
        
            
                
            
        

    
  


THE APEX PREDATOR

By Michael Koryta





  

The Cleveland organized crime scene changed overnight in 1977 due to a car bomb that killed Danny Greene, the Irish mobster. Thirty-five years later, it changed again, due to a rug.


  Dainius Belov had enjoyed an unprecedented run at the top of the city’s crime empire since arriving from Russia in the spring of 1991. He was smart, he was ruthless, he was cautious, and he was protected by a man named Thor.


  In their 22 years together, rivals had risen and fallen, both from the outside world and within their own, on a regular basis, and most often at Thor’s hand. There was a time, maybe, when this role as primary enforcer would have bothered Thor. That time was hard for him to recall, though, and after enough years he was no longer certain it had ever existed. The craft of killing came to him in stages. First had been the obvious — kill or be killed. It was important to be skilled in a violent world. In a place alive with predators, the apex predator lived the longest. Later, there was money in murder, and money promised things, or at least told lovely lies. Thor had come to believe it was the latter, but, nevertheless, it had been a stage. The last stage, or what he understood to be the last stage in his time with Belov, was an understanding that a loyal and violent man was always a man of value in the sort of world where Thor had always lived. Do what you were told, when you were told — and only what, and only when, and those in power took notice. It was through a cultivation of these understandings that Thor had won Belov’s favor in Russia, and it was through Belov that Thor had escaped Russia. At the time, he had not anticipated they would remain together so long. All he’d wanted was out. What he’d won in the end was simply a relocation. The bloody world traveled with them.


  He’d seen his first murder victim at the age of 4, and at the age of 6, he witnessed his first killing — his father bleeding out on a snow-covered Moscow sidewalk in front of his family, felled by bullets fired from inside a black sedan with a crack in the rear window. First for police investigators, and then for himself for years afterward, Thor tried to remember any visual detail of the car or the shooters beyond the color and that cracked window. He never succeeded.


  The car lingered in memory, his father less so, and the impact of the killing, probably least of all as the years passed and the body count rose. The English word for the way Thor felt about killing was desensitized, but he did not think that it was a proper fit. Maybe he was overly sensitized. Maybe he understood more than most. Maybe the people who had not killed or could not imagine being killed were the desensitized breed.


  He had stopped worrying about that long ago.


  Because Dainius Belov was cautious, because he was cunning, he did not conduct business at his home. Once, a private investigator had located him through his house staff and it was only because of Thor’s carefully articulated risk-reward debate that the PI had not been killed. The detective, a man named Lincoln Perry, was not a man of consequence, Thor had explained, and time had borne out his promise: No harm had come to them after allowing Perry to live.


  No business had been conducted in Belov’s house on Lake Boulevard, either.


  

  * * *


  

  When Belov summoned Thor to the home in the spring of 2011, it was only because he was so ill that he could not stand, plagued by a cancer that infected him but could not kill him. Radiation had killed the cancer, or held it at bay at least, and most of the city would never know he had been so weak.


  It was during that one visit that Thor met the tiger cub.


  Belov was staying in a bedroom that looked out over the water and on that day the sun was high and the sky was cloudless and Lake Erie had a hard blue glitter. There were monitors and machines surrounding the bed and there were tubes and wires connected to Belov and a small tiger was trying to pull the wires free, and it made Belov laugh. Thor had never seen the cat. He asked why Belov had such a thing.


  “He’s one of us! From near our homeland, at least. And look at him. Just sit and watch him. Better yet — feel his fur.”


  Thor was standing in the doorway and would have to get down on the floor to touch the cat and he was not comfortable kneeling in Belov’s presence. In anyone’s presence. But the tiger had lost interest in the wires and was trying to climb Thor’s leg by then, so strong for such a small animal, and his eyes were golden and intense, fixed upon Thor’s blue eyes as if he understood much about him. Somehow, standing there looking down at the animal, Thor believed that it was true. That the cat did understand much. It was not a feeling he had encountered with many humans. A woman once, long ago. She was dead now.


  “He is from Siberia?” Thor asked, because that was what he understood of such tigers.


  “His kind originates there at least. Now? Now they are bred here in barns. Garages. They are not so hard to find, not in this country.”


  That both surprised Thor and disappointed him. Upon hearing it he was glad that Belov had saved the cat. He lowered himself onto the floor and the tiger crawled into his lap immediately and curled one paw around Thor’s back and swiped.


  “No, no, no,” Thor said, and then he removed his gun from the spine holster that the tiger had somehow sensed. He placed it on a high shelf where the cat could not reach it and Belov laughed until the laughter hurt him and became true shaking and the tears became those of pain. Belov had never wept in Thor’s presence and Thor had never been unarmed in his.


  All of this was because of the cat.


  He was a marvelous creature. He was all paws and head it seemed, and his legs didn’t work in sync just yet; when he tried to move quickly one would get ahead of the other and eventually he would spill himself over, tumble upright, and try again. He was always lifting his head, craning his neck, trying to get a higher vantage point, as if there was too much he could not see and that was a source of concern. Thor held him and lifted him high so he could observe all that he wanted. When he showed him the lake, the cat yawned, his pink tongue curling out and wrapping up to the tip of his nose. He was incredibly soft and incredibly warm.


  “How many months old is he?” Thor asked, and Belov laughed again, shorter this time, cautious.


  “Five weeks.”


  “Weeks!” It seemed impossible. He was already so big. “What does he eat?”


