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Preface

[image: ]


I know fiction books don’t normally include a preface. Especially ones about superheroes. However, due to the events which took place in the year 2020, I felt it was important to include one for Narco Hotel. I know that when you strip it down to the nuts and bolts, The Silver Ninja is an action series. As an action series, it doesn’t have the obligation to carry a profound message or eye-opening revelations. All it has to do is deliver on the thrills and spills of a mighty heroine.

Unfortunately, I can never be satisfied with writing just an action book. There must be meaning behind the violence. I never expected a story about Mexican cartels invading New York City to become so personal.

The quotes and scenarios written in this book were written months before the incident with George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter movement. Though I completed the rough draft on May 5th, 2020. The quote I included at the beginning of this book was written in the fall of September 2019. Although my book focuses on discrimination against illegal immigrants, specifically Latino immigrants, the core issue of injustice against people who are non-white remains the same.

This book became a challenge to write when I realized the implication of having a straight white female as a protagonist, who also happened to be a former police officer. Therefore, her use of excessive force against criminals who happen to be minorities carried ramifications which extended far beyond the elastic boundaries of vigilante justice.

I couldn’t allow Cindy to become a symbol of oppression. I needed to ensure the reader understood she only hurt those who deserved punishment regardless of their race, gender, or ethnicity.

The Mexican Cartel is evil because they are a criminal organization, not because they are Mexican. Cindy hurts individuals who want to hurt others, not because of the color of their skin, but because of the suffering they inflict on others. I think now more than ever, this is a story that must be told.

Thank you for reading,

Wilmar Luna
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Dedication
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For Oscar Alberto Martinez and Angie Valeria. 

Everyone deserves a chance to live a better life.

DISCLAIMER

Narco Hotel contains: 


-  strong language

-  adult themes

-  and realistic violence

If you are uncomfortable with swear words, this book will not be for you.


The Story So Far . . .

Superheroes ARE REAL. One is living in NYC. SEE THE TRUTH, HEAR THE TRUTH!!!

Posted by: The One True Voice

Hello true believers, I am the One True Voice and you’re listening to the Truthseeker podcast. Transcription services brought to you by, Capthis. Capthis, is the premiere AI generated transcription service for all your podcasts, audio interviews, videos, and more. Go to capthis.com and type in THETRUTH at checkout for a ten percent discount on your first project. Onto the show.

Now, I know this is going to sound like the bull you hear on Impress News and all those other phony baloney mainstream news media outlets but hear me out Believers. There is a hero among us, a SUPERhero as a matter of fact. We don’t know what her name is, yes you heard me right —her— but I have it on good authority that this chrome-dome, karate chop action, criminal killing machine is the real deal.

My illicit sources call her The Silver Ninja, but not everybody believes in the myth.

I know. You’re probably thinking she’s just a marketing stunt in form fitting tights, but I’m here to tell you, God as my witness, this wasn’t a ClickTocker wannabe trying to make a claim to fame. This shorty came to slay. 

Remember a few months back when a cargo ship exploded in Red Hook and the police said it was a ruptured fuel line? Well, turns out that big ol’ boat was a convention for all the meanest, baddest, hardest mother f*censored*ing criminals this side of the Hudson. And they all turned up dead, chopped up like sashimi in a bento box. You ever heard of an explosion cutting people into fillet? No sir. That rings FALSE to me!

I believe the ninja was at work. Doing what our police are too scared or too corrupt to do. Taking care of crime. But I have no proof. It’s all conjecture and hearsay. Or at least it was.

Believers... I saw the ninja with my own eyes.

I happened to be downtown resolving a minor disagreement I had with the police. When suddenly there was a sound of a jet engine. It was so close; I thought a seven forty-seven was about to land on my head. I looked up at the great big blue and saw... I don’t know what I saw, a plane? Helicopter? Either way it was some kind of ship, a huge ship with guns and missiles hanging from its black bat-like wings. It shot a missile into Police Headquarters and blasted a hole so big you could make another Lincoln tunnel. Turns out that wall was the office of his majesty, police commissioner, Patrick Gates.

From the size of the explosion, I thought the NYPD would be under new management. Then lo and behold, from out of nowhere this woman flew into headquarters like Tarzan on a vine. She was decked out from head to toe in silver bling, looking like a mirror ball with limbs. She went in, slung his majesty over her mighty shoulders, and jumped out before his office ate another rocket.

I pressed the record button on my phone faster than I could blink. And I tried believers, I really tried to get footage of the whole thing, but technology failed me. I uploaded the file to my website, link in the description, but you’re only going to see a strange static. Personally, I think she has some kind of jamming equipment because my phone worked fine after I had vacated the scene.

I know this makes me sound like a false prophet but believe me, I was there, I saw her with my own eyes.

