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Chapter One

Nordeen was right to send me. I feel three heartbeats at the ridges of the 
ancient crater we’re resting in. Snipers. I don’t know for sure, but 
their hearts are tense and their trigger fingers twitchy. As soon as 
I got out of the car their right eyes all zoomed in on something. If 
they’re not snipers then they’re one-eyed caffeine freaks with mus-
cular dystrophy in their fingers. At least they’re smart enough to 
know not to shoot me right away. Their boy, my date, Omar, wants 
what we have. If it’s not in the car and they shoot us, they’re shit out 
of luck.

“Stay in the car, no matter what,” I say, leaning into the passenger 
side of the twelve-year-old Mercedes-Benz that has dragged me to 
this ancient and massive hole in the ground. The meteor that crashed 
here centuries ago is as cold as Fou-Fou’s response to my command. 
His steady sub-Saharan heartbeat is the only answer I get from the 
240-pound menace. He’ll play it smart. Always does. The kid in the 
back is who I’m really speaking to. Nineteen, can’t pee straight, and 
ready to scrap, the native Moroccan looks more spooked than ready. 
“Understand?” I bark at him in his native Berber instead of the usual 
French patois we play with.

“I got your back.” He says. His blood pressure is pumping a 
steady drum and bass beat. His rank breath is stinking up the car. I 
guess his family had the Third World dental plan: eat for a month or 
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get one of your children’s teeth fixed. I know which one his parents 
chose. Maybe when we’re done with all of this, I’ll help him.

“Get my back by staying in the fucking car, man. Keep with the 
package until I call for you. Yes?”

“Yes. Yes. But if that fucker Omar starts anything . . .”
“I’ll finish it.” I barely get the words out before two heartbeats 

enter the gully from the opposite side. Before I get up I close my 
eyes. I envision the three ridge heartbeats. They’ve been waiting 
for this a long time. Too long. They’re tired. It doesn’t take much 
to nudge them into sleep. It takes a little more effort to put them 
into the REM state needed so that they’ll stay down, so I release 
the brain’s native marijuana, anandamide, into their minds in 
P-Funk-size quantities. With one person it would have been easy. 
Three folks, far away, hurt a little. Knew it would. That’s why I didn’t 
bother to use my abilities to warm myself up. I’ve got limits just like 
everyone else.

I read bodies the way pretentious, East Coast Americans read the 
New Yorker. With a little focus, I can manipulate my body and others’ 
on a molecular level. With a lot of focus, I can push organs and whole 
biological systems around. But if I do it too much, I get tired and 
hungry. I’ve got skills. What I don’t have is patience.

“Taggert.” Hate the way Omar says my name. Hate the way he 
slams his fucking door all the time. Hate the way his heart is always 
skipping like it’s lying. Hate the way he smells. Hate his Third World 
breath as I give him the mandatory three kisses business partners 
expect in this part of the world. Hate this fucking man.

“You’re late.”
“Don’t be mad, Taggert. These things take time.”
“What things?” His heartbeat is as erratic as I expected. He thinks 

he’s got us in a trap. It’s not the first time someone has thought that.
“Finances, my friend. We have many investors. Some are not so 

much forthcoming with the funds as you asked. . . .” His bad English 
irks me almost as much as this crap-ass play.
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“I didn’t ask for anything. You know who I represent, and he 
doesn’t ask for anything. You don’t got the funds, we don’t have any 
drama. We’ll take our product back to Maximus and—”

“You are so harsh, Taggert. This is not Marseilles, this is Morocco. 
You must . . .” I open my jacket quickly and brace myself against the 
cold mountain air. Omar’s new trigger boy is as twitched as my foul- 
mouth nineteen-year-old. Either that or he really has no idea who I 
represent; he actually palms his .45. Omar—who has sense enough to 
know what a bad play that would be—tells him to calm down with a 
wave of his hand. For my part I just hold up the razor-blade necklace 
my boss gave me.

“Razor-neck crew,” I say in the hill language of the Berbers. 
“That’s who you’re dealing with. This ain’t the medina. This should 
be a simple exchange. It’s not. I’m not in a position to negotiate and 
neither are you. So we back out of this. Let our betters talk to each 
other and make another meet time. That’s the smartest play for you.”

“Hey, French boy! How about you don’t tell me what the smart 
play is?” Omar shouts like he owns something. I don’t know who told 
him I was from Marseilles, but I’ve never tried to change his mind. I 
do know why he’s so mad. At five-three he’s got the Napoleon com-
plex bad. Anytime anyone tells him what he can’t do, it’s like setting 
off a firecracker. I didn’t do it on purpose, but I’ll be damned if I let 
some midget with an attitude and nothing but new booty for backup 
bark at me.

“How about you fuck the dumb shit, you son of a maggot-ridden 
whore, and make your move. Come on, you want to pull something. 
Want to try and jack the shipment? Make your play!” I open my arms 
wide and make a grand circle, inviting the unconscious snipers to 
take their shots. Halfway through it occurs to me that there might 
be more than three snipers, or that the new booty might be dumb 
enough to shoot one of the razor-neck crew in the back even with 
God knows who still hiding in the car. Luckily, I make my round with 
no shots fired. Omar’s face finally reflects what his pulse has been 
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telling me all along. He’s scared shitless. I march up close, a nose hair 
away, before I start speaking again. At the same time I’ve increased 
the pressure on the new booty’s bladder three times over. He’s afraid 
to move for pissing himself.

“This is your play, ain’t it, Omar? Your bosses don’t know any-
thing about this, do they?”

“Can you forgive your brother for—” I crack him on the jaw 
hard with my fist. Before he reaches the ground my elbow gets a 
piece in, too. Now that he’s pissed himself, the new booty feels totally 
ineffective, even with the .45 in his hand. Who am I to tell him he’s 
wrong?

“You are not my brother.” It’s a chore to keep it French. That’s 
how I know I’m mad. I only want to speak English when I’m pissed 
off. “Don’t ever let those words pass your lips again.” I look up quickly 
at the new booty. He almost jumps. “Go get what cash you brought. 
Now.” Less than a minute later, a briefcase with six hundred thousand 
euros is at my feet and the smell of piss has invaded my nostrils. This 
guy needs to drink more water.

“So we can do the deal?” Omar asks, still trying to salvage 
something.

“You’re short. For every day we have to wait for full payment, it’s 
ten percent marked on. We hold on to the product until then. If it’s 
over a week, we start selling it off, ten percent at a time, to your com-
petitors, and you still owe for the full amount.”

“Taggert.” He tries to think of some way to convince me to do 
something else but then realizes I’m holding all the cards. To reward 
the comprehension I throw him a handkerchief.

“Your betters won’t be mad at you for trying to trick us. That’s 
the name of the game. But it was that you didn’t have a Plan B. You 
might lose a finger or thumb or something because you didn’t have 
a way to cut your losses and just do the damn thing the way it’s 
supposed to be done. Don’t take it personal. Just the cost of doing 
business.”
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My back’s to them and I’m heading to the car. Neither one of 
them will move on me. Omar is dialing right now, trying to ring in 
on his snipers. I can “feel” a phone vibrating in one of their pockets 
now. Doesn’t matter. We got the money and held the hashish. Plus we 
didn’t leave any bodies behind. Nordeen will be as happy as he gets.