  It turned out that the tiger was still bottle-fed, despite his size. Belov urged Thor to feed him and for a reason Thor could not explain he did not want to do this, but Belov was insistent and so Thor held the bottle of milk and the tiger reached and grasped it on both sides with his paws, surprisingly dexterous, and gulped and swallowed. When the bottle was empty he swatted it aside and chased it as would a housecat, only once again the undeveloped coordination became his undoing, and he somersaulted over his head and onto his back, bemused eyes facing a ceiling where once there had been a floor. This time when Belov laughed Thor nearly did as well. Nearly.


  “Would you like one?” Belov asked.


  Yes, Thor wanted to say. The animal was magnificent. He wanted one very badly. But the cat was only five weeks old and already so big.


  “I could not care for it,” he said.


  Belov gave a dismissive wave of the hand, but he was tiring then, the visit had gone on too long already, and whatever argument he might have offered did not come. They spoke then only of topics of business and Thor soon left the house.


  

  * * *


  

  There was a man named Tobias who lived on Clark Avenue in an area that had once been home to stockyards. The buildings were vacant now — so much of the city was — and behind graffiti-laced brick walls and broken windows the rooms looked as they were supposed to, cavernous and empty and dusty. You had to look very hard to find the cameras, and then, when you followed the angle of the lenses, you’d find the canvas tarpaulins stretched out over forgotten wooden pallets stacked in one corner. Remove the tarpaulins and those top pallets would be empty and broken, designed to cause anyone who cared to inspect them to lose interest swiftly. Remove the top six, though, and you’d find black garbage bags inside the pallets, and inside the garbage bags you would find $50,0000 of counterfeit currency in $20 and $10 bills.


  There were 85 garbage bags.


  Even in fake bills, $4.2 million seemed like a lot when taken all at once. It was less impressive when parceled out in small quantities, which was the manner in which it was to be distributed. Unfortunately, Tobias, whose job it was to distribute those bills, had become a bit too convinced of the ease of his task. Unfortunately, Tobias was unaware of the cameras that Belov had installed long before he installed Tobias.


  In the past three months, the contents of one and a half garbage bags had left the abandoned building in Tobias’s pockets. It amounted to $75,000, which was hardly a fortune, but it was more money than was wise to steal from Dainius Belov. By about $75,000.


  If Thor had one regret when it came to required dealings with close associates, it was that they understood his purpose all too well. There was no confusion about him; his errands were specific, and they were understood.


  So it came to pass that when he arrived on Clark Avenue and knocked on the rusted steel door in the alley, Tobias began to weep even before the door was all the way open. Not resist, just weep.


  “This is not necessary,” he said.


  “You understand why I am here,” Thor said.


  “It’s going to be replaced. It was always going to be replaced. Not only that, it was going to be replaced by real money!”


  He was screaming now and though the street was quiet, and had been quiet for years in this particular stretch of the neighborhood, Thor had never cared for noise, and so he pushed Tobias back into the building and let the heavy door slam shut behind them. Inside, the empty space stretched for at least 10,000 square feet and it was lit by a single fluorescent light in the corner where Tobias usually sat. There was an old barber’s chair there, something they’d pulled out of a dumpster because it had seemed amusing to someone at some time, and it was propped up on one side by a cinder block for balance. Beside the chair was a tall table with three ashtrays, all of them full. Tobias didn’t have much to do with his time here; just wait and watch the bags of fake money and consider what could be purchased with them. It was not a job for the weak-willed or the impulsive.


  “Please calm down,” Thor said. Though his voice was always soft it was somehow never calming, a problem he had no idea how to fix. Perhaps it had nothing to do with the voice. “Please. I do not want you to shout.”


  Whatever his voice lacked in calming qualities it made up in instructive impact. People tended to listen. Tobias stopped shouting. He wiped sweat from his face and said, softly, “Sorry, man. It’s just…your fucking eyes.”


  “My eyes?”


  “They just…forget it.”


  “No. Please explain your concern with my eyes.”


  Tobias wiped his face again and said, “They never show anything. I could whisper or I could scream, I could lie or tell the truth, I could beg you or tell you that your mother is a filthy whore, and your eyes wouldn’t change.”


  “I apologize,” Thor said. “I do not know if that is something that is in my control, but I promise you that I will consider it. Now, please sit down. Tell me what happened. I need to understand how it went wrong.”


  After Thor gestured back out of the darkness and into the light, they walked together to the corner of the warehouse.


  “Sit down and tell me why it happened,” Thor said, and Tobias sat in the old barber’s chair, his feet propped up, the only thing missing the smock to keep his clothes clean. Thor did not sit. He was standing in full view of the cameras that had once watched Tobias, but he was aware that the cameras had been turned off. They were alone in a room where once cattle had waited to die. Though it had been many years, the smell of them wasn’t entirely gone.


  Tobias explained, and Thor listened without speaking. There had been financial troubles that weren’t of Tobias’s making, nor even his responsibility — his sister had gotten into a poor romantic relationship, and there had been a domestic quarrel, and she needed money for rent and for the care of Tobias’s nephew, and all of this had been cared for easily by fake dollars in dusty garbage bags. They would be replaced by real dollars.


  “How soon might that happen?” Thor said when Tobias had spent himself of words and the tears on his cheeks had begun to dry.


  “Immediately! Immediately.”


  “Oh?” Thor shifted his head and raised his eyebrows. “That would be useful, certainly. That would be good.”


  “Dainius will understand?”


  “Dainius would like to see the money returned, yes. He will understand that you have returned the dollars that you owe.”


  “Thank you,” Tobias said. “Thank you, thank you.” He reached behind him then, and another man might have tensed, fearing a gun, but Thor did not fear a gun from Tobias, and Thor was always tensed.


  “Tell him I’m sorry,” Tobias was saying as he withdrew a worn leather wallet. “Tell him that it was for her and my baby nephew, not me. It was not money that went up my nose or into my veins. It went to my family. He has my name, you know. She named her baby after me.”