I ran ten to fifteen blocks trying to keep up with the action, but these old bones ain’t as limber as they used to be. Eventually, I caught up and I saw this woman shoot down the ship with some kind of cannon attached to her forearm. The explosion from her gun was so massive, it was like a nuke shot out from her arm. Believers, I have never seen this kind of technology before. I couldn’t tell if she was an alien from outer space or a super soldier from the future. All I know is that she swatted that fly and then came after the pilots like a spider to supper.

If this is some kind of corporate marketing stunt, it’s a good one.

But I don’t think it was a marketing stunt because I found out that the pilot was none other than billionaire golden boy Raymond Levreux and his co-pilot, which was the most surprising of all, was America’s Most Wanted, Ned Pickler. I guess Wall Street really is full of crooks. 

Listen believers, I’m not going to lie because I cannot tell a lie. I was more than a little pissed that my footage turned to snow. In an age of fake news, foreign hackers, and mongoloids spreading misinformation, it’s important to bring proof with the truth. Without it, all we have is someone’s ill-informed opinion. I failed you this time, but I’ll try to find proof, somehow.

Before we wrap, I have some questions for y’all:

Number one, why would Raymond Levreux, the richest man in the world, be partnered up with a criminal like Ned Pickler? Raymond... owned... everything. I can’t imagine the feds would ignore his criminal associations and let his chief operating officer take over. But at the same time, Credit Guard has the most market share in the entire world, I should know because I’m also a member. How’s the destruction of First Continental going to affect us?

Number two, how quickly do you think someone is going to find out who’s under that chrome plated mask? Is she a sister in disguise, a visitor from another planet, or a terminator here to enslave us all? If she’s human, who made her suit? Was it created at the technology conference in Javits where the mayor was almost assassinated? I still wonder what went down on that bitter winter night. I also think it’s a weird coincidence the Ninja showed up a few months later.

Maybe someone should do a gobble search on Jonas Ames and see what that cat’s hiding.

Number three, a listener emailed me and said there was a red ninja being taken out of First Continental before the building collapsed in Midtown. Like I said, I don’t have the proof, but I’d be interested to know if we have two ninjas stalking the streets.

If any of you see or hear about the ninja, I want to hear about it. I need to know who this woman is. Is she a cop? A soldier? A security guard? Where’d she get that suit? Did she steal it from the technology conference? I need to know her origin story. What sort of lab accident turned her into that muscle bound killing machine? Send me those digital letters, and hit me up on the social medias, The Truth Knows All. Shout out to my homies, Cashmere, Ghostface, B-Block, Smoke, and all y’all brothers and sisters. You want to meet real people? Get off that island and come to the outer boroughs. East Brooklyn is where it’s at.

Holla at y’all later.

Peace n’ love –The Truth

Prologue: Across the Rio Grande

Octavio Madrazo stood at the edge of the mighty Rio Grande with his daughter Valencia hoisted in his arms. He squinted across the calm waters of the river and gazed longingly into the land of freedom known as Texas. A month earlier, after hitching a ride on the back of a dusty old pickup truck, he and his daughter arrived at the port of entry into the United States at Matamoros. He waited, standing shoulder to shoulder with migrants from across the narrow swath of Central America. Immigrants from El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Mexico, and every land between the tip of Argentina to the borders of New Mexico all stood under the sweltering sun for a chance to be granted asylum into the United States of America.

Families gathered around the chain-link fence with what little belongings they had, envious of the vehicles with American license plates passing through the border without reproach. While mothers bounced their three-year-olds in their stout arms, unaccompanied children stood in line with nothing but Jimmy the Mouse backpacks and a perpetually frightened look in their eyes. Uniformed border patrol officers walked up and down the ingestion lines with polarized sunglasses covering their apathetic eyes. They held onto their belts and told racist jokes while migrants huddled under the pitiful shade of a narrow metal overhang.

This was a far cry from the peaceful, idyllic life he lived on the coast of El Salvador. There, he lived on a beach and owned a clothing shop specializing in swimwear for American tourists. After work, he would take his family to the beach and swim in the ocean until sunset. On Friday nights, he would give his wife a break from cooking, and they would go out to local restaurants to eat pupusas, tamales, and ceviche. He didn’t know it, but his life was the envy of every hardworking American in the United States. One day, on an ordinary Tuesday afternoon, the restaurant that sold pupusas burned to the ground.

The next day, wooden planks tagged with Thirteen Saints graffiti covered the windows of the dry-cleaning shop next to his store. On the third day, a man ran towards his store as if his life depended on it. Three gunshots later, he fell face first and stained Octavio’s floor with blood. Octavio was so taken aback by his death; it didn’t seem real. He thought it was the muttering of an overactive imagination. The police came, asked their questions, and left. 

