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  Chapter 1


Nicky Booth threw his body over a brick wall, landed in a crouch on the other side, and he and his brother Zavier took off running through the city streets. 
Both brothers held onto the automatic weapons slung over their shoulders. Neither brother tried to hide their guns, but that couldn’t last.
Nearby civilians stopped dead in their tracks to stare at the brothers. Running away and occasionally bumping into people was bad enough. The guns gave the brothers away more than anything.
Nicky checked his speed just long enough to make sure Zavier kept up. They both ran their fastest to get away from the gun battle raging at the Boundary Road weapons storehouse.
Nicky didn’t hear gunfire anymore. He started to look around for somewhere he and Zavier could get off the street and hide until the commotion died down.
Nicky glanced into a florist shop the brothers happened to be passing right at that moment. He startled to high alert when the screech of skidding car tires echoed up the street behind him.
He caught one glimpse over his shoulder of a black Lexus squealing around the corner. All other traffic had to swerve when the Lexus ran the red light, skidded around the corner, and gunned its engines to catch up with the brothers.
Nicky faced front only for a black Ford pickup to come peeling around a different corner ahead of him and Zavier. The brothers were running straight toward the truck.
It revved its motor and plunged down the street to close the gap between it and the Lexus. The brothers were trapped.
Zavier grabbed Nicky by his shirt sleeve and yanked him sideways. “In here!” Zavier yelled.
Nicky didn’t see where Zavier was leading him until the brothers stumbled into a mom-and-pop vegetable stand packed with Chinese people. A wall of bodies blocked the brothers from going any further.
Zavier elbowed his way into the crowd still dragging Nicky behind him. Zavier kept saying, “Excuse me! Excuse me!” to all the Chinese people even as he shoved them out of the way to pull Nicky through them.
They cursed him and yelled insults from all over the store, but Zavier didn’t stop. He forced a path into the back and the crowd closed behind him. 
No one could see the brothers with all these customers in the way, but the brothers’ pursuers must realize by now that Nicky and Zavier had come in here.
Zavier came to a plastic curtain separating the main store from the back storage room. Another dozen Chinese men worked in here stacking boxes, moving pallets around, and unloading a truck outside the store’s rear loading doors.
Zavier turned off, charged up a rickety set of stairs, and burst out onto the roof. 
Nicky didn’t think too hard about where Zavier was taking him. Zavier must have a plan. He wouldn’t lead Nicky up to this roof if there was any chance the brothers could get trapped up here.
He turned out to be right. The vegetable stand occupied the lowest floor of a building connected to a different building directly behind it. The second building opened into the parallel street north of the vegetable stand.
The two buildings had been built back to back with their adjacent walls touching. Zavier jumped over another parapet onto the other building’s roof, led Nicky across it, and down another set of stairs.
Nicky kept looking around to find out what Zavier had in mind. Nicky half-expected Zavier to hide somewhere in this building, but Zavier never even left the stairwell.
He followed the stairs all the way to the ground floor, exited in a hallway lined with offices, passed through the lobby, and didn’t stop until he made it to the front doors.
The lobby looked like any office building lobby with huge front windows looking out at the street. Everyone out there went about their business as if armed gangsters weren’t pursuing more armed gangsters through the streets.
Nicky didn’t see any of the men Lorenzo Alcazar might be sending after him and Zavier, but that didn’t mean anything. The battle he and Zavier had just escaped at the Boundary Road warehouse proved that.
Alcazar could hide his people in any civilian environment. They wore regular clothes and concealed their weapons so no one knew who they were.
Nicky studied the people passing on the sidewalk. The brothers’ pursuers must be inside the vegetable stand by now. Which of these people standing outside was waiting for Nicky and Zavier to come out and show themselves so the chase could start all over again?
“Where do you want to go now?” Nicky panted between gasps of breath.
“Right over there.” Zavier pointed to the black pickup.
The truck and the Lexus had parked at angles to block the street in front of the vegetable stand. Three men guarded the truck and another three guarded the Lexus. All six men carried automatic rifles and scanned the surroundings for any sign of the brothers.
Parking the truck and the Lexus like that had brought all other traffic to a standstill around the two vehicles. 
The civilian drivers of all these other cars argued with each other and yelled at Alcazar’s men standing guard, but the men ignored everyone. They only cared about keeping watch on the neighborhood for any sign of the Booth brothers trying to escape.
“We can’t go over there!” Nicky exclaimed. “Look! They’ve posted three guys to guard the truck. They’ll never let us near it.”
“They’re guarding the truck. They aren’t guarding anything else. Come on.”
Zavier took a few steps sideways. A motion sensor activated the lobby’s sliding doors. They slid open and Zavier stepped out onto the sidewalk.
“Hey!” Nicky hissed. “You can’t go over there! Hey! Come back here, Zavier!”
Zavier didn’t listen. Nicky didn’t like where this was going, but he would wind up going there along with Zavier. He never doubted that. Nicky would always go wherever Zavier went.
Zavier didn’t go very far. Nicky almost wished he would.
Zavier marched straight to the cars parked in front of the lobby doors. A few people raised their eyebrows when he pulled his weapon forward, brought it to his shoulder, and aimed it over the cars toward the truck. 
Nicky made it a few paces out of the lobby and then froze to the spot when Zavier leaned his body against the cars, aimed at the truck, and opened fire right there in front of God and everyone.
The rat-tat-tat of his weapon sounded unbelievably loud in this calm, quiet environment. The noise shattered the morning flow of activity and threw the whole world into chaos.
All the surrounding civilians screamed, threw their arms over their heads, and crouched for protection. Zavier paid no attention to them at all.
He didn’t shoot at the truck. He wanted to take it intact.
His bullets hit three other cars parked near the truck. The windows shattered, the tires blew, and bullet holes riddled the car bodies. All the drivers bolted for cover.
Alcazar’s men did the same thing. They all pulled their weapons up, aimed in Zavier’s direction, and dove behind nearby cars for protection. The guards’ actions drew them a little farther away from the truck and left it unprotected.
