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    I dedicate this book to everyone working to secure the country. Peace can only come with security.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Life has its risks. Prepare for the fire.
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Chapter 1
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Everything was finally going well for Jack Rivers. He finally settled down in his new life. At first, he was angry and bitter. He was an ex-special force operative. But a year off the force after a botched mission left him burned by the CIA, he needed to go far. And for him it meant leaving everything behind and starting a new life. And nothing shouted a new life like living in another country. And Mexico fit the bill. Jack was not fluent in Spanish by any measure imaginable. He didn’t pay attention in the few classes he took in high school. But growing up in El Paso, Texas meant he was around enough Spanish-speaking people to understand sufficient to get by. And having a Mexican nanny certainly helped. When it was convenient he pretended to be completely ignorant. But in Mexico everyone understood the language of dollars and cents. And Jack had sufficient dollars and a few sense left to start a business in Tijuana, Mexico. And the only business he could open was a bar with the two things he still enjoyed: booze and women. But the day he started the business he decided to stay off the booze if he was to make any money from it. But the women, there was no chance in hell or heaven or both he was giving that up. With one eye on his cash register and another on the stage he kept things going. And he learned the hard way in Tijuana he needed to be tough and let patrons understand he was not playing. The two meanest bouncers he could have asked for, Marco Ortiz and Lionel Ordoñez, would promptly take out anyone who entered cross-eyed, stared the wrong way, or made any false moves. 

Marco was big not only for a Mexican but for anyone he could be compared to. In fact, Marco looked like he ate another Mexican and was double the size of most of the men. He was tall and fat. But due to his height he did not appear fat. And Marco ensured his bones were packed with more than meat. He lifted weights and kept in shape despite his size. The moment Jack met Marco he hired him. But that is another story. 

Lionel was not as big as Marco but was strong nonetheless. He did not work out because he did not need to. He spent his entire life on the streets of Tijuana. He had to earn a living from the moment he learned to walk. His father was an abusive alcoholic that contributed nothing but pain and suffering to him and his mother. And his old lady got fed up with his abuse and torched his ass one night or was it day? The fact was his mother poured gasoline on his father when his father slept. And it was the happiest day of his life. Every year, Lionel celebrated the Día de los Muertos, or the Day of the Dead with pride. He honored his mother and pissed on his father’s grave. Growing up in Tijuana without a father was a blessing and a curse. The blessing was his father was no longer abusing his mother and him. The curse, other men did it for him. His mother slept with many men to make ends meet. She was not proud of it but had to take care of Lionel. And she took him with her most places kids should never go to. Obviously, Lionel was sent to primary school and high school. But the streets of Tijuana had an undue influence on him, and he never finished high school. Again, his story would last many episodes. They expelled him for beating a classmate who tried to bully him. But going back to him, he grew up selling sweets on the streets and graduated to heroine. And money came rolling for him, and he got his mom to stop prostituting herself. He bought her a house. Not a mansion but a house no one could kick her out of. Like Jack, Lionel grew tired of the dangerous life on the streets and took the job as bouncer at Jack’s bar named Mujer y Liquor for Woman and Liquor.

Jack kept to his corner of the bar. He avoided interacting with people unless it was absolutely necessary. And it became necessary in one of two ways. One, a customer was unruly in which case Marco and Lionel would do the talking for him. Two, an important client or a lady, he considered important, required his personal attention. In which case, he would leave his post. Otherwise, he stood behind the bar area monitoring the flow of people in and out of his establishment. Tonight was an important night. Every night was important as he made money. But Daniella was giving her signature show. And Jack had the third reason as his excuse to leave the bar area. He always went closer to appreciate Daniella’s performance.