A week later, a Thirteen Saints gang member approached him while he was hanging swimwear. He told Octavio it was his turn to pay the protection fee. Three hundred dollars a week. Octavio reluctantly agreed. At the end of every Friday, instead of date night, he would hand the hoodlum an envelope full of hard-earned cash. And when the tourists didn’t show, he borrowed money from friends and family. 

This agreement continued for several months until a gang war between the DeMarcos Cartel and the Thirteen Saints erupted. The enforcer for the Thirteen Saints returned to Octavio’s store and told him the price was now six hundred dollars a week. He paid the fee, but then the following week, the price increased again. Seven hundred, eight hundred, one thousand, and finally a bankruptcy inducing three thousand dollars a week. Octavio tried to explain that his store had never seen three thousand dollars in one week. Eight hundred was all he could offer.

The enforcer happily took Octavio’s life savings, smiled, and told him his fee was paid in full. Octavio rejoiced in gratitude while secretly conspiring to escape the Thirteen Saints for good. The next day, Octavio prepared to go to work as usual. He got on his bike, put his daughter in the child seat, and rode towards the ocean. Yet, as he drew closer to the sand, he could tell something was wrong. He tasted carbon in the air and saw a queer dark gray tint in the sky. As he drew closer, there was a roar of fire. His eyes stung from smoke. The straw hut he had spent years trying to grow was aflame, its thatched roof collapsed onto itself in a fury of flame and embers. Perched atop a pile of soiled swimwear like a rotten jack-o’-lantern was the decapitated head of his wife. A note stuck to her head warned that if he didn’t pay the three thousand dollars next week, his daughter would be next.

So, he did what any sensible person would do. He ran. Octavio grabbed what little belongings he had left, packed as much of his daughter’s supplies as he could carry, and left paradise behind. He rode his trusty little motorbike until there was nothing in the tank but fumes. Then they hitchhiked on dirt roads and crossed borders by hiding in the engines of semi-trucks. He sacrificed the country he loved, the language he spoke, the family he had, all to have a future. This was the same story shared by the tens of thousands of asylum seekers from neighboring countries. He joined the mass exodus like everyone else, waiting months to be processed for entry into the United States. And in that arduously long span of time, the port of entry refused all guests. If it weren’t for the volunteers of a nearby church, he and his daughter would have starved to death at the foot of the gate.

Then, as if sent by God himself, a man from the U.S. Customs and Border agency approached Octavio. For five hundred dollars and an additional two hundred for his daughter, this man promised to put Octavio at the front of the line. Seven hundred dollars was all that stood between him and a chance at living a life free of cartels. But the trip from El Salvador to Mexico had left him penniless. Octavio swore on his wife’s grave to pay the fee after getting a job in the U.S. The officer shrugged and told him, “Too bad, bud. No dinero, no America. Comprendé?” The officer walked away to another family like a panhandler looking for change and offered the same deal to another family.

Holding Valencia in his arms, Octavio walked to the banks of the Rio Grande (Also known as Rio Del Norte). He stared across the calm water into the lush green vegetation sprinkled on the other side of the river. With his experience swimming out of riptides on the coast, Octavio convinced himself he could swim across. But one look at the great expanse of water left him feeling uneasy.

He kissed Valencia’s forehead and asked if she wanted to go for a swim. Valencia giggled and poked his nose. He kicked off his shoes and tiptoed around the jagged rocks surrounding the riverbank. He stepped into the water and felt his toes go numb. The current was gentle and lacked the strength of the vast Pacific Ocean. He smiled excitedly at the prospect of calm waters. With Texas squarely ahead, Octavio knew what had to be done.

He imagined what life would be like in the United States. He had heard stories of immigrants becoming successful business owners in New York City, like the man who made his fortune selling roasted nuts. Maybe he could get a job working at a clothing store, or maybe he could move to a beach town and set up his own shop. He knew it would be hard at first. That he and Valencia would struggle for a little while, but his cousin Curly lived in America. If anyone could help, he could. He stretched out the neck of his t-shirt and squeezed Valencia’s head through the hole, creating a makeshift baby sling.

The child pushed against his face and told him no. Octavio told her they were going for a short swim, like back home. He poured water over her head and tried to convince her the water was nice and refreshing. She started to cry and hit him on the head as hard as she could, while crying out for her mommy. He kissed her chubby cheeks and told her to hold on to his neck as he waded through the cold current. He gripped Valencia tight against his body and continued until he was waist deep.

Octavio made the sign of the cross and muttered a quick prayer. With God’s blessing, Octavio pushed off from the shallow end and kicked his legs into deep water. He swam sideways with one arm while the other held onto his precious little human. He swam farther and farther away from the Mexican shoreline with his eyes solely focused on U.S. sands. 

