoot. He closed the bench top, sat down, then started looking around.

"What now?" I asked, letting my frustration bleed through.

"This thing doesn't have a seatbelt?"

There was currently an extensive marketing campaign from the government to try and get more people to wear the stupid things in cars.

"What's a seatbelt?" I joked as I reached down, unhooked the looped rope on the staple, and fired up the engine. The fan coughed once, then caught, and the roar swallowed every other sound in the Glades.

"What?" Tony Two-Shoes yelled after the engine roared.

I smiled a gator's smile and threw the throttle forward. The boat jumped from the dock, pinning Tony to the bench. The sawgrass flattened in our wake, and a pair of egrets scattered from the reeds like white rags thrown into the wind.

Based on the ride-out, they should have called him Tony White-Knuckles, but what do I know about their naming conventions?

It took Tony about half an hour to get comfortable. One of the features I always enjoyed about these airboats was that they were so loud my passengers rarely tried to converse, at least until we entered the narrows, the last fifteen or so minutes of the trip where I had to lower the speed to just a few miles per hour as we ran up different channels and then the long narrow canals that led to Noah's place.

Tony Two-Shoes was no different. A few moments after the engine died down, the questions started coming.

"This dude lives out here?" Tony asked, amazed.

"Born and raised," I said. I knew the story well. "Only substantial time he's spent away was during the war."

"Vietnam?" Tony asked.

"Nah," I answered, "that's still a current event. He and I are a bit older school."

"Korea?"

Wow, Noah and I really are getting long in the tooth. "World War Two," I helped him along.

"How old are you?" Tony asked, amazed. "You don't look much over forty to me."

"Just turned fifty a few weeks ago. I don't think Noah has a birth certificate with a date, but we reckon he's about the same age as me, maybe a hair older."

"My father fought in that war," Tony said.

I didn't take it as an insult or anything, just him taking inventory of his new friends.

"Noah and I grew up around here, but not close by. He was an offensive lineman on his high school football team. I was a linebacker at a rival school. We knew of each other and didn't like each other much."

I kept going; it was always the same story I told, and most of it was true.

"We both got drafted when I turned eighteen. We ended up in the same basic training unit; then we were both dropped into a support company for Patton's 20th Army Corps. I got a few promotions and ran S4 for the 2nd Armored. Noah, he carried one of the big fifty-caliber machine guns, an M60.

"He was the grunt on a fire team. The worst job there was, the lowest of the lows. The M60 was known as The Pig because it weighed so much and chewed through ammo like, well, like a pig. Every time they promoted him from buck private, he would go punch an officer and get busted back down.

"By the war's end, he knew everything there was to know about the mobile M60 and its mount. If he could have declared himself a subject matter expert, he could have become an M60 warrant officer. Well, if not for his twenty-something court marshals along the way."

I knew this trip well, and that story got us to the edge of Noah's property. Not my first trip out here, so I knew how to keep the chatter to a minimum.

There were very clear and very well-maintained signs nailed to tree branches as we slowly drifted up the narrow waterway. They said things like 'No Trespassing', 'Use of deadly force authorized', and the always popular 'Trespassers will be eaten'.

I now delivered my classic line, the one that made even the toughest guy pause. It had taken me years to perfect its delivery.

"Welcome to paradise, Tony Two-Shoes," I said, turning to lock eyes with him as the boat magically glided to rest on a sandbank. "Mind your step; you ain't the top of the food chain no more."

Much of this was orchestrated. Noah understood psyops, just as I did. We learned it was just easier to get everything covered up front, including the fact that Noah Kayne was the baddest, most brutal, scariest dude you could ever have the misfortune of meeting.

I moored the boat and indicated a sand path that led through some trees up to the main compound. Mosquitoes and gnats swarmed everywhere, a living fog of tiny wings. Three or four gators were sunbathing a few yards to either side of the path. Tony froze when he saw them.

"Stay tall, and don't look edible," I joked, slapping him on the shoulder as I walked past him to take the lead.

I strode up past the gators, their tails thick as fence posts in the sand, across a little wood bridge we built about a decade ago, and into the central clearing. Noah had five shacks, each about the same nondescript swamp-looking shanty, each evenly spaced around a main sand area with a big fire pit in the middle. The exteriors were weathered, moss-covered planks that had long surrendered to the dampness. Whatever color they'd been painted had faded into muted greens and browns, camouflaging them in the surrounding foliage.

Power lines ran in from the north, and there was just the sound of a generator or some machine humming far off in that direction. The place was decorated with skulls from the local wildlife. Alligator skulls, some of them three or four feet for just the head. Snake skulls and full skeletons, many with rattlers still present. A wild pig carcass turned on a spit over the fire. It smelled fantastic.