With lights focused on her, Daniella began her presentation. She wore a feathered costume with jade stones. Besides her bra and bikini all she had were beads around her wrists and ankles. Her pitch-black wavy long hair dropped behind her waist. Her breasts bulged under her bra. Her curve thighs and big butts always got the most attention. But Jack preferred her breasts. And she always started slow. Her swerving movements and gentle steps made way for brisk turns and rolls as she opened her legs wide and turned on the floor. And she held on to the pole at the center of the stage and flung herself around in the air. With her strong arms she kept herself in mid turn in the air. And the men howled at her stamina and her assets. Gracefully, she slithered around the pole and continued dancing till the music stopped. When the music stopped, men would throw bills thanking her for the pleasure she gave them. She immediately exited the stage to avoid interacting directly with any customer. She was off hands. Everyone knew Daniella was Jack’s girl. And though he was not the jealous type, in Mexico any man worth anything knew strength was shown by holding firm to what you had, he kept her off unsavory hands. And a woman like Daniella had men offering her the world and seven seas. So Jack did not have the luxury of standing by. And he wanted her to stop doing her show, but she was not about to be locked away in a house no matter how luxurious it may be. She liked what she did and got her own pleasure doing it. Besides, Jack met her in a bar and told her to work for him, and she would set the terms. And her terms included her doing her show how she wanted. And his bonus was eating her every night or day as he pleased which she enjoyed as well. So Jack was happy the way things had turned up. He smiled as he went backstage to congratulate her. Not that she needed his approval or praise, but he liked to show support. 

“What do you think Jack?”

“Daniella, you were fabulous. You amaze me every time you do your performance. You have endurance. Where do you get the strength to hold on to the pole and stay midair the way you do?”

“Training and a lot of work.”

Daniella got dressed and went to the bar with Jack. She was after all his partner. She had interests in keeping the business going. She did her part, and he did his. She brought in the clients; he ensured they behaved. And those that did not, and were unruly, he had Marco and Lionel gently escort outside and beat the shit out of them. Fights were to be prevented inside the establishment where possible. Outside they could reign supreme and let their anger run bare.

But tonight was shaping up well. Clients were happy and that meant they were spending money. And Daniella brought a new set of ladies to entertain the men. Jack did not meddle in her side of the entertainment. She did not want him to either. All the women inevitably set their eyes on the boss. And as she was not about to have the rug pulled from under her ass, she would bring the ladies in herself not before laying down the rules. Rule numero uno was her man was off-limits. Any girl who crossed the line would suffer the consequences. And though she would not use Marco or Lionel to deal with the ladies, she was not about to let that deter her from giving any stupid girl a beating if they flirted at Jack. One such stupid girl did so once. And Marco had to intervene to get Daniella off the young girl’s neck. She sent the girl to the emergency room with a broken jaw. Jack wanted to suspend her show for the night, and she was not having it. The show went on. All the other young ladies got the message. And Jack got a thrashing that night in their bedroom or what was left of their bedroom. She set out rules for him as well. His flirting was a death sentence. He could only fraternize with men. Women were to direct their complaints or any issues small or big to her and only her, not him. From that day onwards, the moment any stripper or female bartender or waitress had an issue they went to her without delay. And she would direct Marco and Lionel accordingly. In extreme cases, she would go with them in which case someone was to get a beating for pissing on her ladies or grabbing things they were not to grab without permission. And in their business permission came with dollars and cents. Lots of dollars no girl liked cents.

Jack did his rounds like clockwork. He would stop and say hi to his clients, the regulars. He would signal a free drink here or there depending on how things were going. But he was generous to clients that came constantly. He kept them happy so they kept his bank account happy. And Daniella had expensive tastes. Obviously, with her breasts and ass she could get money easily if she wanted. So Jack was not about to set limits to her any time soon.  While he promenaded around smiling, shaking hands, and giving free booze, he kept watchful eyes for drunken customers, unruly ones, or those that posed a threat to him, his establishment, and Daniella, too, of course. And in a famous bar with fine ladies Daniella kept bringing, there was no shortages of dubious people with trigger happy fingers. The who’s who of the criminal world entered his establishment like a revolving door. Extortionists, assassins, drug-dealers, drug users, corrupt cops, which was most of them, and every low-down ornery person the streets of Tijuana had, entered into Mujer y Dinero. So Marco and Lionel were busy and loaded. Here in Tijuana, security meant they had to carry weapons. No one would take a job as bouncer or security without a licensed or unlicensed gun. They would not survive long. And behind the cash register counter, Daniella had heavy firepower safely stored and within easy reach. When Jack walked the floor she stayed behind the counter. When she walked the floor or was busy on stage he stayed behind the counter. When both were walking, Marco or Lionel covered. In addition to Marco and Lionel they had three other men that helped around to move things and keep an eye and ears on people. 