The men guarding the Lexus did the same thing. They brought their weapons up and hid behind nearby cars to aim at Zavier, but they didn’t leave the Lexus. That left him face to face against the three guards hiding closest to the truck.
They aimed their weapons through the shattered car windows to shoot back at Zavier, but all the cars standing between them protected him from everything. He didn’t even have to crouch down.
He tilted his weapon down a few inches, fired into the pavement, and his bullets ricocheted upward into the undercarriage of the cars behind which Alcazar’s men were hiding. 
None of them realized what he planned to do until his bullets hit the cars’ gas tanks and the cars exploded right on top of them.
The explosions sent any remaining civilians running for the hills. The men standing guard over the Lexus ducked lower except when they stuck their heads up long enough to stare in horror at their friends getting swallowed by the flames.
Zavier didn’t hesitate that time, either. He barged out from behind the cars and swept his weapon back and forth across the surrounding neighborhood.
He stormed across the street to the truck, yanked open the driver’s door, took one look at the keys dangling from the ignition, and climbed into the cab.
Nicky was still standing there in frozen shock when Zavier fired the engine, slammed the door, and threw the truck into reverse. He screeched backward, braked hard in front of the office building, and threw open the passenger door for Nicky.
“Get in!” Zavier snapped. “Hurry!”
Nicky snapped out of his trance long enough to spring across the sidewalk and jump into the passenger seat.
Zavier hit the gas and burned rubber up the street away from the scene before anyone could make a move to stop him.






  
  Chapter 2


Zavier yanked the pickup’s steering wheel sideways, slid around a corner, barreled five blocks, and then squealed into a parking space in front of a bank. No one had pursued him and Nicky away from the office building where Zavier had stolen this truck. 
He probably could have driven out of town and hidden in any one of the brothers’ many hiding places, but Zavier decided against it. He turned off the ignition and raised his weapon to check how much ammunition he had left.
Nicky stared at him from the passenger seat. “What are you doing?” Nicky husked. “We have to go back to the Spades. They’ll be wondering where we are.”
“We will go back to them.” Zavier ejected his clip and jammed in a fresh one. “We just won’t do it right now.”
“What are you going to do?” Nicky turned away shaking his head. “I’m not sure I want to hear this.”
“We’re here. Alcazar’s men are here. We might as well make it count. Leave your rifles here and come on.”
Zavier lifted the straps of his two automatic weapons off his shoulders, laid them on the seat, and got out of the truck. Nicky did, too. Both brothers still carried multiple handguns concealed on their persons.
Nicky would have rather gone back to safety, especially considering how many of Alcazar’s men were running around out here right now. They had obviously come out in force to recapture the brothers.
Capturing and killing the Booth brothers was far more important to Alcazar than going to war against the Spade family.
It never once crossed Nicky’s mind not to follow Zavier’s play. He may have been planning this the whole time they had been staying as guests in Tennison Spade’s fancy apartment. 
Nicky wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find out that Zavier had gone along with Tennison’s plans for no other reason than to maneuver the brothers closer to Alcazar where they could do him some more damage. 
The two brothers set off walking down the street. No one noticed anything unusual about them this time. The brothers weren’t carrying automatic weapons down the city street in broad daylight. 
They looked like any two ordinary men going about their ordinary business on any ordinary morning.
Nicky’s heart sank when Zavier made his way back to Boundary Road. The brothers turned at an intersection five blocks away from the department store where Alcazar kept his weapons storehouse.
The brothers heard gunfire from a long way off before they got anywhere near the site. Nicky slowed down, but Zavier sped up. 
He checked over his shoulder, stepped out into the street, and started weaving his way through all the jammed traffic. These cars all belong to Alcazar’s men. They had driven these cars to the Boundary Road warehouse to deal with the Spade family’s assault.
Nicky didn’t see where Zavier was going until he stopped next to a sleek, black, lowered Equus coupe. It stood out from every other vehicle around it.
Nicky got a flashback of the moment when he spotted Stefan Holmes in the crowd of Alcazar’s enforcers. Stefan had gotten out of this car before they moved in on the Boundary Road street battle. This must be Stefan’s car. 
Zavier swiveled right and left to check everywhere for anyone who might interfere with his plans. The gunfire didn’t let up at the department store, but Nicky couldn’t see anyone shooting at each other from this distance.
Zavier passed alongside the car, checked through the rear passenger windows, and then opened the driver’s door. Stefan had left his keys in the ignition. All of Alcazar’s men did that so any of them could drive anyone else’s car if they needed to.
Zavier pulled the keys out, returned to the trunk, and popped it open.
Stefan and his men had brought a lot of weapons—a lot more weapons than they could reasonably carry into a gunfight. Maybe Stefan thought he and his men might have to come back here and rearm at some point.
Zavier rummaged among all the automatic weapons and extra clips full of ammo and pulled out five bandoliers of grenades. He handed one to Nicky.
“Go around and blow all their cars,” Zavier murmured. “Then meet back up with me at the warehouse.”
Nicky turned away without a word. His and Zavier’s roles had reversed again. One or the other of them always took charge. It didn’t seem to matter anymore which one of them did it.
He followed Zavier’s instructions to the letter and walked away to the other cars Alcazar’s men had driven to the spot. Zavier stayed there next to Stefan’s car. Nicky didn’t ask himself why because he already knew the answer.
Nicky took a deep breath, braced himself, pulled the first grenade from the bandolier, and tossed it under the first car he came to.
He had to move fast after that. He had to get away from the car fast enough before it blew up.
He skirted around the area, lobbed grenades under all the other cars or through their windows, and ran for it to the other side of the street before each car detonated in a flaming ball of heat and burning gas.
Zavier tossed a grenade through the Equus’s open driver’s window and took off running to the other end of the street. Nicky lost sight of him. Then all the cars on that side of the battle started to blow, too.
Nicky’s mind kicked into high gear. He didn’t think he remembered which cars Alcazar’s men had driven to the Boundary Road battle, but he had no problem recognizing them now.
Alcazar’s men all drove the same kind of sedan. They resembled the Lexus from the vegetable shop even though these cars belonged to a variety of makes and models.