As a joke, on the two poles flanking the shack we were heading for on the far end of the clearing sat two full oversized jackalope skeletons. The head of a rabbit with deer antlers on the body of something about the size of a twenty-pound dog.

"What the hell..." Tony trailed off, feeling pressure not to disturb the sanctity of the place with loud speech. It gave the impression of something religious even though it was not. All designed for a show, and the design was pulling its weight today.

The only sound outside Tony's muttering was the insects' background drone and our shoes crunching sand underfoot as we walked.

I pushed the door open and stood to the side, indicating Tony Two-Shoes go in ahead of me. When the door swung wide, we were both hit with the smell of peppermint and fire. This was what Noah Kayne smelled like. Very masculine and oddly pleasant.

The interior was dark. A single light near the back, the kind that threw more shadow than illumination. In front of it, the silhouette of a seated man on a chair with a high back. It almost looked like a throne in the dim glow, but it wasn't.

The man was huge, very wide, and very imposing. Somehow, even though the light was behind him, his eyes caught it and reflected a glow. Two massive Nigerian Ridgebacks sat at attention on either side of him. In the darkness, you could sense them more than see them. Tough dogs, scarred from their hunts, and between the two of them, they could take down an alligator twice their size.

I walked past Tony, who had stopped, so I could stand next to Noah. When I passed, I slapped him on the shoulder again. I knew he hated it, and under normal circumstances, he would have tried to put me in my place given his status, but here, now, he knew to take it.

"Tony Two-Shoes, please meet Noah Kayne," I said with a spring in my step as I passed.

Tony stood there awkwardly for too long, then said, still looking at me oddly, "Thank you for taking the time to consider our offer." He spoke the way I imagined he would when addressing a big boss in his world.

Noah made a grunting sound.

I nodded and stepped forward, taking Tony into my confidence, speaking closely and in a grave voice. "Tony," I said, gripping his arm to show him how serious I was. "I already told you I make the business deals. You wouldn't be here if we were only considering your offer. Stay focused, don't waste Mr. Kayne's time."

I stepped back and shot an "I handled it" nod to Noah. This was all part of the show and wasn't, at the same time, if you follow.

We all three stood there in silence until it got uncomfortable. Well, me and Tony stood. Noah remained in his seat, and I doubt he noticed, or cared, if me or Tony were comfortable or not.

"Tony," I finally said, "why don't you just explain the job to Mr. Kayne here? I assume the money is in the briefcase?"

Tony Two-Shoes might not be a guy I could throw multiple questions at, so I clarified for him.

"Is the money in the briefcase?"

He squinted to find me in the dim light. "Yeah," he said. I was impressed he had some force in his voice still. Tough guy; good for him.

"Great," I returned cordially. "Go ahead and put it down and up against the wall. Then go ahead and explain the job."

Tony did much better with serial instructions instead of parallel ones. I filed that away in case it ever came in handy.

"We've got a mole," Tony spoke strongly and forcefully; he was a confident guy. "But not the kind you think. It ain't an informant to the cops or feds. It's worse. We're starting to get muscled by some new players. Russians."

"Communist bastards?" Noah spoke for the first time. His voice was just as big and wide as he was. I also knew he hated the communists, although I didn't know they were part of this puzzle; I had assumed a more traditional situation.

"Yeah," Tony emphasized his newfound connection. "Look, we love this country as much as the next guy. We're organized, after all. But these new bastards, they don't see things like we do. They got different ideas for an end game. But none of that is here nor there. We're more than capable of running these rats out of town. Our problem is that someone is tipping them off right now before we do anything. We're losing men. We need to plug the hole; once the playing field is closer to level, we got it. Don't you worry about us."

"You run kids?" Noah asked. He only had a few rules about who he worked with; this was one of them.

"Hell no!" Tony responded with a lot of energy. "We've stomped out most of those bolsas de suciedad."

Hearing the big fat Italian mobster speak pretty good street Spanish was funny. Welcome to Miami-Dade.

"What do you want once I figure out your rat? You want an exterminator too?"

Tony squinted again, trying to get a better look at Noah in the dark room. "No, this is all administrative. We just need a report and something concrete to go on. We think it's a higher-up, so we need to be able to squash the politics of it so no one leaves butt hurt."

"It doesn't always go neat and tidy like that," I said. Noah identified the requirement; I needed to negotiate the business end of the deal.

"We don't judge," Tony said, "But let's just say the easiest way to have us all stay friends would be a report, not an execution."