Tonight a notorious drug-capo entered, Manuel Serrano of the Sinaloa cartel. He was the number one man. He was wanted by every US agency on or off the books. His rap sheet was longer than Al Capone’s. In fact, Al Capone would be a choir boy compared to him. Everyone feared him and with good reason. He was a sadistic drug-dealer. Rumor had it; he liked using chainsaws and cutting people to pieces and sang Rancheras from Vicente Fernandez as his men did it. His enemies often appeared in ditches in pieces or hanging on a bridge somewhere. And it was only rumors but he was accused of rape, torture, that was given, extortion, drug-trafficking, money laundering, kidnapping, and those were the first few most could easily state. The moment he entered the establishment, a small army also took over the place. And Jack closed immediately to cater to him and his men. Everyone in at the time he entered stayed. Everyone out, too bad, or perhaps was more fortunate to be out of harm’s way.  Manuel Serrano immediately got Jack’s attention. And Daniella would signal to the ladies to rush to attend to him and his men. As they paid big money the girls liked when they came. It assured them a profitable night. And they kept the men happy and the men helped them build their dream homes or buy luxury cars, dresses, shoes, or trips to expensive places. It was a winning proposition for everyone. And Jack did not discriminate. He was not about to snitch on anyone or tell anyone their money was not good enough.

And Manuel was happy. He had concluded a profitable deal, and he brought his men to celebrate. With his gains, he paid for everything. His men could drink to a stupor and bang any girl that did so, most did, for money. Only Daniella was off-limits.  And the men were having a fine time. All went well for Jack. The ladies were busy on their backs all night long. They served as many men as possible before they all left. Jack, Marco, and Lionel were on their feet up and down ensuring Manuel and his men were nothing but happy. Daniella had to call in a favor from a cousin to bring his cousins, all female, of course, to work the night. And it meant money for the family. They too earned lots of money on their backs. 

Everyone finally left. It was three in the morning long after midnight, closing hours. Daniella was grinning as she counted the money. Marco and Lionel were on guard with their assault rifles. It was not time for fun or games. They knew the drill. And the other three men were also loaded and on their posts as they prepared to wrap thing up.

Someone banged on the front door. And Jack knew it was too good to be true. It was Tijuana, after all. Shit always happened. If it was not at the beginning you were sure to get smeared in shit at the end. Either way, he knew there was no avoiding it. Jack signaled to Marco to take a look. Marco checked the cameras and saw someone he did not recognize but knew was related to Jack. There were few gringos in town and when one come pounding at your door at three in the morning he either wants to be killed or is running away from someone wanting to kill him. And from the bloodied shirt the gringo carried, Marco could tell, he was running for his life. 

“Boss, you should take a look at this.”

“What is it? Deal with it.”

“Guy outside is bleeding and motioning desperately for us to open the door. And he looks like a younger version of you.”

That got Jack’s attention, and he ran to check the images on the display. It was Ryan, his younger brother. He rushed to open the door and pulled his brother in.