For a start, all of them had been immaculately groomed without a scratch on their shiny, glossy exteriors. 
These cars posed a stark contrast to regular civilian cars parked nearby. Some of them had fender or bumper damage. Others had layers of dust covering the outsides or rips in their upholstery.
Nicky raced around the whole cluster, threw grenades under each car, and bolted leaving them in flames. He met up with Zavier at the driveway leading to the department store’s parking lot.
Alcazar’s men were just in the process of rounding up all the surviving Spades, holding them at gunpoint in the parking lot, and forcing them down onto their knees in front of the building. Nicky even spotted Kyle in the group. 
The Spades held their hands behind their heads. Kyle glared at the men standing over him, especially Stefan. Nicky couldn’t tell from this distance if Stefan even recognized Kyle or realized how important he was to the Spades’ operation.
Nicky’s hesitation evaporated at the sight of Kyle in trouble. Lawton and Irvin Spade weren’t here. Kyle was the next most important person in the Spade hierarchy. 
Stefan didn’t single out Kyle for any especially bad treatment. Stefan didn’t act like killing Kyle would inflict any serious blow to the Spade family’s power structure. Stefan paced around the group as if Kyle was any other ordinary foot soldier.
Nicky and Zavier headed for the warehouse. Stefan had ordered his men to patrol the building to see if any other Spades remained to kill or capture.
Dead bodies from both sides of the battle littered the sidewalk, driveway, parking lot, and the storefront. Some of Alcazar’s men went through the area shooting any wounded Spades they found.
Nicky and Zavier paced up the sidewalk coming from the west. Stefan had his back to the street and didn’t see them. 
Nicky didn’t recognize any of the men working with Stefan. These might all be mercenaries Alcazar had hired. Nicky and Zavier might have killed everyone else who mattered.
The mercenaries didn’t recognize Nicky and Zavier, either. These men didn’t even know who they were hunting for.
Nicky raised his bandolier as he and Zavier got closer to the driveway. The Spades had attacked in the early morning while the warehouse loading doors had been rolled up and left open. 
All of Alcazar’s people had come running outside when the battle started. The warehouse was empty now. No one had closed the doors.
Nicky pulled one grenade from his bandolier. The pin came out, but he kept his hand gripped tightly around the lever so the grenade didn’t blow yet.
Zavier did the same thing, pulled one grenade, and held onto it. The brothers picked up their pace just slightly. Then they burst into a run as they passed the warehouse, flung their bandoliers into the warehouse along with the two grenades, and took off running into the city.
The guards on patrol saw them and came after the brothers. The armed men in the parking lot did the same thing. They left Kyle and the others unguarded and gave the Spades a chance to flee. 
Some of the warehouse workers and a few of Alcazar’s men still inside the warehouse joined the pursuit to hunt the Booth brothers down, but it was already too late. Nicky and Zavier made it to the end of the block before the two grenades blew.
They set off all the other grenades in both bandoliers. They exploded and triggered a chain reaction through all the rest of the weapons and ammunition stored inside the building.
Successive blasts rocked the sidewalk under Nicky’s feet and then a massive shockwave boomed past him and Zavier. The brothers kept running for their lives.
The blast wave caught any of Alcazar’s men who tried to pursue the brothers. They swerved around a corner. Nothing remained to slow them down all the way back to the pickup.
Zavier jumped behind the wheel. Nicky slammed the passenger door and Zavier squealed into traffic to get out of the area before Alcazar’s people caught up with them.






  
  Chapter 3


Zavier pulled the black pickup truck into a grocery store parking lot and pulled out his phone. 
“Why are we stopping here?” Nicky asked from the passenger seat. “We gotta get out of town or at least back to the Spades. All of Alcazar’s men will be out looking for us.”
“Not yet,” Zavier replied. “We can make a few more strikes first.”
Nicky’s eyes fell out of their sockers. “Are you crazy?! You want to hit him now of all times?! He’ll send out everyone he has to capture us! They know we stole this truck. They might even have planted a tracking device on it. You know Alcazar likes to keep tabs on where his guys are and what they’re doing. They’ll come after us.”
“I’m sure they will, but that won’t stop us from hitting him first. Most of his guys are busy with Boundary Road and the rest are all guarding his locations to stop us from hitting them.” 
“That’s exactly why it would be stupid to hit one of his locations. His armed goons will be on high alert to stop us.”
Zavier looked up long enough to grin at his brother. “That’s exactly why now is the perfect time to hit him. He doesn’t have enough people to guard everywhere at once—not effectively—but that doesn’t matter. We won’t get close enough to engage any of his men. We’ll hit them remotely.”
“We don’t have any drones,” Nicky pointed out. “We lost them all at the Everyman Garage.”
“Oh ye of little faith,” Zavier countered. “Do you really think I would let a little thing like that stop me? We have better options.”
“How?” Nicky asked.
Zavier turned in his seat, faced Nicky, and gripped his shoulder. “You’ll have to forgive me, brother. I made certain plans I didn’t share even with you.”
Nicky frowned. “What are they and why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t tell you because I do a lot of things and make a lot of plans. I don’t have time to inform you about all of them and I couldn’t inform you when we were around the other guys at the Everyman or around the Spades. I just did it and left these contingencies in place in case we needed them. Please believe me when I tell you that I didn’t keep the information from you in case I ever had to use these contingencies against you. It wasn’t about that at all. I always planned to use them to get both of us out of a jam someday. I just never had a chance to tell you. I hope you can believe me.”
“I never thought you planned to use them against me,” Nicky returned. “So what are these contingencies? What are we talking about?”
Zavier turned back to the wheel and put the truck in gear. “I’ll show you.”
He drove back out onto the street, turned east, and drove to a normal civilian family home in a thriving neighborhood. 
He parked the truck in the driveway and got out. Everything about the house and yard had been meticulously maintained. The brothers even heard voices coming from inside the house.
Nicky followed Zavier around the house, through a wooden gate, and into the backyard.
A bunch of children’s play equipment dotted the backyard lawn. An enormous mastiff-cross dog lounged at the end of a chain attached to a large wooden doghouse in the center of the lawn.
