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			Acknowledgment:

			I’ve recently read some excellent acknowledgment sections, and I believe Jack Carr does it best. His acknowledgments are often the most enlightening and educational parts of his books. I admire his accomplishments and the stories he shares because people often forget that civilization is built upon the sacrifices of brutal individuals. Society remains safe only when some are willing to endure hardships for the sake of others. This perspective is why I strive to feature law enforcement or law enforcement-adjacent characters in my writing. It also explains why my books have clear and distinct “good” guys and gals; they may not always make the right decisions, but they do what’s necessary when it counts.

			I don’t craft my acknowledgments quite like he does, but I want to express my gratitude:

			Thank you to everyone who keeps others safe: our military, police, firefighters, dispatchers, jailers, EMS, and many more.

			Thank you to everyone who contributes to making the world go around. Without you, nothing would be possible.

			

			So many people are to thank, as writing isn’t a solitary endeavor. My writing is woven from countless snippets of my everyday life, which means I couldn’t be who I am without everyone around me. I am grateful to everyone I work with, live with, and share my life with.

			I want to thank 4 Horsemen Publishing for taking a chance on my books. I also thank Matthew McConaughey for his advice about having a baby and not saying no to opportunities. I’m glad I didn’t decline 4 Horsemen’s challenge to write and release ten books in five years.

			Most of my books in this series are finished. I enjoy referencing characters and events from previous stories and trying to present them in new and exciting ways. It’s my way of rewarding dedicated readers.

			And that brings me to who I am most thankful for: my readers. Regardless of how few or many, every one of you makes this journey possible. 

			I started writing because I wanted to read stories about complex characters and relationships that treat the reader as an equal, not someone to write down to. My first and only promise to you, dear reader, is to entertain. I want every story to satisfy you by the end. You might not like every ending—I certainly haven’t expected some of the endings in my favorite books—but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t satisfied.

			I am incredibly grateful for my writing community: Craig, Douglas, and Martine. Without you three, I would have failed long ago. Craig and I discuss the craft and storytelling; he’s older and wiser, always encouraging me to stay grounded. What he’s doing with Luke Fisher is fantastic, and I hope you find his work if you’ve read my books. Douglas championed my work when few others did. His summaries and insights into my writing are among the best marketing materials I’ve ever seen—something I struggle with. If you want to understand my work, read his reviews; he truly gets me. And to Martine, my first reader and editor beyond myself, I appreciate her keen grammatical instincts. I value her insights when she points out a section that feels slow, doesn’t work, or needs rewriting. Often, I just delete the problematic parts, keeping only the essence of the passage. Martine is a writer in her own right, and her character, Declan Shaw, who is looking for a publishing home, is one of the most unique characters I’ve encountered. I can’t wait to see him in print. I encourage you to read and support their work, just as I’d love for you to do the same for mine.

			

			There are others, too; you are not forgotten.

			My last few books have presented challenges. Life often gets in the way, as it does for many writers. During downtime, I’ve spent the last few books typing chapters on my phone and using my free moments for hasty edits—during naps. I could not be a writer without the unwavering support of my family, from my parents and grandparents to my wife and three daughters. I am incredibly thankful for everything they have done and continue to do for me, especially my wife, who keeps me grounded and challenges me in new and exciting ways. None of my books would be possible without her.

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1:

			Chandler Reilly

			Chandler Reilly yells at the police officer, “It’s my fucking house!” 

			He stands in the front yard of his home. The officer is on the edge of the driveway, on the grass, pointing a Taser at him. The officer’s uniform is pressed, and his ears appear oversized due to the buzz-cut hair. He keeps the two red dots on Chandler’s solid frame. One dot blinks on his chest. 

			Chandler was cold, but now he’s not. Adrenaline pumps through his body. He’s been outside for over thirty minutes, wearing a white t-shirt. The shirt is a size or two smaller than it should be. His blue and white checkered boxer shorts are the correct size. He wears nothing else. 

			When the cops showed up, he figured he would talk to them. Circumstances dictate action. When things need to be done, they need to be done—one doesn’t always get to choose one’s battles—lessons from his half-assed business advisor and full-blown curse, Bill Ruth.

			

			It is not how he wants to be dressed to confront police officers. 

			The second officer is rolling up now. 

			If Chandler could do things differently, he would never have approached Ruth with his business proposal. Then, Chandler wouldn’t have fucked up a good thing, and he wouldn’t have been locked out of his own freaking house. He probably wouldn’t have gambled, either. 

			Looking at it, Chandler only has himself to blame but will never admit that. That would be admitting a fault, and Chandler has no faults. No weaknesses. 