“Hey Jack. It’s me, trouble,” said Ryan as he collapsed in Jack’s arms.
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Chapter 2
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And Ryan was not kidding he was trouble. His picture appeared in the dictionary, and he was proud of it too. There was a smartass grin on his face. Jack did not have time for questions. Now was time for action. He informed the men they had to leave pronto. Daniella stared at Ryan, and he shouted for her to help him find a safe place to take his brother. Everyone stared but jumped to action. And Daniella had connections. Heck, half the people in the bar were related one way or the other to her. Jack and Marco carried Ryan through an emergency exit hidden at the back and made a run for it. They had to carry Ryan through a series of shacks, houses, or shacks for houses, and other peoples’ bedrooms, kitchens, and living room. As they went through, Daniella kept apologizing and getting asked for jobs or help. She was their local Robin Hood. She knew everyone, and they knew her. And that made all this possible. Otherwise, Jack and Ryan would have been shot as they barged through the first door uninvited. Daniella was his passport, and he could not lose her. After many turns avoiding clothes lines, barking dogs, and scaling a few fences, and breaking through a couple others, Daniella promised to repair at a later date, they made it to the doctor’s house. Actually, he was the local vet. But as they did not have time to discriminate, they went to whoever Daniella knew. Marco and Lionel were arguing in Spanish with her it was a terrible idea. Or that was what Jack understood. But he kept asking Marco why? And Daniella shut him down with her stare. Ryan knew that meant something. But he was not getting any answers as the real boss was not in the mood to be contradicted. And they flung Ryan onto a table used to cut beef or something. Ryan was not convinced going there was such a great idea. Marco agreed but they were both ordered to shut up. It turned out the vet was not a real veterinarian. He called himself a vet but was a butcher that practiced on people’s animals. In fairness, he wanted to be vet but did not have money to study for it. So, he took it upon himself to watch videos and research things off the web and practice on many peoples’ animals. And that is why Marco was pissed. He practiced on Marco’s pet Chihuahua, Lupita. Which being a small dog could not take abuse of any kind. And it died leaving Marco heartbroken and pissed mad as hell. So Marco did not like Hidalgo Zepeda but instead wanted to break every bone in his body. Daniella, however, intervened, and he had to stand down. And Jack kept getting a sense Daniella was the boss around town. All the men did what she wanted. There were those who desired and drooled over her and jumped to please her. And there were guys like Marco and Lionel, who could break a grown man’s arm in a flash but were squirming at her insults. And Jack discovered they were cousins. Marco was son to her uncle Miguel Ortiz. And Lionel was both their cousins from his mother’s side who married his drunk-ass-abusive father, Rommel Ordoñez. And Daniella was Miguel Ortiz’s favorite niece and Goddaughter. So he showered her with gifts and praises and filled her head with ideas she was special. As he did not have any daughter at the time, he took care of her when his brother and sister-in-law died. Actually, they were brutally murdered. And that is another long tale worthy of a Mexican soap opera.

Hidalgo Zepeda came wearing long overalls. He had blood stains on his clothes, and Jack wanted to take out Ryan but Daniella pushed him aside and hollered at Hidalgo to get the bullet lodged on Ryan’s back out. And without delay Hidalgo pulled a tray with blood-stained and rusty tools. Jack’s eyes widened. Hidalgo did not bother putting any gloves. He got a bottle of whiskey and gulped hard and long. He told Marco and Lionel to hold Ryan down as he dug on his back. Ryan clenched his teeth as Hidalgo dug the bullet out. To Jack’s surprise, he got it out in a second. Ryan did not scream. He twitched and remained motionless, otherwise. Daniella smiled. Hidalgo had no shortage of people needing bullets to be extracted. He had perfected his technique. Luckily for Ryan, he was not the first person Hidalgo pulled a bullet out of. After Hidalgo stitched Ryan and gave him a powerful drug Daniella handed Hidalgo a hundred bucks Jack did not bother ask what the drug was. Hidalgo complained she took advantage of him paying him less than he asked for. But she mentioned he owed some money for drinks at the bar which she was discounting. And they squabbled till Marco grabbed Hidalgo’s neck and that ended their dispute. 

They took Ryan and went to Daniella’s place. She called it her little house or mi casita. But it was not little. It was a two-storied house with a large yard. The fence was high no one could see inside if they tried. That was where Jack and Daniella lived, at her place. Jack did not have a place of his own, so keeping Daniella happy meant he slept in a warm bed with a big ass beside him. Otherwise, he would have to sleep at a hotel. And upsetting her would not bode well. No one would let him stay at their place if she did not want them to.

Jack explained to Daniella that Ryan was his little brother but they were estranged. He had not seen his brother in more than a year. The last time they saw each other was at their parents’ house. And that day they had a bitter argument over his brother’s unruly behavior and they got to blows. They ruined Christmas for everyone and were both banned from family get-togethers. Ever since, they were not on speaking terms. So his little brother dropping on him in Tijuana was as much a surprise to him as to everyone else. Despite their bitter fights, he had to help his brother, for his mom’s sake. Now what on earth Ryan got into was the question they both wanted answered. And it made all the difference. Pissing off the wrong person often led to death. And a bullet on his back meant someone was helping Ryan to go to the other side. Who? And why? But Ryan was unconscious, breathing deeply, and juddering.  He murmured incoherently, and Jack sighed beside Daniella who was desperate for answers. And she had good reason. If Ryan stepped on the wrong person’s nerve that person could come after those who helped him escape. She was hoping he got into a bar fight with a drunkard. That would be the best possible reason for him getting shot. But if he got involved with someone’s woman, or worse stole from someone, or messed with a drug person, they were in for big trouble.