Zavier went over to the dog, petted him for a minute, and told him what a good dog he was for guarding the house and keeping the family safe.
“He isn’t much of a guard dog, is he?” Nicky remarked. “How do you know this dog?”
Zavier shrugged. “Maybe I just have a way with animals.”
Nicky snorted, but Zavier didn’t explain further. He knelt down, stuck his head inside the doghouse, and took a spare key hanging on a hook screwed into the inside wall. 
Zavier petted the dog one more time. The dog rolled onto his back and Zavier scratched the creature’s stomach before he walked back through the gate.
He used the key to unlock the garage. Two passenger cars sat parked there. The voices inside the house sounded louder now. Zavier heard children yelling and adults answering in more measured tones.
Zavier crossed to a bank of metal shelves covering one wall of the garage. Regular plastic totes and some barbecue and camping equipment occupied the half of the shelves closest to the motorized garage door.
Cardboard moving boxes filled the other half of the shelves closest to the side door. Each box had been stamped with a serial number and sealed with glue so no one could see inside them. They didn’t have any other markings to indicate what was inside them.
Zavier pointed to the boxes. “Take these out to the truck,” he murmured under his breath.
“Do you know these people?” Nicky asked. “Is that how they’re letting you store your stuff in their garage?”
“I don’t know them. They rent the house. I bought it. The rental agreement lets me store this stuff here. That’s all. Let’s get out of here before they realize we’re here and start asking questions.”
He slid one box off the shelf and carried it out the door to the truck. Nicky copied him. Zavier tried not to notice Nicky furrowing his brow with all the questions churning in his mind.
The brothers worked in silence for ten minutes and stacked thirty boxes in the truck. Zavier also took a hand truck that happened to be parked next to all the shelves of boxes.
Zavier finally told Nicky to stop, relocked the door, put the spare key back in the doghouse, petted, thanked, and praised the dog for doing such a good job, and the brothers got back into the vehicle.
Nicky didn’t ask where they were going or what Zavier had in mind. Zavier expected Nicky to bombard him with questions, but Nicky found out enough as soon as Zavier made his first stop.
He parked in the underground garage of an office building downtown, took out the hand truck, stacked ten boxes on it, and wheeled it to the elevator. 
He and Nicky got inside and rode up to the very top floor of the building. Office workers got into and out of the elevator on the way up there. 
They didn’t notice anything unusual about Nicky and Zavier wheeling a bunch of unmarked cardboard boxes into the building. 
The elevator finally opened on the executive level. Zavier wheeled his hand truck into a large carpeted lobby. The offices were much bigger here.
He crossed the lobby without speaking to anyone, entered the stairwell, and turned backward to pull his hand truck the rest of the way to the roof.
Nicky stood back watching while Zavier tore open his first box and started taking out the contents. The boxes contained the modular pieces of artillery rocket launchers. 
He assembled three of them on the roof, attached their power supplies, turned on their targeting systems, and then used his phone to target three of Alcazar’s locations.
Nicky waited an hour in silence before he spoke up. “Which locations are you targeting?”
“The Square Block Club, the Paradise Lounge, and the Harmony Hotel,” Zavier replied. “I have another ten of these, so I’ll target the rest of the rockets to hit all the locations at once.”
Nicky looked away to squint across the city. “Don’t target Alcazar’s house.”
“I wasn’t planning to.”
Zavier went back to work and didn’t say anything else. He could think of a lot of reasons to destroy Alcazar’s house. The cocksucker would probably be inside it pulling all the puppet strings on his organization like the conniving little spider that he was.
Zavier could only think of one reason not to hit Alcazar’s mansion—only one reason Nicky would care about. Alcazar’s daughter Ella lived there.
Zavier pushed that thought away. Ella was someone else’s concern right now. The rest of Alcazar’s civilian employees bothered Zavier much more than she did.
He really didn’t like the idea of killing that many people. A lot more civilians would die from him destroying these locations than people who actually worked for and contributed to running Alcazar’s business.
Zavier finished setting up and targeting the artillery. He folded the empty boxes, stashed them behind an exhaust vent on the roof, and wheeled his hand truck all the way back down to the garage. 
Nicky didn’t say anything about the loss of civilian life. Neither brother mentioned it.
They got back into the truck. The brothers didn’t speak again while Zavier drove to three other strategic positions, set up his artillery, and targeted them, too. 
He eventually drove the now-empty pickup back to the abandoned iron foundry the brothers used as their current hiding place.
Zavier parked in the driveway outside the foundry manager’s apartment and opened his laptop on his knees in the truck cab. He didn’t get out of the car yet.
Nicky leaned over and watched. Zavier set off the fire alarms at all ten locations to make everyone evacuate the buildings. The Fire Department couldn’t respond to all of them at once.
He waited until the buildings completely emptied before he triggered the artillery. He set off everything at once. All the rockets launched and all ten buildings detonated in clouds of debris.
The workers, prostitutes, card dealers, drug dealers, and enforcers all crouched for cover at a distance from their now-destroyed workplaces. None of those people could go back to work.
Nicky chuckled and clapped Zavier on the shoulder. “Good one. That was a thing of beauty.”
Zavier shut his laptop and pulled out his phone. “I’ll contact…..” He broke off and stared at a text from Lawton.
Nicky’s tone changed instantly. “What’s wrong?”
“The Spades are still in battle against Alcazar’s men. Lawton says for us to lay low for a while. He’ll tell us when to come back to his father’s house. He doesn’t want us to come back now.”
Nicky sighed and popped the passenger door. “Then I guess it’s a good thing we’re here. We might as well chill out.”
The brothers went inside the apartment and found all their possessions waiting for them where the brothers had left them.
Zavier put his laptop and phone on the dining table. It felt strange not to have to do anything, be anywhere, or check anything. 
The brothers had been at war against Alcazar for so long that he didn’t really know how to relax and do nothing with his brother now that they got the chance.
They had been staying at Tennison Spade’s apartment for almost six weeks not including the time Nicky had been in the hospital recovering from his gunshot wounds. Being alone with Nicky felt strange but familiar.