			Chandler rethinks the situation; being tased is not how he wants to end the night. He flips on the charisma, smiles broadly with his hands up, and forces his body to relax. His frame is well sculpted, and the minimal clothing shows off the gym-honed physique. 

			The wide-eyed officer’s response shows Chandler that the officer doesn’t want to tango with him, much less fight. The young officer relaxes some, but his voice still tries—fails—to command authority. “Sir, stay where you are.” The Taser is steady in his hand, but his voice crackles.

			A tremble starts in the young man’s wrist.

			“Why?” Chandler lowers his tone, trying to calm himself, but struggles to keep his cadence slow, not to sound rushed or upset. “It’s my house. Who do you think you are? Did my wife call you? What’d she say? Say I was out of control? Hit her?”

			“Did you hit her?” the second, more seasoned, officer asks as he shuts his cruiser’s door.

			Chandler can’t see this officer. He is hidden behind the “light curtain” of the second cruiser. That’s what Chandler’s high school buddy Scott Kwon, now a state trooper in the Highway Patrol, told him the bright lights and spotlight were for—protection in the night. 

			

			But protection from whom? 

			“Hey, guys, come on, why do you need all that light? We can talk about this. No reason to be such hard-asses about this. It’s a misunderstanding. This is my house. I own this.”

			“Did you threaten to hit her?” the older officer asks from the darkness between the lights.

			“Why would you even—” Chandler, incredulous, stops mid-sentence. “No. Of course, I didn’t. Look, I get it. You know I’m not living here right now. But that’s temporary. Ava will come to her senses. Invite me back. End this silly divorce thing. But the thing is, I pay the mortgage. I built this damn thing. Decorated it—okay, paid for it to be decorated. It’s my house. This is mine.”

			Chandler advances slowly, arms open, pleading his case. He can’t see the second officer. Beyond the bright white light, he senses his presence like an apparition. His eyes try to track the ghostly figure in the stark, contrasting light of the cruiser. The officers are undoubtedly closing the distance on Chandler, probably moving at an “L”—Scott said that’s the best way to approach someone: split their attention. The second officer’s exact position is unclear, but his boots crunch the chipped concrete driveway, giving away his general location.

			Chandler steps forward to try to see him better.

			The younger officer takes a step back, his off-hand up, palm out. “Stop!”

			Chandler squints at him. “Stop what? I’m coming out to talk to you. You’re like ten feet away; I can’t hear you from over here. Hell, I can’t even see you. Can we talk about this? Talk this out. You want to talk about it, don’t you? I sure do.”

			

			The older officer says, “Doesn’t she have a protective order against you?”

			His voice sounds familiar because this isn’t the first time the cops have been called. Chandler can’t think of the guy’s name or his appearance. After a certain age, cops all look the same: bald white guys with too much sun and raccoon eyes. 

			Chandler halts, dragging his back foot in the wet grass. “Oh, I see—I see where this is going. You came out with the Taser. That says something.”

			The younger officer makes a noise like he’s going to say something, but Chandler cuts him off.

			“You fight the cops one time, drunk.” His voice gets louder. “I was drunk, you stupid assholes! I’m sorry—that was a year ago. How many times you been out here since then?” Chandler holds up three fingers and then four. They should be able to see him with all the freaking lights—his neighbors must be getting a kick out of this. “Three, four times? More? Come on, guys.”

			The older officer pushes for confirmation. “Well—does she?”

			Chandler glares in the general direction of the voice. “Does she what?”

			“Have the order against you being here?”

			Chandler hangs his head to the side and utters a pitiful response, “She invited me here,” unsure if the officer heard him. Not that it matters, because he’s been through this before and knows it doesn’t mean much to the responding officers if she invited him or he just showed up. A violation is a violation. Court orders are orders. Dickie Johnson, his attorney, told him when a judge speaks, he might as well consider that it’s God speaking.

			

			Chandler lifts his foot to take another step. “Look—I can explain.” That’s when he hears the scuff of plastic as the second officer unholsters something. Chandler assumes it’s his Taser. It could be his gun. His friend Scott told him when there are two officers, cops like to have lethal and non-lethal coverage. He added, not the Highway Patrol. Usually, it’s only the guns that come out; the non-lethal is whoever is getting beat half to death with the butt of the pistol.

			The younger officer yells again, “Stop!” 

			Bringing Chandler’s attention back to him. He can’t help but bark back, “It’s my freaking house—I live here!”

			But he doesn’t, not currently. That’s the proclamation from God, a condition of the order. One of many. A complicated document, but that condition is rock solidly clear.

			Chandler hesitates mid-step but doesn’t stop. He can make them understand if he can get close enough to talk about this. He takes two more steps.

			The older officer reminds him of the conditions of the order. “Doesn’t it say you aren’t supposed to be here?”