  Thor watched in silence as Tobias emptied his wallet of currency — two $100 bills, six 20s, one 5. Tobias offered them to him.


  “Three hundred and twenty-five dollars,” Thor said, not moving his own hand. “That would seem to be a bit short.”


  “It’s the start. More every week. More every day.”


  Thor didn’t answer. The money floated there between them in a hand that was now shaking.


  “These are real!” Tobias screamed. “Does he not understand that difference! I will pay him back with real money!”


  The shouting again. It had always bothered Thor, one of the reasons he didn’t care to attend concerts or sporting events, and it bothered him even more when the shouts were directed at him, personally.


  “I will tell him and we will see if he agrees with you that there is a marked difference,” he said. He reached out with his right hand then and accepted the bills, and with it, the fingers that held them. When he pulled back, Tobias stumbled forward and by then Thor’s left hand was already flashing up. Long ago he had trained himself to be almost fully ambidextrous; it was the most useful skill that most men ignored. In the left hand was a black Benchmade pocket knife, a fine knife but a small one, with only a four-inch folding blade. It was long enough, though.


  The blade entered Tobias’s throat on the right side and exited on the left and Thor pushed him back and stepped free and the geyser of warm blood made no contact with him. Tobias stumbled backward and reached for his throat as if to close the wound. He fell into the chair upon which he’d sat for so many hours, staring at those bags of fake dollars. There, where countless men had sat trustingly as razors glided over their skin, he died with his eyes on Thor. Thor waited until it was done, and then he pocketed the $325 to return it to Dainius Belov.


  On the drive home, he was troubled by the nephew who had been named after Tobias, and so he sought to purge it from his mind. He turned his thoughts to the tiger cub then, the somersaulting pursuit of the milk bottle, and he smiled.


  

  * * *


  

  Thor did not return to the house on Lake Boulevard until the winter of 2012. This time, it was nearly a social call — Belov summoned him to give him a bottle of vodka that had once belonged to a rival in a place far away. It had been this man’s money that provided Thor and Belov with their exit from Russia, and the initial wealth that began to build Belov’s Cleveland empire. Thor had shot the man twice in the forehead as he prepared to open the vodka, and Belov took the bottle before they left, and six weeks later they had been in America.


  Belov had always kept the bottle.


  Now, in the Christmas season of 2012, he wanted to drink from it. It had been a profitable year and his cancer was in remission and his strength was back. He hungered for some gesture of triumph, it seemed, and had chosen this one, and Thor as his partner in the moment.


  “Here is to enduring,” Belov said in his toast, and Thor thought that was well spoken, for it was all that they’d done: They had conquered nothing, they had only endured better than most. They clinked glasses and drank together and Thor looked out of the window at the sparkling lights of the surrounding houses and then he asked after the tiger cub.


  “Where has it gone?” he said. “Because it is surely not in the house.”


  “Wrong, my friend. Wrong.” Belov was smiling when he said it, and then Thor followed his pointing finger and saw for the first time the rug on the white carpet at the base of the stairs. Orange and black stripes. So beautiful.


  “Would you like one?” Belov said. “This version I am sure you can care for!”


  He threw his head back and laughed in the manner that only untouchable men can achieve. Thor, who knew there was no such thing as an untouchable man, did not remember the last time that he had laughed.


  He didn’t now.


  Thor could not take his eyes off the rug. His mouth was dry despite the vodka. The vodka that had once belonged to a man he’d killed. He took another sip and tried to use the burning taste to remind him of that — killing, killing, he had killed men, he had killed many men.


  Still he could not look away from the rug.


  “What?” Belov said, and his tone had soured. Thor took another drink and when he spoke again his voice was steady, as it always was.


  “I could have one?” he said. “I could have a rug like that?”


  “You can have that one, for all I care. Take it.”


  “No. I mean…one of my own.”


  Belov smiled as if he finally understood. “You would like to choose.”


  “There are choices? This is what you are saying?”


  Belov asked him if he remembered the warehouse on Fulton Avenue where they had stored stolen cars, more than a hundred of them at times. Thor had driven a Lamborghini into the building once and nearly kept it, such a beautiful machine, but it did not suit his needs, it drew the eye and that was the last thing he wanted. He said that he remembered the warehouse, and Belov told him to go there and pick the rug he wanted.


  They drank more then, they finished the bottle. Belov commented on how much Thor drank and how swiftly. He usually did not indulge. Thor knew that this was not a pleasing sight for Belov, who took such reassurance in the fact that Thor was not a man of indulgences.


  “It is a special bottle,” Thor said, and on this they could agree. He shook his boss’s hand then and left the house and walked into the snow and sparkling lights. When he got into his car he intended to go home — he knew there were doors you should not open and that this was one of them — but instead he found himself on Fulton Avenue.


  There were 59 tigers in the warehouse. Some nearly full grown, some the size of the cub he had once fed with a bottle. Those that were grown were kept in cages so small that they could not stand.


  “This instead of cars?” he asked the man who was guarding the place.


  The man shrugged. “Belov enjoys them. He enjoys the thrill of the hunt.”


  Thor felt an ease slip into his bloodstream in the way that alcohol worked for some men. The hunt. This he had not understood.


  “He shot it?”


  “With a gun the size of my leg. Still it took two rounds.” This was said admiringly.


  “Where did he hunt it?”


  “Out to Sheffield Lake.”


  “Sheffield Lake.” Thor thought of the tiny town and tried to imagine where one might safari there. “I am afraid I am not following. There is a preserve of some kind?”