Nicky came over to the table and started pulling all his many weapons from different parts of his clothes. He took off all his holsters, piled them on the table, and then flopped onto his back on the couch.
“What’s for dinner tonight?” he asked over his shoulder.
Zavier started taking off his weapons, too. Then he stopped himself. Old habits died hard. What if someone came after the brothers even here? He didn’t want to face that without a weapon in his hand.
“I suppose we could go out to dinner for once,” he told Nicky. “But that wouldn’t be lying low, would it? I guess it’s back to MREs for us tonight.”
Nicky shot him a grin. “I don’t mind sharing an MRE as long as it’s with you.”
Zavier went over there and sat down in an armchair across from him. “What’s our next move?”
“Our next move is the same next move it always has been. We go after Alcazar, weaken him as much as we can, and hopefully corner the guy somewhere we can finish him off.”
“What’s the end game?” Zavier asked. “We would probably have to wage a full-scale assault on Alcazar’s house to finally find him.”
“Then let’s make that the end game plan,” Nicky replied.
“We’ll need a lot more guys for that,” Zavier pointed out. “We might need a hundred men to counter all of Alcazar’s forces—or maybe more than a hundred.”
“We could do that,” Nicky replied. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”
Zavier’s head shot up. “What do you mean? Where would you get that many men?”
“Oh, come on, brother!” Nicky chided. “You’ve been around the block a few too many times to ask a question like that. Where the hell do you think Alcazar is getting all these hired guns? We can hire in just as many for ourselves. There never was any shortage of hired guns floating around. We could throw a thousand men at him. I’m sure you can afford it.”
Zavier looked away and didn’t answer. He could afford it. He just didn’t like the idea of bringing in a bunch of strangers to fight his and Nicky’s personal revenge war against Lorenzo Alcazar.
This battle had always been personal. Zavier didn’t like including anyone, not even the Spades. They had been useful and still were. They served the brothers’ ultimate goal, but the Spades weren’t part of it.
He eventually went into one of the bedrooms. The brothers had loaded the manager’s apartment with even more equipment, weapons, and supplies. 
It turned out to be surprisingly easy to get goods and services delivered to a house or business without the brothers being present to receive them.
Zavier retrieved two MREs, two sets of camping cutlery, and two one-gallon jugs of bottled water. He took everything out to the living room. Nicky sat up on the couch to make room for Zavier to sit down next to him.
The brothers tore the tops off their MREs and started eating. Zavier caught Nicky’s eye and the brothers grinned at each other. It sure was nice to be back to just the two of them together. They could face anything as long as they were together with each other.
Spending time with the Everyman crew had been a nice reprieve, but it could never take the place of the bond between the brothers. The Everyman crew had eventually lost its novelty. The other guys had become a nuisance, a distraction, and ultimately a liability.
The silence between Nicky and Zavier spoke volumes. Neither brother could ever consider the other a nuisance, a distraction, or a liability. 
The only thing missing was a little bit of conversation between them—not that the silence didn’t feel good on its own. Zavier didn’t really need to break it, but it would have been nice to talk about something. 
Zavier didn’t want to bring up their wider strategy against Alcazar or really anything else related to their present situation. Both brothers had been thinking and talking about that way too much lately.
Breaking the silence for that wouldn’t have been nice. It wouldn’t have helped either brother relax and enjoy this one rare evening when they were both free from any other obligation.
Nicky must have been feeling the same way because he broke the silence himself. “So…..you were in Greece before….weren’t you?”
“I wasn’t there the whole time,” Zavier replied. “Just some of it.”
“Did you….you know…..settle down with anyone?”
Zavier stiffened, but he didn’t show it. He kept eating. “No, I didn’t settle down with anyone.”
“Do you think you ever will?” Nicky asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe. Anything is possible, I guess.” Zavier looked up with his mouth full. “You didn’t, either, did you?”
“No,” Nicky replied. “But I suppose I could have if I really wanted to. I suppose I could have found a girl and lived in that village for the rest of my life. I liked it there. I would have been happy.”
“Maybe you can find that again somewhere.”
Nicky nodded into his open MRE package. “That would be nice once this is all over. What about you? Do you think you’ll settle down anywhere after this?”
“I’m sure I’ll settle down somewhere. Moving around didn’t really do it for me. I was happier staying in one place. I’m sure there are plenty of places left in the world where we can go without anyone finding us.”
“It sure would be nice if we could go somewhere together,” Nicky went on. “I’m not saying it would be possible. It would just be nicer than going alone. That’s all I’m saying.”
Zavier put another bite of the food in his mouth so he didn’t have to answer. He made a policy not to think about that.
Of course it would be nicer if he and Nicky could go somewhere together—somewhere far away from everyone hunting them and trying to kill them. That would be the most ideal scenario.
He didn’t think about it, though, because there was no chance in hell that it would ever happen. He had long since given up on him and Nicky both getting out of this town alive when this was all over.
If they did, he and Nicky would have to separate for good this time. They would probably never see each other again. 
They would probably never even speak to each other again by phone, email, or text. Forget about in person. They were only together now because everything had gone so disastrously wrong in the past.
Nicky would go back to living on some remote wilderness mountain where the people had no internet and no way to communicate with the outside world.
Zavier would go back to monitoring Nicky from a distance and checking all the international law enforcement agencies for any mention of the brothers.
Zavier would never be there if Nicky ever did find someone to settle down with and start a family. Zavier would never meet Nicky’s wife and children. They would never know their uncle and Nicky would never know Zavier’s family—if he ever had one.
He couldn’t imagine any of that happening. He couldn’t imagine himself getting together with anyone, settling down, and raising a family of his own—if he even survived this.
He couldn’t imagine having any family other than Nicky—but Zavier would lose that, too. He would be completely alone this time—really alone.
He would almost rather die in this town than face that.






  
  Chapter 4


Nicky and Zavier sat at the dining room table in the foundry manager’s apartment. Zavier went back and forth between his laptop, his phone, maps of the surrounding countryside, and his morning MRE. 