			“That’s not what it says,” Chandler yells, shaking his head and still advancing, “It says—”

			But that’s all he can say before the younger officer depresses the trigger of the Taser, rocketing two barbed probes forward. The probes are tethered to the device in the officer’s hand with micro-thin wire, like dental floss tinkling in the cruiser’s lights. The barbs bury themselves into Chandler’s chest and pubic region, going deeper than Chandler expected, not that he feels them. His minimal clothing offers no resistance to the probes, unlike the baggy clothes, hoodies, and shit he’s seen guys wear on the internet when they beat the Taser, using the clothes to snag it and then roll around on the ground to break the wire. Maybe he can do that, but the thought about the wire looking like dental floss is all Chandler’s brain has time to process before the 50,000 volts of the Taser’s zap slam into his body like someone taking a shovel to his midsection, doubling him over like a taco, electrocuting him.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2:

			Frank Campos

			Frank Campos picks up the beer bottle next to the crinkled Marlboro pack and sips. He sets the bottle back down and scans the room. The bar is busy and warm but less than vibrant. Like Frank, it’s a bit run-down and sore in some places, but it is still thriving overall. 

			He has close-cropped, widow-peaked hair and wears a tan double-breast pocket work shirt over his lean frame, tucked into blue jeans, with cowboy boots. It’s all he ever wears. He dresses this way to appear the everyman. He doesn’t stand out. He likes it that way. His only truly distinguishing feature is his black hair, peppered with gray. He’s been told he’s handsome. He doesn’t think so. 

			He shifts on his stool to get the dancer from across the street’s attention. She’s wearing a white halter top a size too small for her frame, minus a bra, with black, skin-tight yoga pants to complete the outfit that shows off too much of her brown skin. 

			

			The view distracted him, but he’s back on track now. The outfit shows she’s a professional. It’s an advertisement. 

			The naked bulbs on the mirror in front of her illuminate her face harshly, giving him a good look at her heavy makeup and those false eyelashes that flutter like butterfly wings every time she blinks. 

			Frank noticed the girl when she came strolling across the street from the neighborhood strip club named after a particular kind of below-the-belt haircut. He watched her enter the bar and joined her, sitting a few stools down from her at first. When Frank came back from the restroom, he sat a bit closer. Not close enough to tip her senses but close enough so he could talk to her when she was ready. 

			In the mirrored backstop behind the bar, Frank watches her wipe tears from the corners of her eyes without messing up the makeup, especially the mascara. The neon orange half-inch nails look good on her, glowing in the dark bar. It would be hell doing anything else with them nails other than dancing. He listens as she yells into her cell phone, telling someone named Jarome that she will be back when she’s done with her break but that someone named Stefan went too far. Saying, “Fuck me, he’s here now too. No, he’s not allowed to touch me like that, and if Onus or you don’t do anything about it, I’m out of there.”

			She ends the phone call and sets the cell phone face down. 

			Frank gives it a ten count and leans over, stretching his frame across the unoccupied stool separating them. 

			“You see that man over there?” Frank points two fingers toward the man he’s been watching. His elbow rests on the bar top next to his bottle.

			

			The girl tracks Frank’s fingers to a jovial bald man wearing a purple and yellow rugby jersey with half his purple collar popped up on the left. That man sits on the other side of the bar, which is why Frank is here. 

			“You see him, the bald guy?” 

			The girl’s lips snarl as the man starts laughing loudly. His voice echoes throughout the bar, rising above the dull roar of the place. The girl’s head rolls back to the bar, disgusted. She keeps her eyes down, avoiding looking in the mirrored backstop. 

			Frank asks, “The one laughing like an idiot, you know him?”

			The dancer glances at Frank with apprehension, then at the man, and then back to Frank. “Yeah, what of it?”

			Frank wouldn’t consider her tone friendly, but it shows enough interest to tell him that there’s something here he can work with. She’s willing to entertain him to a point. 

			The girl shuffles on the stool, straightening her back.

			Frank withdraws a hundred-dollar bill from his breast pocket. He slaps it on the bar top with a muted clomp and slips it across toward her. He leaves the bill before the unoccupied stool but ensures it’s under her widening eyes.

			She doesn’t move. She doesn’t touch the money. “What’s with the money?” 

			“I know that man. You said you know him. Good, we both know him. That’s a good start. What do you know him as?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What name does he go by that you know him as?”

			“Stefan,” she says. “He’s a creep.”

			

			“Yeah, how so?” As soon as Frank asks, he knows he asked the wrong question from the contortion of her face. Too much curiosity. 

			“What do you want?” she says. “Where are you going with this? What’s the money for? I’m not that type of girl.”