  The man regarded Thor curiously — uneasily, that was the better word, and it was an expression Thor knew well — and said, “Of some kind, yes. Listen, that’s not my end of things. I don’t know what to tell you. What does Belov want? Why did he send you here?”


  “I’m to pick one,” Thor said.


  “So pick.”


  “Not just yet.”


  

  * * *


  

  In the week that followed, he tried to count the men he had killed. It wasn’t as easy a task as it should have been. There were occasions in which he was not sure if it had been his bullet or another’s that had extinguished life, those firefights in which chaos ruled. He knew that he had killed many, though. Many.


  He believed that such knowledge should help him now.


  It did not.


  

  * * *


  

  The private investigator had retired, or so Thor understood, but he still ran a gym on the west side of the city. Thor went there in search of him only to learn that he was working again. That was interesting. Thor had heard nothing of him in some time and was curious that he had returned to the business. He had never imagined needing a detective, but he had always operated within the confines of Belov’s empire, as well, and it was necessary now to step outside of it. Thor did not trust many people in the world, and it was strange how readily Perry came to mind.


  But Perry knew secrets that could have harmed Thor and Belov, and he had never shared those secrets. It was possible that he had not because he was afraid of the consequences — this was how it typically went where Thor was concerned — but somehow he was convinced that wasn’t the case with Perry. The man seemed to understand that sometimes honor was hidden in shades of gray.


  The detective agency was in a stone building with an ancient clock on the exterior wall. Second floor, corner room. It felt strange to enter such a place, but even stranger to knock, so he simply walked inside instead.


  “You realize,” Lincoln Perry said after a long silence, “that this is exactly how most of my nightmares begin?”


  “You remember me.”


  “Yes, Thor. I have a recollection or two. Professional detective, you know. Trained to remember things. I’m particularly good with people who have weighed the pros and cons of taking my life.” He tapped a fingertip off his skull. “Steel trap when it comes to that. Steel trap.”


  “There is something,” Thor said, “that I would like to report to the police. Or maybe not the police. To some…proper authority.”


  Perry looked at him as if Thor had spoken in his mother tongue instead of English.


  “It would not be wise for me to do this personally,” Thor continued. “I try to…limit my conversations with such figures. You understand.”


  “I get the gist, sure.”


  “Would you be willing to do me a favor?” Thor said.


  “Has anyone ever answered that question with a no to you?”


  “Not twice,” Thor said, and Perry smiled. Then Thor told him the favor, and the smile went away.


  “You’re serious about this?” Perry was tapping his hand lightly on the desk now, and Thor knew without asking that there would be a gun under the desk. He didn’t believe that Perry would consider reaching for it, but still it interested him. Perry knew him as well as Tobias had, perhaps even better in his own way, and yet he had notions of self-defense. It was either impressive or sad.


  “The brave die young,” Thor said.


  Perry stopped moving his hand. “I intend to be an old, old man.”


  “Find out where it happens, and how,” he said. “There may be a third part but that is mine to handle. When you are done with your parts, I will do mine.”


  “Why do I have to do two-thirds of the work? Seems a little unfair.”


  To Thor’s silence, Perry said, “You’ve never been one for joking, have you?”


  “That is not true. I am just not as easily amused as you seem to be.”


  “Fair enough,” Perry said. “But I’ll admit that I’m confused.”


  “Is this a rare condition for you?”


  “A familiar one, sadly. But I assure that I’m not the man people usually contact when they’re looking to go tiger hunting.”


  “All I said was that I want to know how it works.”


  “It’s run by your people. Why can’t you ask?”


  Thor didn’t speak.


  “I suppose I’m not to worry about that aspect of this,” Perry said.


  “I would rather you didn’t worry about any of it.”


  “That chance ended when you walked in the door.”


  “You are an investigator. People come to you and want answers on a thing, and you provide the answers, do you not?”


  “Sure,” Perry said. “By the way, you ever going to speak using a contraction? I’ve been waiting all these years. One day you’re bound to slip up.”


  “I was taught to enunciate. To speak clearly. When I speak, I do not wish for there to be any confusion as to my message.”


  “I’m sure there rarely is.”


  “If there is no confusion, then just do your job,” Thor said. “I would like to retain you to do this job.”


  “Retain me,” Perry said.


  “How much does that cost?”


  “I’ll review your tab, but I think your credit is looking pretty good.”


  “Nice of you to remember.”


  “Impossible to forget.”


  Once, at a cabin not far from the city, Perry had watched Thor kill two men and take a third. They were men who had been busy trying to kill Perry at the time. Thor imagined that it was indeed that sort of thing that lingered in the mind of a man like Perry. He was somewhat saddened to consider how little the incident had lingered in his own. Maybe it was for this reason that he surprised even himself by offering at least a bit of an answer as he stood and went for the door.


  “If the place is not what I hope,” he said, “then I would rather not see it myself.”


  

  * * *


  

  Thor heard from him the next day, and he was not surprised by this. He had always suspected that if he required a favor from Perry it would be treated as something of a rush job. Perry invited him to return to the office, but as a general rule Thor preferred not to meet anyone in the same place on a consistent basis, and so he provided a different location, a bar in Rocky River where they made their own beer and drew large crowds to watch the Cleveland Browns play football. Thor didn’t drink beer, and he didn’t watch football, but he had determined that there was no better way for a man to be invisible in this city than to sit in a place where there was drinking and Cleveland Browns football. Unless you unplugged the televisions, you were likely to go unnoticed.


  “Didn’t figure you for a fan,” Perry said when he sat down at the high-top table where Thor waited.


  “I think they will be good this season. Kosar, he is not bad.”


  Perry looked at him and then away, rubbed his eyebrow with a thumb and nodded.