“The Spades are still telling us to stay put,” he announced.
Nicky nodded over his food. He’d gotten the same notifications from Lawton and Kyle. They’d both made it back to Tennison’s apartment in one piece.
All the Spades expressed excessive gratitude to Nicky and Zavier for saving Lawton, Irvin, and Kyle from Alcazar’s men. The Spades insisted that the Booth brothers stay out of the ongoing conflict so they didn’t get hurt while the Spades cleaned up the mess.
“I don’t know about you, but I’m sick and tired of MREs,” Zavier went on. “We might as well eat some real food while we’re stuck out here.”
“Who said anything about us being stuck here?” Nicky countered. “Since when did the Spades tell us not to continue our own campaign?”
“I didn’t mean stuck out here in that way. I’m sending in an order to the grocery store for some supplies. We might as well eat right in the meantime.”
Nicky put another spoonful of his chicken curry in his mouth. “We might as well. We’ve been showing our faces in town enough as it is.”
“You never have to get out of the car. Just roll down the window, give the grocery boy your order number, and he’ll load everything into the back for you.” Zavier sent Nicky another notification. “I want you to pick up a few things from the hardware store, too.”
“Whatever,” Nicky replied. “You won’t hear me turning down the chance to get the hell out of the house.”
Zavier grinned at him and turned back to his laptop. “I would go with you, but I have a few other things to do for now.”
“What are they?” Nicky asked.
“I’m rerouting Alcazar’s shipment information to Detective Merrell’s email address.”
Nicky laughed. “That should make interesting reading.”
“I did promise to get this evidence for the Police. I guess I have no more reason to withhold it as long as you and I are free.”
Nicky licked the curry sauce off his spoon, wadded up his empty MRE package, threw it in the garbage, and put his spoon in the dishwasher. 
Zavier stayed glued to his computer while Nicky got ready to go, climbed into the brothers’ black Range Rover, and drove into town. 
It did feel good to get out of the house on some other errand than blowing something up, attacking someone, and potentially killing someone.
His conversation with Zavier last night had brought up Nicky’s memories of his life in the Bolivian mountains. It had been a nice life. It had been a normal life with normal cares and pleasures. That was all he wanted. Was that asking too much?
He stopped by the grocery store, waited while one of the employees put Zavier’s delivery in the back of the vehicle, and then drove to the hardware store.
This place didn’t have delivery or any employees who weren’t already busy doing other things. None of them had time to pull the customers’ orders or bring the stuff out to the customers’ cars.
Nicky parked, went inside, got a basket, and collected all the stuff on Zavier’s list. He wanted duct tape, copper wire, a pair of needle-nose pliers, and a few other gadgets for his computer.
Nicky paid in cash, thanked the store owner, and headed back out to the parking lot. He cast a wary glance right and left to make sure no one reacted to his presence. 
No one came out to try to kill him, arrest him, or corner him. No one within his line of sight recognized him or acted differently because he was here.
He’d never had to deal with any of this in Bolivia. He was really getting sick of it. He really would just have much preferred to go about his business.
He was rapidly coming to the end of his patience with this whole campaign. He was ready to step up his and Zavier’s attacks so they could track down Alcazar, put him in the ground, and leave town.
He pulled his keys out of his pocket and looked down at his hands to unlock the car when a broken yell distracted him. It didn’t sound like any noise a human being would make.
He found out why when he looked up and around to see what made that sound. He barely caught a glimpse of four men grabbing a woman, covering her mouth to stop her from calling out for help, and hustling her into a nearby alley.
He only needed that one split second to recognize Ella Alcazar. A black ribbed turtleneck and shaped black pants showed off her slender, curvaceous figure. The attackers’ rough treatment scattered her long, straight black hair across her face.
Her terrified eyes stared out at the world over the attacker’s hand covering her mouth. She struggled, but they overpowered her and dragged her out of sight.
Nicky dropped his bag of supplies on the ground right there next to the car and stormed across the parking lot. He didn’t recognize the guys. He couldn’t picture Alcazar sending his hired goons to harass his daughter like this, but anything was possible.
Alcazar had been keeping Ella under lock and key the last Nicky had heard. She might have tried to escape and her father could have sent these guys to bring her home.
Nicky made it to the mouth of the alley just in time to see them push her into a doorway in the side of the next building. The guys kept hissing and snarling at her to shut the fuck up and be quiet, but she didn’t listen. She kept trying to kick and yell to get free of them.
Nicky paced down the alley to catch up with them. The building they took her into was a clothing store. He didn’t think they would take her in there for whatever reason they wanted to kidnap her. 
He was armed, but he didn’t draw his sidearm. He didn’t want to get into a shootout—not with her standing right next to the men he was trying to shoot.
He shifted his keys to his right hand and repositioned them with one key sticking out between each of his fingers. They formed a row of spikes standing out from his knuckles.
His temper threatened to erupt when he heard her muffled yells coming through the doorway. Every passing second drove him over the edge. Who did these morons think they were—attacking a woman in broad daylight?
He turned the corner to enter the doorway after them and found out he was right. They hadn’t pushed her into the store itself.
The doorway opened into a small alcove with a few feet of hallway between the alley and the store’s rear entrance door. The guys jammed Ella into this alcove while the first one flattened his body against her.
All four of them were too busy pawing at her shirt and rubbing her between her legs. They didn’t notice Nicky until it was too late. Her wild eyes sliced back and forth in all directions. She kept bellowing behind her attacker’s hand. She couldn’t make herself heard.
Nicky raised his fist and punched down with all his strength at the man closest to him. One of the keys cracked through the soft place at the base of the guy’s skull, took him down in an instant, and the other three men turned on Nicky.
He punched the second one straight in the neck. Blood erupted from the wound. The guy clawed at his throat trying to stop the bleeding in time.
The other two men let go of Ella and pulled their sidearms. Both men forgot all about her. She shrank into the alcove’s back corner and let them step forward to face Nicky.
Nicky’s composure snapped. He had every reason in the world to go full primal on these assholes.
He dropped his keys, snatched a gun out of the first man’s hand, wrenched it free by sheer force, turned it on the guy, and popped him in the head. The body folded at the knees.