			“What type of girl is that?”

			“The type where you hand a hundred-dollar bill and expect something in return.” She shifts away from him. “I get it. I’m a dancer, sure, but I’m not what you are looking for. I’m not some fucking hooker.”

			Frank expected this; he usually gets this sort of reaction. This isn’t the first time he’s roped someone into his scheme. 

			“How do you know what I’m looking for? You don’t know me; you don’t know what I’m looking for. Maybe you are exactly who I’m looking for.”

			She stares at him deadpan.

			He adds, “But if you must know, the money’s for your time—”

			“That’s what I’m saying. I’m not a hooker. I don’t know what you want or why you think money will get my attention. I don’t degrade myself. I’m not what you are looking for. I’m not that type of girl.”

			“You dance for money. Show off your body.”

			The girl crosses her arms, her attention drifting away from him. “So what?”

			“Dancing can be pretty degrading.”

			“I’m sure I’ll be okay.”

			“Great, that’s good, but like I said, the money’s for your time. Just listen. That’s what the money’s for; you listen. I was wondering if you could help me with something.”

			“Why me?”

			

			“You look like you could use some money.”

			“How do I look like I could use some money? What’s that look like?”

			“Pissed off,” Frank says. “Weren’t you yelling at your boss on the phone? That’s who you were talking to, right?”

			She doesn’t indicate either way.

			“I get it, you just dance. You aren’t a hooker, and I’m not calling you a hooker, but running in the circles I’ve run, the disorganized crime ones, I’ve gotten to know quite a few dancers over time—”

			“I want nothing to do with you. Go away.”

			Frank shakes his head. “I need your help.”

			“With what?” 

			Frank points at the bald man. “That’s Cuba Mosby—Munoz is his real name, but he thinks Mosby makes him sound like something he’s not. You know him as Stefan. Must be his middle name.”

			The girl adjusts her black hair off the shoulder closest to him. “That’s what he says his name is. He can’t keep his fucking hands off me.”

			“I’m sure a lot of guys want to help you make some pottery, guiding your hands in just the right way.”

			The girl narrows her eyes. She doesn’t get the reference. “He smells like some lavender fucked a rotten coconut.”

			Her description of Cuba’s aroma is dead-on. Frank spent enough time with the guy sharing a cell. 

			“What do you want?” she asks, almost sounding like she’s considering taking the money. “If I’m not having sex with anyone, what do I have to do for the money?”

			Without skipping a beat, Frank says, “That’s a smart question. I told you that hundred’s for your time.”

			“And the other hundred?” 

			

			She opens up some, dropping the shoulder closest to Frank to get a better look at him. 

			“What’s your name?”

			“Sierra,” she says. “On stage, they call me Chade like shade, but with a ‘CH.’”

			“Sierra,” Frank says, trying the name out, rolling it across his tongue. He sticks his hand out there, which might as well be a hook on a line. She politely accepts. They shake. He says, “Frank.”

			“You a cop?”

			“Do I look like a cop?”

			Sierra studies him for a moment. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“Then why you ask?” Frank holds up a hand. “Let me put it to you a different way; what about me made you think to ask if I were a cop? I’d like to know for professional reasons. Don’t want to give off the wrong vibe. Might get me hurt or something.”

			“Because I’ve been watching you, and you think you’re smooth. Most cops look like you. Clean-cut. Arrogant. Act like they’re smooth, like they’re the smartest motherfucker in the room. But you’re not smooth. You can’t keep your eyes off me, even though you were acting like you weren’t looking at me or Stefan. And going someplace else and coming back just a bit closer is an old trick. You need to find new material… So if you’re not a cop, what are you?”

			“I’m in collections,” Frank says matter-of-factly, but a read of her eyes tells him she doesn’t know what that is. “Like a bondsman, but I’m not what you would call official.”

			“What’s official?”

			“License, badge, maybe a gun that wouldn’t get me put away for having,” Frank says. 

			“Do you have a gun?”

			

			Frank stares at her like a challenge. “What do you think?” 

			She says she thinks he has a gun. 

			Frank says, agreeing with her, that he does have a gun. It’s a revolver tucked into his boot, with the handle digging into his left ankle. It’s uncomfortable. He hates carrying it, but he’s found it’s better to have a gun and not need it than need one and not have it. 

			Sierra picks up her beer and sips it. The entire bar smells like someone hosed the place down with stale beer. “What do you want?”

			“For us to be on the same page.”

			“If you know the man’s name, why don’t you just go over there and do whatever you are here to do? Why do you need me? That’s what you want, isn’t it? You want me to go over there for some reason.”

			“I can’t just go over there,” Frank says. “That’s not how this works.”