  “And you said I could not joke,” Thor said. “Kosar has been gone for many years. This much, even I know. You were afraid to correct me, though.”


  “It didn’t seem prudent,” Perry said, and Thor wanted to smile but he couldn’t. It struck him that even an attempt at humor required referencing the threat he carried with him at all times. He wished now that he hadn’t tried the joke.


  “What can you tell me?” he said, back to business, because that was where he belonged.


  Perry kept his eyes on the television. “I’m not entirely clear on what you’re after. If it’s the chance to kill a tiger, you’ll get that. You can have the fur, the head, the claws. You can have the meat. You’ll be offered an opportunity to pose with your kill as well. It will cost you $10,000.”


  “Ten thousand.”


  “Yes.”


  “What if I do not succeed in shooting the tiger? What will I have to pay then?”


  “You won’t fail.”


  “Is that suggesting your trust in my accuracy?”


  “I don’t doubt your accuracy,” Perry said. “But you won’t need it.”


  “Would you look at me, please.”


  Perry turned to face him. He held the eye contact and Thor tried to read it and then said, “It is not going to be much of a hunt, is it?”


  Perry took out a manila folder and passed it across the table. Inside were photographs that had clearly been taken from a long distance. They showed a series of cages in a long line, with benches opposite them, just outside of the bars.


  “Those cages are 10-by-10,” Perry said. “The shooting bench is there for your convenience. It takes a big rifle to kill a tiger, and they can be heavy and hard to aim.”


  “The tiger is in the cage.”


  “Yes.”


  “The shooter is outside of it.”


  “Yes. Once you’re in position, you’ll signal them, and they’ll open a steel door on a slide gate and the tiger will come out through a chute.” Perry’s jaw worked and he looked away from Thor again and said, “They’ll come out happily, because that’s how they’re fed every day.”


  “And people do this often?”


  “I’m not sure. Often enough.”


  “Who runs it?”


  “There are two men who handle the feeding and the, um, hunting operation. But I wouldn’t say that they run it.”


  “Then who does?”


  Perry was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “Well, the cats have to come from somewhere.”


  “Correct. Where?”


  “I think you may know that already.”


  Thor looked away from Perry and back at the pictures. He studied them for a long time. He thought of the cub that he had fed with the bottle, and of the rug on Belov’s floor. Then he closed the folder and slid the photographs back to Perry and said, “Thank you for inquiring about it for me. I would like to retain you again. Find someplace for them to go.”


  “The cats?”


  “Yes.”


  Perry said, “You realize that some of your people might have problems because of this.”


  Thor was silent.


  “Why in the hell did you send me out there?” Perry said. “You want them to go down?”


  Thor looked at the television. The Browns were losing. The crowd at the bar was growing disgruntled.


  “Does anyone know that you’re doing this?” Perry asked.


  “Only you.”


  “Wonderful. I’d had this fear recently that I was going to be able to sleep through the night. Thanks for ridding me of that.”


  “You do not trust me,” Thor said, and Perry seemed perturbed by the observation.


  “That’s not what I meant. I was just —”


  Thor lifted a patient hand to interrupt him. “What you indicated was that even if you do trust me, it comes also with a measure of fear. You know me too well to trust me without fear, essentially. Is this correct?”


  Perry’s face had changed from unease to deep interest as he said, “Yeah, that’s true enough. Why does it matter?”


  “I just like to have an understanding of such things.”


  “You sure as hell never intended to go tiger hunting,” Perry said. “That much is clear. So I’m left to assume you want them to go down for it.”


  “You may assume what you would like,” Thor said. “But you are wrong in one respect. I fully intend to go on a tiger hunt.”


  He got to his feet and left then. Inside, the bar crowd was booing the home team, and outside it had begun to snow. He sat in his car and left the engine off as the snow clouded the windshield and then filled it until the bar was gone from sight and all that was left was the sound of the place, and then he called Dainius Belov and said that he would like to go on a tiger hunt the next morning.


  

  * * *


  

  It had snowed all night and into the morning and the air was crisp and smelled clean even in the city. Thor drove west along the lake, passed Belov’s home and on into the suburbs and then beyond, until he reached the town of Sheffield Lake and pulled into a bar called Risko’s, as were his instructions. The bar was closed and the neon signs were dark. There was supposed to be a black GMC Yukon waiting for him, but Thor had a habit of arriving early, and wasn’t surprised that he had to wait.


  It was 20 minutes before the Yukon arrived. Two men got out, dressed as if they were true hunters, in full camouflage. One was short but heavy-chested, with muscled forearms and in need of a haircut. The other was thin enough to look gaunt, and in his camouflage he looked foolish, a boy playing at being a soldier. Thor was wearing jeans and a black leather jacket and they looked him up and down and then one said that he could trade him jackets for the picture.


  “No need, thank you.”


  “Your pictures won’t look believable, with you dressed like that.”


  “No need.”


  The man shrugged and made introductions. His name was Dave and the thin man was Robert. Thor didn’t offer his own name, nor was it requested. When Belov made arrangements, they probably knew better then to ask after names. They suggested he get in the Yukon with them, and he declined and said he’d follow in his own car. They didn’t like that suggestion.


  “I will drive myself,” Thor said, and they did not argue beyond that point. Once again, the instructive quality of his voice seemed to work.


  He followed them a few more miles along the lake and then they turned south and then west again, winding further out into the rural countryside. The snow here was clean, sparkling occasionally under a sun that kept making an effort to break through. They’d been driving for about 15 minutes when the Yukon pulled off the road and up to a farm gate that was closed and padlocked. The thin man, Robert, got out and opened the lock and then pushed the gate back into the snow to allow for the cars to pass.