The last man standing pointed his weapon at Nicky and the attacker’s knuckles whitened on the trigger as he squeezed to fire. Nicky didn’t have time to get out of the way or to fight back.
He lunged for the guy, knocked his arm aside, pinned the attacker’s wrist to the wall, and punched with all his strength. Nicky could have hit the guy in the stomach, but Nicky aimed for the guy’s lowest ribs instead.
He heard and felt the bone crack under his knuckles and then punched in exactly the same place to drive the broken bone into the guy’s lungs.
He let out a yell halfway between a sob and a bellow and fell back against the wall. He barely turned aside in time to avoid falling against Ella.
Nicky didn’t care anymore. He pulled the gun out of the attacker’s hand, turned it around, and shoved it into the guy’s face. “Who do you work for?!” Nicky demanded. “Who sent you?!”
The guy kept sobbing and moaning in agony. He was shaking too badly to answer.
“I’m going to punch you again if you don’t answer me!” Nicky snapped. “Who do you work for?! Who told you to come after her?”
“Walt did it!” The attacker sobbed again. “It was all Walt’s idea!! I swear it!!”
“Who the hell is Walt?” Nicky glanced over his shoulder toward Ella. 
She shrank farther back into the corner and gaped at the two men in mute horror. She obviously didn’t know who Walt was, either.
“There!” The guy glanced down at the ground. “That’s Walt! He told us to….”
Nicky followed the guy’s eyes down to the three bodies at his feet. Walt must have been one of them. 
None of them worked for Alcazar or any other organized crime racket. These guys really just must have been some random hooligans. 
They must have decided to help themselves to a random beautiful woman for the fun of it. They probably had no idea who Ella or Alcazar were.
Nicky let go of the guy’s wrist, grabbed him by the shoulder of his jacket, and followed the man down to the ground when his knees buckled. The guy had no fight left in him.
Nicky fired once into the guy’s head and guided the body down onto the ground with the others. Then Nicky turned to Ella.
“Are you okay?” Nicky asked.
Ella opened and closed her mouth a few times. Her wide, staring eyes wouldn’t stop darting from one body to the next. She didn’t look at Nicky at all. 
He saw the writing on the wall. She was too out of her mind with fear to say anything.
He turned away from her just long enough to gather all the attackers’ guns. Each of them had been carrying one sidearm and no extra ammo. They really were amateurs and not very good ones at that.
Nicky put the guns into his jacket pocket, picked up his keys, and put his arm around Ella’s shoulders. “Come on,” he murmured. “You’re safe now. I’ll take you home.”






  
  Chapter 5


Nicky walked Ella out of the alcove, down the alley, and cast another glance back and forth across the hardware store parking lot on his way to his vehicle. 
Those words echoed in his head. I’ll take you home.
He would have liked to take her to the foundry. Zavier would have hit the roof, but he would have eventually accepted Nicky’s decision. 
Taking her to the foundry would have put her in danger. She would be in danger at her father’s house, too, but she would be safer there than with Nicky and Zavier.
No one knew about the foundry or any of the brothers’ other hiding places. Nicky wasn’t prepared to violate that, not even for Ella.
He opened the passenger door, steered her into the seat, collected his purchases, got behind the wheel, and drove off on his way out of town. He drove in the opposite direction away from the foundry.
He parked in an out-of-the-way neighborhood full of middle-class single-family homes. No one worked in the yards. Hardly any cars drove along the streets. All the kids were in school and all the adults were at work. 
Nicky switched off the engine and turned to Ella. She huddled on the seat crushing her knitted hands between her knees and shaking like a leaf.
Nicky leaned over and tried to put his arms around her again, but he couldn’t exactly reach her across the space between the seats.
He wound up unclipping her seatbelt, wrapping his arms all the way around her, lifting her out of her seat, and pulling her into his lap. He’d never gone this far with her or gotten this close to her before, but it felt right.
He was long past worrying about any kind of propriety between them. He and Zavier were engaged in an all-out street war against her father. It wasn’t as though Nicky had to worry about offending Alcazar by getting close to his daughter.
Alcazar already knew enough about whatever might or might not be going on between Nicky and Ella. She’d defied her father for Nicky’s sake enough times.
She trembled in his arms, buried her face in his shoulder, and hid there. He shut his eyes and let himself sink into the mindless bliss of just holding her. She belonged to that cluster of impossibilities he could only dream about. 
Being with her and maybe even winning her for himself was nothing more than one of those distant pipe dreams—just like the idea that he and Zavier might be able to leave here together and spend their lives together somewhere else.
None of that would ever happen. She was Lorenzo Alcazar’s daughter. Nicky couldn’t even think of a way she survived all of this. He got a surprise each time he found out that her father hadn’t killed her yet.
Nicky let himself experience the mystical pleasure of stroking his fingers through her satin hair. Her body felt sublime in his arms. He’d enjoyed plenty of women in his time, but he’d never felt this way about any of them.
He’d never felt any desire to protect them from the ravages of their professional lives. The girls from the Flamingo Hotel lived hard. Their work wore them out fast. 
Then Alcazar discarded them and sent them on their way without a second thought about what happened to them afterward.
Nicky had never felt any need to save any of them from the lives they’d chosen. They didn’t show any need for him to offer them help apart from the money he paid them for their time.
He felt exactly the opposite way about Ella. He never felt any desire to sleep with her—not like that. He just wanted to protect her, take care of her, and love her.
She finally sat up and shook her loose hair out of her eyes. He traced his fingertips down her cheeks to straighten her hair for her.
He kept rubbing her arms and back. He couldn’t stop touching her, but he didn’t need to take it any further. He didn’t even need to talk to her about what just happened or for her to thank him for saving her.
Her deep, dark eyes swam with so much painful emotion when she finally looked up to meet his gaze. Tears welled up in her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall.
Nicky found himself petting her cheeks and stroking her neck. Every pore of her skin felt pricelessly important to him all of a sudden. 
He shouldn’t let himself feel this way about her—or anyone else for that matter.