			“How’s this work?”

			Frank chuckles. “I have to surprise him. Give him a jolt; make him piss his pants or something.”

			“Like scare him?” she asks, interested like she wouldn’t mind getting back at Stefan, so Frank’s talking to her. 

			“Yeah, something like that.”

			It’s not like that, and that’s not why he’s not walking across the bar and doing what he does best. The reason is this place is full of witnesses. 

			Frank says, “I do favors for friends. Sometimes, they ask me to come around, ask people to fulfill their promises.”

			“What type of promises?”

			“Pay their debts, that sort of thing.”

			“So, what do you want with me?”

			

			“I think you are in a unique position. You’re not above using your body to make money, and Cuba likes you. He can’t stop looking at you. Cuba’s always had a thing for—well, girls that look like you, and the whole time I’ve been sitting here, doing my thing, watching you, he’s been staring at you.” Frank leans back on the stool and sips his beer. “Honestly, I don’t know how you haven’t felt his eyes on you, the way he’s staring.”

			“Makes my skin crawl,” she confesses. “What do you really want with me?”

			“I want you to go over there,” Frank says. “Squeeze them tits in his face, offer to take him outside to show him a good time.” 

			“Okay, why would I do that? What’s going to happen?”

			Frank shakes the beer, index finger up off the neck. “I can’t tell you that.”

			“That’s all you want?” Sierra asks, considering the proposal. “What’s the catch?”

			Frank smiles. He rolls his shoulders to relieve the tension. “I may have to be what some people may consider violent.” 

			It will be downright savage, but he doesn’t share that with her. No need. 

			Sierra asks, “Just go over there, offer to let him do what he wants, take him outside, and then you’re goin’ to do your thing?”

			Frank’s smile transitions to his eyes, genuine now. “Yeah, that’s the idea. You take this money, go over there, and give him the Midnight Special. I’ll take care of the rest.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3:

			Sierra Mayes 

			Sierra Mayes stares at the man offering her money, a little annoyed at his insinuations about what she might be. He doesn’t know a thing about her. He doesn’t know who she is. She could use the money. She could use a lot more money, and he looks willing to pay more to get her to do what he wants. So she says, “I don’t know if a hundred’s going to be enough.”

			“The hundred’s not for him,” Frank says, shaking his head. “I told you, the hundred’s for your time. I’ll give you five more if you do what I ask and then look the other way when the time comes.”

			“Look the other way?” 

			Frank nods. “Sorry, officer, I don’t know what happened. Some lunatic showed up out of nowhere. No, I didn’t get a good look at him.”

			“That type of look the other way?” Sierra says. “You think the police will show up?”

			“Always a possibility with what I do,” Frank says. “I guess that depends on Cuba.” 

			

			Sierra grips the beer bottle with both hands and stares into the mirror.

			Frank tugs a cash roll from his pocket and starts counting the five hundred. The sound of fabric and him licking his finger, dramatically counting out the five hundred, gets her attention. It should. That’s what he wanted, isn’t it? She’s not blind to it. Men do that when they want her to dance for them. She closes her eyes and opens them again as he finishes counting the five hundred. The stack of bills sits next to the first one hundred on the bar.

			Sierra eyes the money. “All of it now?”

			Frank shrugs. “Why not? You going to rip me off? Either you go over there, or you don’t. But if you take the money and leave, it’s not like I won’t notice and don’t know where you work.”

			The money is tempting. It would help her with Cat and go a long way toward her goals: getting Cat back and/or having a relationship with Cat. A real relationship. Not this husk she has now. And money is an issue. Always is. It’s why she was late to her mother’s bakery this morning. She was working to make more money to spend time with Cat. Her mother told her there are more important things in life than money.

			Sierra told her mother, “Well, you should tell Ava that because that’s all she cares about: money, status, how all those other puntas at the rich kid school see her. That’s all she cares about. She wants to be one of them so badly that she’s forgotten where she came from. All she thinks about right now is that damn school’s PTA, her kids, and how to keep fifty percent of that company she and dipstick created so she can stay rich without her husband.”

			

			Her mother said, “You came later in life. Ava’s had it harder. Be kind to her. I was a single mother with her. When Ricky came along, it helped; Ava took to him, and then you came along. Give her time, and she will come around. I’m just happy to have you home.”

			“I came home for Cat.”

			“I know. It’s a good reason.”

			It’s the whole reason. The whole reason she’s dancing. The whole reason for a lot of things.

			The money this man offers would help her with what she must do. But it’s not everything. There are more critical things.

			Things like Cat.

			Her Cat.

			It’s what she reminds herself of in every spare moment.

			Catalonia, her daughter, is her driving force.