  They were on an old farm property, maybe 200 acres of it. Only one of the acres was surrounded by fencing, though. It was the back side of an old barn built of corrugated metal. Thor recognized it from the pictures that Perry had taken. Seeing the farm in its entirety, he realized how difficult it must have been to get into position to take those pictures without being detected. Perhaps Perry was more than met the eye.


  The Yukon pulled into a garage bay and the lights went off as the engine was killed. There was room inside the garage bay for another car, but Thor left his out in the snow. Inside the garage, Robert and Dave were having a conversation in soft tones. Thor was beginning to think there was something about him they didn’t like.


  He waited in the snow until they came out to him.


  “We go through the barn,” Dave said.


  “We hunt in the barn?”


  “No. It’s just…we need to walk through it.”


  Thor nodded and followed them past their vehicle and through a door and into a narrow corridor with loose straw underfoot. Here you could smell the stink of animals.


  “So who cares for the animals, most of the time?” Thor asked.


  “We do.”


  “Feed them, clean them, all of that?”


  “You got it. Trust me, tiger shit stacks up fast.”


  “So they know you.”


  “The cats?” Dave turned and gave him a strange glance.


  “Yes. Do they recognize you?”


  “Sure.”


  “Interesting.”


  They crossed through to another door and Dave opened this one and they came out into a sort of courtyard between the high fencing and the barn. To the left were the cages and benches from the pictures, and to the right another wing of the barn made a 90-degree turn, forming a wall. All of this was surrounded with a perimeter fence of perhaps 15 feet, with three strands of wire at the top. The wire was electrified.


  “So here we are,” Dave said. He sounded nervous. “You’ll do your shooting just over there.”


  “On the bench?”


  “Yes.”


  “With what?”


  Robert had the rifle. It was a Remington Model Seven, bolt-action, a heavy rifle that would fire a heavy bullet, probably a .350-magnum. Robert handled it lovingly. It was the first time he had not seemed awkward to Thor.


  “I’ll show you how to use it,” he said. “I’ve already got it loaded, and you can test-fire before we —”


  “I know how to use it.”


  They looked at each other and then back at him and decided that they believed him.


  “All right.” Robert handed the rifle over, and now, without it, he looked awkward once more. “There are targets if you want to practice.”


  “I am already practiced, thank you.” Thor looked away from them, back at the cages, and said, “Release my tiger, please.”


  Dave said, “Hang on, now. We’ve got a process, and —”


  “What is the process?”


  Again they looked at each other. Thor could almost hear their thoughts. They were remembering who had arranged this hunt, and remembering what that might mean.


  

  “You’ll have a seat over there,” Dave said. “On that farthest bench. Once you’re settled and ready, you give us this signal —” he held his left fist in the air — “and then we will release the cat. He’s big, but he won’t come out all that fast. You just trust the scope and the trigger.”


  “What if he begins to run.”


  “He won’t.”


  “Why wouldn’t he?”


  “He’s used to it. He comes out every day.”


  “Why?”


  “To get food.” Dave was beginning to look frustrated. “Listen, if you want to go have a seat, we can —”


  Thor gestured across the snow-covered fields that extended beyond the high fence with its electrified top wires. “Why would he not want to run? All that land.”


  “Well, we’re not going to let him get that far.”


  “I do not understand. You intend for me to shoot him while he is inside of that…kennel?”


  “It won’t seem so easy once he comes out,” Robert said. It was a placating comment, and he wouldn’t meet Thor’s eyes.


  “Once he comes out, expecting to find food.”


  “These are apex predators, buddy. Top of the food chain. Once you get him in the scope, you’ll have the same thrill as you would in Africa, don’t worry.”


  “Africa,” Thor said. “That is where they have tigers?”


  “Siberia, wherever. Listen, we’re not there. We’re in Ohio.”


  “And yet I can kill a tiger.”


  “Yes. Now would you like to, or do you just want to keep talking?”


  Thor tried to recall if anyone, ever, had accused him of doing too much talking. He could not think of another time. He decided that Robert was right. He was talking too much.


  “All right,” he said. “I came here to see a tiger hunt. On with it.”


  “Fine by me, man. Now you go sit down and —”


  “Let him out first.”


  “That’s not how we do it. We only —”


  “Let him out first,” Thor repeated.


  Dave had opened his mouth to speak but Robert was already moving, already doing what he’d been told. He went back into the barn and then it was just Thor and Dave. Thor said, “If you would put your gun down, I would feel better.”


  Dave stared at him. Said, “I don’t have the gun. You do.”


  “The one at your back,” Thor said. “Please. For my comfort.”


  There was a long pause, and then Dave unzipped his jacket and reached inside of it. Thor was holding the Remington with the muzzle pointed at him now, and that was not lost on Dave.


  Dave removed a Sig Sauer semiautomatic from its holster and set it on the shooting bench beside him. It was cold and the wind was beginning to pick up but Dave had started to sweat.


  “What’s the deal?” he said.


  Thor was saved the need to answer when there came a banging of metal on metal, and a minute later one of the steel slide gates at the back of a cage rolled up, shuddering on its cables. For a moment there were only golden eyes in shadow, and then the tiger stepped forward and out into the open. He stood about 4 feet high, with a head as solid as an engine block. The gate was lowered behind him, trapping him outside of the barn and in the small pen.


  “How much does he weigh?” Thor said.


  “About 450. Now, you want to sit down and —”


  “Call Robert out, please.”


  Dave looked at Thor and then at the handgun he’d just placed on the bench between them and said, “Mister? We’ve got nothing to do with Belov but these cats. I don’t know what you’ve heard.”