He would have to leave her behind eventually—assuming he made it out of here alive. That was the best possible outcome to all of this—that they both survived and he left town, never to return.
He would never see her or talk to her ever again, either. She would become a distant memory from his past the same way she was when he had been living in Bolivia.
He would spend the rest of his life comparing every woman he met to her. He wouldn’t want to spend his time with any of them because they weren’t her.
That was the truth he’d never let himself admit until right now. She was the only woman he had ever wanted to love. He loved her now. He always had and he always would.
She loved him, too. He saw that in her eyes. She’d never given herself to anyone. She was all his and always had been.
He glanced down at her mouth—and before he knew it, he leaned in and kissed her. He shut his eyes and vanished into the dark, lost vastness of just feeling her soften in his arms.
She kissed him back just as deeply. His heart couldn’t take the strain of loving someone this much. He had never loved anyone but his father and brother and never like this.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and collapsed into his embrace as if it was meant to be—because it was. Her tongue swirled in his mouth and flooded his mind with volcanic dreams.
He wanted to marry her. He wanted to take her away from all of this and make her the center of his life. He wanted to build a family and a future with her.
That would never happen. None of it would happen. She was hands down the most unavailable woman in the world to him.
His fingers found their way into her hair. His hands ranged all over her body, but he kept it strictly clean. He didn’t want or need to touch her any other way.
He could have sat here holding her and kissing her for the rest of eternity, but she broke away and sat up eventually. Her eyes overflowed with a completely different kind of emotion now.
She didn’t look pained or scared or upset. She looked down at his shirt and jacket. “Are you okay?” she husked. “Are you and Zavier okay?”
“We’re fine,” he murmured. “Are you?”
She shrugged and looked away. “My dad is out of his mind about you two. He’s always mad.” She squirmed on his lap. “He’s a lot more dangerous than he used to be.”
“Stay out of his way, okay? Don’t do anything to make him take it out on you.”
She looked up into his eyes. “I miss you,” she whispered.
Just for a second, Nicky had the idea again to take her away from Alcazar. Nicky could take her back to the foundry and explain all of this to Zavier.
No one knew better than Zavier how Nicky felt about Ella. The brothers had never talked about it. They didn’t have to. She was the one subject they didn’t have to talk about because Zavier already knew everything that mattered.
Taking her away from her father would drive Alcazar around the bend. He would lose his shit over that and come after the brothers twice as hard.
Nicky had one momentary thought to use her as bait to lure Alcazar into a trap. Then Nicky and Zavier could kill him, leave the country, and Nicky could take Ella with him.
He discarded that notion immediately. He wouldn’t use her as bait for anything. Even taking her back to the foundry right now was asking too much. 
He was risking his life just by driving her home. One of Alcazar’s men would probably see Nicky and Ella together. Word would get back to Alcazar and he would take it out on her. He was too much of a cocksucker to do anything else.
“This won’t last much longer,” Nicky told her. “Zavier and I will get rid of him. Then you’ll be free.”
“What about the boys?” she asked. “What about Rocco, Emilio, and Oscar? They’ll go after you as soon as you take out my father.”
Nicky didn’t answer that. He didn’t plan to leave any of Alcazar’s sons alive to carry on the family business after their father’s death, but Nicky didn’t tell Ella that.
She had been around mobsters all her life. She must already be thinking it. Anyone involved in Alcazar’s business only came to one end.
He didn’t want to be the one who killed her father and brothers, but he definitely wanted to be the one who killed Lorenzo Alcazar and his three rotten sons—the same sons who had come after Nicky and Zavier so many times.
His thoughts and feelings about her got all jumbled up with thinking about her family. He could only think of one reason to spare them—to spare her from the grief of losing them—not that she would lose much by losing them.
Her father had been nothing but vicious toward her for years. Rocco wasn’t much better. Emilio and Oscar either ignored her or turned their backs on her. 
That was the nicest thing Nicky could say about the younger two Alcazar brothers. Not once in all the years Nicky had known them had they ever stepped out of line or stood up to their father to protect their sister from Alcazar’s wrath. 
Oscar and Emilio practically hid behind her and let her take the punches to keep themselves out of danger. What cowards they were.
Nicky didn’t ask what she thought about Nicky killing her family members. She must already know that he and Zavier were trying their hardest to completely wipe out Alcazar, his sons, all their enforcers and mercenaries, and drive his business into the ground.
Nicky didn’t know what to do with Ella or what to say to her. He would have liked to tell her that he loved her. He would have liked to ask her right here and now to marry him and run away with him.
He couldn’t do that without giving up on his vendetta against her family. He wasn’t about to do that—not until he got some satisfaction against his enemies. 
Neither of them would have been safe if they left now anyway. Alcazar and his sons would only come after Nicky to get Ella back—God only knew why. They didn’t value her. They didn’t want her. She was nothing to them but a bargaining chip to use against him.
He couldn’t keep thinking about that. He ran his fingers through her hair one more time—maybe the last time. “Are you going to be okay if I take you home?” 
She nodded down at her hands. “Thank you for coming for me.”
“Of course. I would come for you right now if I thought it would help you at all.”
“I’ll be all right.” Her voice sounded far away and barely there. “I’ll be fine as long as I lay low and don’t draw attention to myself.”
He opened his mouth to ask her what her father and brothers were up to these days, but Nicky stopped himself in time before he said it. 
Her father and brothers only did one thing these days. They had to work around the clock to deal with the Booth brothers’ campaign and now the street war against the Spades.
Nicky picked her up. “Sit down and I’ll drive you home.”
He shifted her back to the passenger seat and watched her while she straightened her hair, raked her hair out of her face, checked her makeup in the visor mirror, and put on her seatbelt.
He found it almost impossible to take his eyes off her. So many conflicting emotions battled in his chest and stomach. He didn’t know what to do with them all. Would he really be able to let her get out of the car when he got close to her father’s house? 
He still didn’t know the answer to that question when he started the engine and drove off down the street. She kept glancing at him like she really did expect him to drive her to the foundry to meet up with Zavier.
Why shouldn’t Nicky do that
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