Daniella kept pacing. She stood and sat repeatedly. Jack was tapping his feet. Finally, young Ryan opened his eyes. He was sweating and trembling as he had a high fever. But he was given a full shot of tequila and a concoction Daniella poured down his throat. And that burnt deep and woke him up.

“Ryan what happened? And what are you doing in Tijuana?”

“Goodnight to you, too, brother.”

“Hey, it’s not time for jokes. Tell me what on earth happened. Who tried to kill you?”

Daniella wanted to strangle him to answer their questions, but Ryan was a smartass making things unpleasant and difficult. And unlike Jack she had no patience, and she slapped him hard. And Ryan stared at her.

“Who the hell it she?”

“Answer our questions,” said Daniella.

“Jack, you always said I did not have balls as big as yours. So I came to Tijuana to show the ladies I did. And I had lots of fun. Too much fun some would say.”

“Get to the point,” said Jack.

“I may have stolen something, accidentally, of course. But the guy did not believe my story and shot me multiple times. Luckily, I shot him, too. He is dead. But his brother saw me shoot him and shot at me, as well.”

“What did you steal?”

“I stole a truck. I met this short Latina similar to her with big ass and breast like her.”

“Stop staring at my breasts.”

“Yeah, exactly like her. Do you have twin sister? If you do, I knocked her hard.”

“You slept with my sister? I will kill you son-of-a-bitch. She is a minor. She was to get married a virgin, and you had sex with her?”

Daniella jumped on him, but Jack pulled her away. Daniella stormed to her room to get her gun. But Jack ran after her and prevented her from reaching to it. He dragged her out and held on to her as she kept lurching towards Ryan.

“You are dead. My little sister was my pride and joy. Wait till Marco and Lionel find out. You are dead. You won’t have to worry about the asshole that shot you. I will kill you.”

“So they shot you for stealing a truck?”

“I borrowed it, but they did not think it was funny. But her sister, I think it’s her sister, said it was the perfect spot to make out. And so we did. But one thing led to another, and we were off to a remote place having fun.”

“What is the girl’s name?”

“Lucía.”

“I will kill you asshole. She is my little sister. Wait. I will call my uncle. You are dead.”

“Ryan, you are in trouble. Whose damn truck did you borrow?”

“Turns out, the truck was full of heroine. The guys who parked it stopped to get a quickie with local whores. And surprise, when they came out, I was inside. And they pointed their guns at me, and I fired at them and drove off. Lucía was terrified, and I drove like a madman to get away.”

“Where is my sister?”

“In the truck.”

“You left her dead in the truck?”

“No, she is not dead. I hid the truck and borrowed a young lady’s car and led the men away from her and the truck. But my high speed getaway car was not a Ferrari. They riddled the car with bullets, and they forced me to run for my life.”

“How did you know where to find me?”

“Mom told me to keep an eye on you.”

Jack laughed. “She told you to keep an eye on me. I bet she said to avoid me at all costs because all you bring is trouble.”

“Well, how else would I know where to find you?”

“And you never stopped by to say hello or anything. The moment you are in deep shit you come running for help?”

“Yeah. Don’t I make you proud?”

“Jack, I will kill your brother. Where the hell is my little sister?”

“I can take you but Manuel’s men are looking for me.”

“Wait. What did you say?”

“The truck with the heroine belongs to Manuel Serrano.”

“You are screwed,” said Daniella. “Ha-ha. Good for you.”

“No, it’s not good Daniella. And where did you leave her little sister? That was not a cool thing to leave her alone.”

“I had no choice man. I had to get away and get the men to follow me. Otherwise, they would have hurt her.”

“We should thank you. Is that it?” said Daniella.

“Well, yeah. I saved her life.”

“You piece of shit. Where is my sister?”

“If you take me I can show you where I left her. But I bet Manuel Serrano’s men are on the prowl. And the truck will not remain hidden for too long.”

“I don’t give a shit about the truck, heroine, or whatever,” said Jack. “We need to find that girl and bring her to safety. Tell us where she is, and we will go for her. You are in no condition to go anywhere.”

“Fine.”
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