			Thinking of her daughter now, Sierra grins and tells Frank. “Let’s make it even; give me another four more when it’s done.”

			He acts like he had expected her to ask for more money and claps his hands. “Negotiations, I like it. What’s the other four going to be for? You’ve already done the job. I think six hundred’s fair.”

			Sierra shakes her head and holds up ten fingers. She tells him, “To look the other way if or when the cops come around.”

			Frank concedes. “Alright, alright.” He counts out another four hundred and lays it on the bar. “That’s a thousand dollars, a lot of money.” 

			Sierra swipes the money from the bar. She finishes her beer, slams it on the bar top, and stands all in one motion. She slips the cash into the waistband of her yoga pants. She glances at him before transforming from a cynical dancer into something bubblier as she mutters a daily mantra to get through every little humiliation. Under her breath, Sierra says, “This is for Cat.”

			

			Cat is with her sister because Ava was the natural choice to take Cat when Sierra left town. Ava is thirteen years older and has always acted as the mother. Giving her Cat was a mistake and Sierra’s biggest regret. Cat doesn’t know Sierra, and she doesn’t know who she truly is. 

			Now Sierra is back and trying to make amends and make ends meet, no matter the cost. 

			A thousand dollars will allow Sierra to do something nice for Cat. Between what she’s saving from the club and what she’s making at the bakery, she’ll have enough to take her niece out for something nice, maybe take her ice skating. Ava said Cat loves to skate and dreams of being a figure skater, at least as much as a five-year-old can dream. However, their relationship comes with conditions. Cat can’t know who Sierra really is.

			This money will also help Sierra with rent. 

			That’s why she listened to this guy and his stupid act. He’s maybe a few years older than Ava, but the way he talks and acts makes her think he thinks he is as smooth as a high school prom king. He’s not. In her experience, that’s how most men act. Think they have what it takes to be a prom king. Most don’t. Sierra doesn’t judge them too harshly for wanting to appear that way. They pay her. She dances for them. Judgment isn’t part of the agreement.

			But there is something different with this guy, so she listens to him and tolerates his annoying habit of not answering her questions. He seems to know who he is, and she likes that. It’s refreshing. He’s not posing or pretending, not like Jarome. And he isn’t a creep like Onus, Jarome’s head of security, or Stefan… Cuba… whatever his real name is, who always seems to be sweating. This man seems genuine. He might be the most genuine person in her life right now. Everyone else is busy pretending to be someone else, Ava and Chandler included, and here is this guy, older and easy on the eyes, offering her money to get back at the creep. It’s hard to pass up.

			

			Stefan/Cuba is a stalker; he’s the guy who won’t leave her alone. He sends her flowers every night backstage, waits in the parking lot after they close, and follows her to her car, telling her how great she is. She knows all she is to him is a conquest.

			Thank God he hasn’t discovered the bakery.

			Just a few minutes ago, on the phone, Jarome told her she had to make Stefan happy, saying he didn’t care if she kissed him or pissed on him; whatever the man wanted, she was to deliver. So it’s decided, she’ll deliver. She’ll give Stefan way more than he’s ever bargained for.

			In the mirrored backstop, Sierra sees the bar door open. The large black man she knows as Big Boy, Jarome’s bouncer and main doorman, steps into the bar. He is wearing a black t-shirt over black jeans with white sneakers. He looks around, makes eye contact with her, nods, and sits at a high-top table in the corner when she nods back. He’s here for her. He’s probably here to take her back across the street, or maybe he’s here to make sure she does Jarome’s bidding. Either way, Big Boy could complicate things.

			Nights often go like this for the club across the street. A dancer gets fed up and leaves, usually marching over here for a different sort of clientele and atmosphere, and Jarome sends Big Boy over to shepherd the lost flock back to the stable before the next performance. Big Boy is a softy underneath the tough boy persona, but isn’t afraid to use force. His favorite tactic is hair pulling, dragging the women back to the club.

			

			This is for Cat. Sierra can’t help the slight smile from cresting her lips as she strolls across the room to Stefan, swaying her hips, using her body as she knows how. It gets his attention. It always does. 

			“Stefan!” she yells, almost too loudly. “Aren’t you always telling me you want to buy me a drink?”

			Stefan/Cuba isn’t alone. He sits at the table with some associates and other women. Seeing her approach, he waves one of the women back and halts a man mid-sentence with his hand in the guy’s face.

			“You come to your senses and decide to join us? I saw you sitting over there, pouting. No reason to pout. Those lips were made for much better things, no? Like kissing?” He raises a dark eyebrow. “Not kissing? Maybe something else, then.”

			All eyes at the table are on her, including Mr. Money Man behind her. She can feel it, but dancing has advantages, like pushing past the gawking and ogling and getting on with the work at hand with a seductive twist.