"Can't rule out self-defense," I countered.

"I got it," Tony said. "Our position on this is solid."

We went through some other details, just basic stuff. I wrote down a number of addresses. It mostly seemed our new mafia friends ran pretty close to the edge of legitimate. They made their money through a dock worker union, basic protection, and some numbers, although that business was fading. In its place were the Indian casinos, which the Italians were still trying to figure out.

When we were done, and everything was agreed upon, I took Tony back out the way we had come in. Early afternoon now, and Noah's daughters were tending to the pig on the spit and working up what dinner might be.

I stopped Tony when I saw they were out. "Tony, don't stare when we get back outside. The girls are Noah's daughters. Got it?"

He gave me a sideways look of indignation and confusion, but he nodded he understood.

When we stepped out, it was just as I remembered. Even I had to work hard to keep my eyes to myself, especially when it was hot, like today. Noah's three daughters were between sixteen and twenty-five. Out of respect, I won't go into much detail; let's just say they were big healthy girls, were easy on the eye, and their momma made most of their clothes with an eye on cost savings.

Tony's eyes ballooned, and his mouth fell open. I reached over and pushed it closed. He blinked, confused all over again.

"We literally just had this conversation," I said.

"Fuhgeddaboudit," he said with much more Italian accent than usual.
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CHAPTER 2: GRUNT WORK
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THE SUNSETS OUT HERE on the edge of things were often breathtaking. Today was one of them. The flames from the fire pit and the colors in the sky all danced together, oranges bleeding into purples above the treeline. I would have killed for a beer, but we were dry as an Alabama county on a Sunday out here on Noah's land.

His wife, Agatha, and his girls were cleaning everything up after the meal. Noah and I were sitting in a pair of comfortable chairs with our shoes off and our feet in the warm Florida sand.

Now, don't go thinking we weren't all for women's liberation and all that, that we were just sitting here while they did women's work. Not in the least, or at least not like you modern types might think. Just because we were southern didn't make us cavemen.

Noah and I spent two full days tracking and killing that hundred-pound pig way out there in the muck. Then we took turns carrying the thing back for half a day. More a barter deal than anything else; we busted our butts for a couple of days to hunt the food, and they gave up a couple of days to prepare the stuff.

Noah wasn't all that much of a talker. Not that he lacked for things to say; I think he truly preferred to listen. He was always pondering something. He read a lot, too, far more than I did. Old schoolbooks, stuff from ancient Greece, a lot of philosophers and historians. What he got out of it, I never understood. Not like he would bring up the topics in conversation or anything.

He was relaxed in his chair, the sunset over, the sky almost completely transitioned. "Do you need my help in any of this?" he asked.

Our business model was a little one-sided, not that I'm complaining or ever would. Fifty-fifty partners, but I did almost all the toil. Noah didn't like to leave his property, so my job was to do all the legwork and only come out here and fetch him if things went overly sideways.

Not that he was lazy; the opposite. It was more the adage that to a hammer, everything looked like a nail. Well, Noah was a hammer, pure and simple. My job was to know when I was dealing with a nail or something different that wouldn't respond as well to the pounding.

"It's going to depend on if their Russian connection sees me coming before I figure out who they are," I was working through the scenarios.

Noah nodded his understanding. "How are you going to figure it out?" he asked. Noah's voice was powerful, and as I said before, it sounded very wide, which is the only way I know to describe it. From a dialect standpoint, he had one of the oddest inflections I have ever heard, kind of an American Indian accent crossed with New York Jewish overtones and French shades.

One-of-a-kind.

"We should probably set up a check-with-me schedule," he said.

We learned this system in the 1950s doing more aggressive detective work. If one of us was in the field, we agreed on a location and something to be left there or moved around to show that everything was okay. If one of us missed a check-in, it signaled real trouble.

"When's Agatha doing the shopping next?" I asked. We had used a stop sign on her way to the market before. In all fairness, that was back a few years when Noah was willing to get more of his food from the outside world.

Noah shook his head. "Ella's attending courses at the agriculture school at Florida International; they have a campus right off forty-one," he said. I knew this but hadn't thought he would be willing to get one of his daughters involved.

"Around the east side is the student parking lot," he told me. "There's a stop sign right opposite the parking lot sign. You can't miss it. Let's do red, green, and yellow. And let's start tomorrow."

Red, green, and yellow were rotating colors we used for different days. Such a little simple system it was harder to explain than to do. Basically, every night, I would put a little sticker on the bottom right of the stop sign. The color would change daily in sequence, red, green, yellow. These were the colors of a stoplight; somehow, drivers didn't notice them on the stop signs
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