  Thor said, “Robert, come on back. Thank you,” in a loud, clear voice. A moment later Robert appeared. He had a gangly walk, as if his boots were too heavy for him. He was looking at them in confusion.


  “You mention my boss,” Thor said, speaking to Dave. “I believe he was here once, yes?”


  Dave nodded. His long hair was starting to dampen with sweat.


  “He shot one?”


  “No. He watched while I shot it.”


  Thor nodded. That made sense. It made the most sense of anything in any of this.


  “When I knew that cat, it was just a cub. Now, tell me — who raised it?”


  “We did.”


  “It seems as if you do a very good job at that,” Thor said. “Based upon the size of the rug.”


  Dave didn’t answer. He was starting to get it, to realize that this was beginning to be a very bad day for him, but Robert wasn’t all the way there yet. He said, “Are we shooting, or aren’t we?”


  “We are,” Thor said. “But first I would like to see something. You said the cats know you. I would like a demonstration of that.”


  “What?”


  “Go see the cat.”


  Robert gave Dave a troubled look. Dave hadn’t taken his eyes off Thor. He said, “Do it, Rob,” in a soft voice.


  Robert crunched across the snow to the cage. The tiger approached immediately, coming all the way to the fence. It lowered its head and made a chuffing sound. There was no aggression in its movements. If Thor had been at the shooting bench, he would have his trophy by now.


  “Reach out to him,” he said.


  Robert obliged. Put out a hand. The cat smelled it, chuffed again, and rubbed the side of his head against the fence.


  “You would let me shoot him?” Thor said.


  “That’s what you came here for, isn’t it? To do some shooting?”


  “It is,” Thor agreed, and he was very aware of how easily he could make Robert dead before he even hit the snow, and he wondered how in the world Robert was not also aware of this by now. “I actually came to see a tiger hunt. So if you do not mind, I would like you to go inside with him.”


  Dave said, “What in the hell…” and then silenced when Thor’s eyes shifted back to him.


  “We don’t go in with them,” Robert said. “What’s your problem, man? Just do what you came here for.”


  “I am,” Thor said. “I came to see if these particular tigers will hunt. There is only one way for me to know that.” He set the rifle down against the shooting bench and then he drew his own handgun, a Glock, from inside of his jacket, and said, “Please, go inside. I would rather not make the decision. It should be the cat’s decision.”


  For a moment it was silent. The wind was riding across the snow-packed fields, pushing a chill at them, and the only other sound was the soft crunching of the tiger walking in the snow. Thor said, “I am honestly not sure what will happen to you in there. I am absolutely sure what will happen to you out here, though. I will kill you both, and then I will leave. Now, you are in a position to make that decision if you insist, or you can leave it up to the cat.”


  When no one took initiative to answer, he put the muzzle of the Glock to Dave’s greasy forehead, looked him in the eyes, and said, “Do you trust me or the tiger more? It is that simple.”


  Dave was shaking when he said, “The tiger.”


  “Very good. Then go in with him. I came to see the tiger hunt, and I will before I leave.”


  Robert tried to unlock the gate but his hands were shaking too badly, and when Thor put him on 10-second countdown, the shaking grew worse. Dave finally shoved forward and — right as Thor said three — got the lock to snap open. There was the scent of urine in the air, and it wasn’t from the cat. Dave got the lock off and dropped it into the snow and then he pulled the door open about a foot. The tiger tilted his head and regarded the situation curiously, but didn’t move to escape.


  “Go on now,” Thor said. He tapped Dave on the back of the head with his gun.


  Dave went in, and the tiger shoved his face against the man’s leg. When he did that, Dave let out a little scream and fell over in the snow, but Thor understood that the cat was just curious about the urine stink beneath the camouflage pants.


  “And now you,” Thor said. Robert had stopped being responsive, so Thor had to encourage him by wrapping one hand around his throat and pressing the muzzle of the gun into his ear with the other. That got him moving, finally, and he crawled into the cage on hands and knees. The tiger turned from Dave — who was now curled into a ball with his arms over his head — to see the new arrival. Robert was crying when he got there, but the big cat didn’t do anything. Just sniffed.


  “Interesting,” Thor said. “He really does know you.”


  He knelt and found the padlock in the snow, then stood up and closed the door and fastened it. While he was working with the lock, the tiger hit the fence and snarled, the first aggressive sound he’d made. Dave screamed again, but he wasn’t even watching, and didn’t understand that the tiger was worried about the unfamiliar one, not the one who fed him daily and would have accepted $10,000 to allow a stranger to shoot him.


  “I told you I would let the cat decide,” Thor said. “And I have not lied. To date, he seems to have decided in your favor. Whether that will change, I am not sure. But it is very important that you remember something right now. I know your minds are in other places, but you need to focus for a few seconds. You need to look at me.”


  They both looked. Everyone was watching him now, including the tiger.


  “It would be a very, very bad idea to remember how you came to be locked in here with the cat,” he said. “I cannot stress this enough. It would be, quite simply, a terrible decision.”


  He believed that they understood. He watched for a few minutes, and the tiger circled the cage and sniffed his keepers but did not touch them. If he’d been more aware of their plans for him, it would surely have gone another way, but he wasn’t. He knew only that they had once fed him from a bottle, and that every day they had continued to feed him. A part of Thor was disappointed that they were not dead, but a larger part was pleased with the cat’s decision.


  “Thank you for the tiger hunt,” Thor told them, and then he left the cage, taking all of the weapons with him, exited through the barn, and went to his car. He waited until he was driving past Risko’s Tavern again to call Lincoln Perry and tell him that authorities were going to be needed in Sheffield Lake.


  “Is anyone dead?” Perry said.


  “Not when I left.”