			Wordlessly, Sierra brushes past one of the associates and slides into Stefan/Cuba’s lap. Once planted against him, she can feel his body responding to her like a turkey timer in a hot oven. She throws her head back, tossing her dark hair to complete the act. She loops her hands around his neck.

			Stefan tries to kiss her, but Sierra bobs and weaves around his lips, offering her cheek or neck for him, which he greedily accepts, transitioning to her cleavage. On the third redirection of his affection, Sierra says, “There are rules.”

			

			“How did I get so lucky?” he says, mid-peck. His eyes look up at her.

			She stares down at him. Stefan’s bald head is covered in sweat, his body warm against hers, almost damp, his erect penis jabbing into her thigh.

			He asks, “What’s the special occasion? What made you come around?”

			Smiling, Sierra wants to say many things that made her do it. Things like money—his eventual pain. Instead, she says, “Jarome convinced me.”

			“Oh, did he?”

			“He told me I had to keep you happy.”

			“You certainly are doing a good job of that.” He leans in to kiss her neck again and slips down into her cleavage, not that his hands haven’t already scaled the peaks in his desperate grubby fondling.

			Sierra leans down, not stopping his lips this time. “It’s just a start,” she purrs into his ear so only he can hear it. “Take me outside.”

			She feels him against her, and he responds excitedly. “Outside?”

			“You drove here, no?”

			“No. I mean, yes, I did.”

			“I don’t like looky-loos.”

			“You don’t like—” Sierra places a finger against his lips, silencing him. 

			“For this sort of thing, I prefer a more one-on-one experience. Otherwise, it will cost you so much more.”

			Stefan/Cuba nods. “Alright, alright.”

			Sierra slips off him. He takes her hand, and she helps him exit the booth.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4:

			Frank Campos

			Frank Campos watches the girl stroll across the bar, greet Cuba loudly, and slither into his lap. Next thing, the girl’s arms wrap around Cuba’s neck, and he’s trying to kiss her, but she keeps throwing her head back just enough to prevent each attempt. 

			Then they’re up, Sierra leading the way, Cuba’s hand in her hand, as they move to the front of the small bar and the door. 

			Frank waits hunched over, with hands around the Budweiser, watching the scene unfold in the bar’s mirrored backstop. He waits until the doors swing close and then gives it a complete sixty-second count. The whole time, the anticipation overwhelms his heart in his chest. Things could go wrong. Cuba could’ve noticed him. Sierra could take his money and run. Warn Cuba. The possibilities are endless, yet they’re not because Frank’s sure he picked the right girl, and it only took two weeks of watching Cuba to pick the right time. 

			

			Bill Ruth wanted to send a message. “Don’t kill him; make him regret taking my money—be creative about it,” Bill Ruth said. “The debt can be accommodated, but tell the little guy he needs to know he can’t leave the reservation again.” 

			When a guy runs out on a debt a couple of years old, tracking him down takes a particular type—someone who knows him, so Frank told Ruth he’d handle it. “We’re not friends, but I knew him once upon a time—I’ll find him.” 

			Frank collects his cigarette pack, throws a twenty on the bar for the bartender, and stands to leave. 

			Outside, he tugs on his belt and then bends over to remove the revolver from his boot. He shoves the police special in his back waistband and takes a deep breath as adrenaline explodes through his system. He clenches his hands and flexes his fingers several times to get the kinks out and weather the initial adrenaline surge. He waits at the door for his lungs to catch up. Once he’s settled his nerves, Frank scans the streetlight-shadowed parking lot and spots Cuba’s truck, an old squarish Ford pickup truck, two-toned, black and silver, with neon lines running down the sides and a big Madonna in the window, sun-faded from baby blue to luminous white. Frank notices the two silhouettes filling the windows, kissing. The truck’s off to the side of the lot. 

			He crosses the parking lot, digs the cigarette pack out of his back pocket, and taps the last cigarette out. He places the cigarette behind his ear like a pencil. Then he feels for the lighter in his pocket before crumpling the pack and throwing it in Cuba’s truck bed as he passes.

			Frank is unworried about discovery as he retrieves the Jersey claw, the wicked-looking multi-tool with a big-ass metal bear claw at the end used for a variety of things, from where he stashed it in the back of Cuba’s truck earlier, careful not to make any noise. 

			

			Frank rounds the driver’s side, swinging the Jersey claw like a baseball bat down by his thigh, transitioning both hands to the handle. He swings the Jersey claw in one quick windup and bashes it through the driver’s side window as expertly as a switch hitter smashing a homer. The glass shatters and explodes inward, showering Cuba and Sierra with fragments. Neither knows what’s happening. 