  “You say that as if things might have changed since then.”


  “Perhaps they did. Have you found a home for the cats?”


  “I believe so. A sanctuary in Indiana. Good reputation. I’m also talking with a man in New York who can place any that they can’t take.”


  “All this still covered by my credit?”


  “I’ll run the accounting later, but for now we’re good. And, um, when I call about the place in Sheffield, how am I to explain that I learned there are two men locked in a tiger cage?”


  “If I wanted to resolve all of the problems, I wouldn’t need you.” Thor hung up.


  

  * * *


  

  He waited until after sunset to drive out to see Belov. Once he was at the house, he had trouble making it to the front door. For a long time he sat in the cold car and thought about people and places he had known over the years, and he watched as the holiday lights came on up and down the street, some elegant and beautiful, others absurd. They lit the snow that was already on the ground and then, just after dark, that which began to fall from the sky again, and finally he stepped out of the car.


  Belov answered the door himself, and his face was grave.


  “There’s trouble,” he said. A statement and not a question, because of course Thor would not visit unannounced unless there was trouble of a very serious kind.


  “Yes.” Thor stepped inside and shut the door behind him and looked into his boss’s eyes. They had been together such a long time now, and in a business such as theirs, long runs were not common. He had to force his eyes away from Belov’s and back to the orange and black rug. It was helpful to have it there. If it had been missing, he wasn’t sure that he would have been able to explain his visit.


  “The cats are going to be taken from Sheffield Lake, and from Fulton Avenue,” he said.


  Belov looked at him in astonishment. “You know this?”


  “I know it.”


  There was a pause, and then the older man shrugged. “It will go nowhere. There’s money in that trade but not interest. Those who the police wish to talk will not talk, and in the end, it is such a foolish approach, don’t you think? Imagine…all the ways they could pursue me and try to finish me, and they choose that? They’re out of ideas, I suppose. After all these years and so little success, I’m not surprised they’re chasing such foolishness. It’s all they have left.”


  “I am taking the cats,” Thor said.


  Belov cocked his head as if he hadn’t heard.


  “Facilitating it, rather,” Thor said. “I needed to tell you that. There would be no honor in doing it another way, and after so many years…you understand why this would matter to me. That I told you myself. You alone would understand that.”


  “Have you lost your mind?” Belov said. “What in the hell are talking about?”


  Thor nodded, because he had shared the man’s confusion and in some ways still did.


  “The issue was in trust,” he said. “Not between you and me. Between him and me. When I held him and fed him, he trusted me, because he did not know better. Do you understand that? I have never felt it before. Maybe you have. You raised children. They do not trust you now but once they did. But for me —”


  “The cat?” Belov interrupted. “You’re this concerned about the cat?”


  Thor didn’t answer. When Belov laughed it was soft and almost polite, almost forgiving.


  “Oh, my,” he said, and laughed again. “The damned cub? You cared what happened to it?” His smile had a mocking glitter. “Fine, fine. We will stop the trade. Find someplace for the rest. That will put you at peace?”


  He reached out and clapped Thor on the shoulder, and for an old man his grip was strong. Then he asked the question Thor had asked of himself.


  “Do you know how many men you have killed? And yet you’re worried about a tiger?”


  “I am not certain how many men I have killed for you,” Thor answered. “There have been a lot. And I have tried — truly, Dainius, I have tried — to understand what the difference is here. At first I thought it was because I had never held any of those men, fed any of those men. But that is not enough. That was just a moment, you know, it was a thing that happened and then was gone and I do not think that it is enough. Then I came to understand. The difference is that all of those men knew better than to trust me. Or to trust you. The tiger, though? He did not know better.”


  Belov tilted his head back as if he was finally registering the essence of the subject, and the smile was gone.


  “You know,” he said, “I didn’t kill him myself.”


  “Of course not. You never do. That I know well.”


  Belov frowned and took his hand away from Thor’s arm.


  “I’ll get rid of the damned rug,” he said. “If it bothers you so damn much, I’ll —”


  “I am not desensitized to them yet, that is the problem,” Thor said.


  “What in the hell are you saying? You’re making no sense.”


  “I have not been around such a thing before. I have not seen…” he nodded at the rug. “That before. Even for a man such as me, there is always something new. Even a new horror. You understand that?”


  “I understand,” Belov said, “that you’ve been in my home too long.”


  “I thought of ways in which it might be done so that we could still work together,” Thor continued. “I considered them. But of course it could not happen. Too many years of trust will be broken by what I have done, and you could not overlook that. You might wish to, but you could not.”


  Belov stared at him, then pointed at the gorgeous striped fur on the floor. “All of your loyalty is gone over a rug? This is what you’re saying? Over a rug?”


  Thor shook his head. “No,” he said. “It is gone because you believe that it is a rug.”


  Belov blinked in confusion, and Thor was truly sad when he said, “You do not understand, do you?”


  “I do not,” Belov said. “A silly tiger cub? All of this over that? No, I do not understand. I always believed you were more of a…a people person.”


  This smile died in the womb as Belov saw the gun in Thor’s hand. Whatever he did not understand about the tiger cub that had grown into a rug, he understood completely about the gun. He understood that two decades and two continents of spanned loyalty could end in his world over something he’d never imagined. To him, this part would have been almost expected. Only the sources were not — neither Thor nor the tiger cub.


  Thor took him in a single shot, a silenced .22-caliber bullet to the heart, and he stayed with him while he died and he held his hand. The last time he had held a man’s hand it was his own father’s. Belov was not looking at him with a father’s eyes, but still Thor thought that the touch might matter, somehow.


  He did not linger when it was done. There was no point. He walked back outside and through the snow and went home.
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