			Frank rakes out the window with a couple of twisting thrusts, jabbing the Jersey claw against Cuba. The blows knock him to the side and keep him off-balance. 

			Dropping the tool, Frank reaches through the window, snatches a bunched handful of Cuba’s shirt, and drags Cuba halfway through the window. 

			“Here you go.” Frank lets gravity do the rest of the work. “No reason to do more work than necessary.”

			Cuba spills headfirst to the ground. “What the fuck, man?” he groans, gathering himself. “Do you know who I am?”

			Frank glances at the girl, who picks glass out of her cleavage. Then he kicks Cuba in the side. “No one said talk,” he says. “Don’t you see this isn’t one of those times you get to talk? I mean, a guy, me, dragging you out of your truck while you’re trying to get laid should send a certain type of signal.” 

			Cuba groans again as Frank looks down at Cuba, pausing so Cuba can roll over and see him. 

			Frank plucks the cigarette from his ear and shimmies the lighter out of his pocket. He cups his hand around the cigarette in his mouth and lights it. The flame flashes an image of his face as Cuba rolls over. 

			

			Cuba recognizes him and exclaims, “Frank?” 

			“Hey, buddy.” He snorts out the initial drag of smoke through his nostrils. 

			“What the hell, Frank?”

			“You owe Bill Ruth some money,” Frank says. 

			“That’s what this is all about?” 

			Cuba crab crawls across the concrete, his shoulders and heels scooting his lean body backward over the pavement. 

			“Oh, man, don’t make me chase you.” Frank sighs, reaching around his back and removing the revolver from his waistband. “Bill Ruth’s going to let you live. No worries.”

			But Cuba doesn’t stop scooting or begging. “What the fuck, Frank! I know you. Leave me alone. Tell your psycho boss I’m good for the money.” 

			“Ah, come on, man,” Frank says. “Don’t make this worse than it already is. I’m just supposed to come here and make sure you know Bill Ruth knows where you are and tell you you will pay back his money. You know that, right? You’ll pay it back, or you won’t see whoever he sends next.”

			Cuba nods but doesn’t stop moving, gaining another strained few feet. “I paid him! We’re square. I owe him nothing.”

			Frank trails after him farther into the parking lot and maybe ten feet away from the truck. But he gets bored chasing him, so he brings the revolver around, takes aim, and shoots Cuba in the top of the left foot. 

			“There, that’ll stop you for a few moments.” Frank surveys the damage. 

			Cuba howls in pain. “You’re a fucking psycho! You sick fuck! What the hell?”

			“I’m trying to talk to you. What, you don’t want to talk to me?”

			

			Frank shoots Cuba’s other foot. 

			“I much prefer this,” he shakes the revolver, “to breaking legs the old-fashioned way. It’s easier. More efficient. Cheaper. So now that I got your attention. Listen up.”

			But Cuba isn’t listening; he grabs at both feet, one after the other, screaming in pain. 

			“Stop your bellyaching; I can’t talk to you if you’re screaming, and if you’re screaming, you’re going to bring some unwanted attention to yourself—listen, Bill Ruth doesn’t want you dead, not yet, but he wants his money.” 

			“I paid him his freaking money.”

			Frank pauses, processing the information. Then he shrugs. “He says you didn’t, or maybe you owe him interest or something. That’s really above my give-a-shit level. So listen, all I’m supposed to do is get your attention and tell you to say these words.”

			Groping at his wounds, Cuba snaps, “What words?” 

			“I will pay Bill Ruth,” Frank says. “Now, say it with me; I will pay Bill Ruth.”

			Cuba repeats the words through clenched teeth. “I’m going to pay Bill Ruth.”

			“Close enough.” Frank glances back at the girl, who slowly extricates herself from Cuba’s truck. “Was that so hard?”

			Frank slips the gun into his front waistband. It’s warm through the work shirt. Frank retrieves the Jersey claw from the ground, resting it on his shoulder, and takes a drag from the cigarette. 

			“You want to take a hit of this?” Frank holds the cigarette out toward Cuba.

			Cuba isn’t yelling anymore or screaming, but he cries, a pathetic, sniveling cry, and Frank guesses getting shot in the foot makes the pain stick around. But Cuba doesn’t say if he wants the cigarette or not. 

			

			“That’s what I figured. No hard feelings, friend. Just pay him back, and everything’s good.”

			Frank flips the half-burned cigarette at Cuba’s bald head. 

			Cuba squeezes his eyes shut in anticipation of the cigarette colliding with his forehead, which it does. The cigarette bounces off his bald head, sending a dazzle of sparks into the space around Cuba’s head. The sparks fade into the night, just like Frank. 
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