He didn’t want to say goodbye to his life in El Salvador or to his wife, God rest her soul. He wanted to stay in his country and live the life he loved, but he couldn’t let the Thirteen Saints hurt his daughter. As he approached the half-way mark across the river, he smiled, knowing that freedom was just a little farther.

He kept paddling forward, defiant against the pull of the current. Valencia remained quiet, too frightened to whine or cry. It was as if she knew now was not the time to distract her father. Rogue waves splashed against their faces and entered the child’s throat. She choked in his arms. Octavio smacked her back while simultaneously trying to keep her head above water. But the t-shirt sling limited his mobility. He told her to look at the sky to see how pretty it was. “Papi tengo miedo,” she said. Daddy, I’m scared.

“Don’t be afraid. I’ll protect you no matter what.”

As he paddled along, he told Valencia all the fun things they would do in the United States. “I’m going to buy you ice cream and toys.” His voice sank under the waves, struggling to stay afloat. “Everywhere you look,” he said out of breath. “There’s going to be dolls” his legs cramped and his chest burned from exertion. “And animals.” They were alone in the middle of this massive river. Water lapped against their ears, the sky bright blue and clear. It was so quiet; the only sound he heard was his daughter breathing. It was peaceful.

His teeth chattered as the frigid water seeped into his veins. He took a moment to look over his shoulder and realized he hadn’t moved from the halfway point. Though his arms and legs were pushing, it seemed as if someone had tied a rope to his waist with a heavy rock. He kicked harder and harder, fighting against the current that didn’t want to let him into the U.S. Valencia yelled, “Papi! Papi!” as his head briefly dipped under water. He gasped and spit and kicked against the mighty Rio Grande. No, I can do this. He thought in a panic. I have to do this for her. His movements became more erratic and wild. His daughter cried for her mother, but he could no longer hear her in the rushing water. They floated farther and farther away from America until they became two little dots. Then, as the sun glinted across the water, the dots vanished.

At around three PM, the United States Coast Guard and Border Patrol retrieved two bodies from the river: one adult male, one female toddler. Octavio Madrazo and Valencia Madrazo arrived in the United States of America, facedown, on the riverbanks of Brownsville, Texas. Valencia was still wrapped in his shirt, her diaper bloated with water. As the border patrol agents fished them out of the river; a private plane flew overhead. The jet flew across the plains of the Midwest and landed at John F. Kennedy International Airport, a few miles away from the skyscrapers of Manhattan. Two men wearing expensive custom jewelry and aviator sunglasses took a private limo to an undisclosed location somewhere within the city’s five boroughs. The limo dropped them off at a warehouse under watch by plainclothes men wielding assault rifles. The two jewelry adorned Mexican nationals stepped out of the limo in their cowboy boots and shook the hand of a white man.

The male opened a crate with a crowbar and handed the two Mexicans a shrink-wrapped brick filled with cocaine.

“Welcome to America, compadres.”
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Chapter 1: The Rotten Apple
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“Imagine a scenario where extraterrestrial life exists out in that wide expansive universe. Imagine if these aliens learned how to behave by copying us. What do you think they would do once they finally visited Earth? If they treat us the way we treat our minorities and immigrants... I fear humanity may find itself crushed underneath someone’s foot.”–Mohammad Hasan, Chief of the Department of the New York City Police Department.

“I had no problem pulling the trigger to kill a bad guy—

—that was the problem.”

Cindy retracted the glass blade she had plunged into the criminal’s stomach. He looked at her as if begging her to help, desperate not to die. Blood spilled from his belly and splattered over the silver metal skin enveloped around her hands and body. The criminal, barely a man, stared at her in shock as the life dimmed from his eyes. She gently guided his head to the wall as each pained gasp he took grew more distant with time. As he took his last breath, Cindy questioned whether killing him was justified.

The mother of the young gangster wailed in unfiltered agony. “Why did you kill him?” She screamed. “You didn’t have to kill him. You didn’t have to kill my baby. He surrendered to you.” The mother nuzzled her lifeless son’s head into her chest and held him tight. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

Cindy hobbled backward with life dripping from her metallic fingers. The teen wasn’t innocent. Minutes earlier, he and his gang affiliated friends had cornered a kid and his brother walking home from school. The gangsters wanted money, but the teens had empty pockets. The teen gangsters jumped the brothers and kicked in their faces sending their teeth skittering along like a dice game. Miraculously, they survived with busted jaws and a permanent fear of walking alone on empty streets. By the time Cindy had arrived as the Silver Ninja, the deed was done and the paramedics were already taking them away. She went to the scene of the crime and used her suit’s sophisticated tracking software to hunt down the criminals. She killed all of them with her sword of glass... except one. He had escaped into the government housing projects.

She followed his trail throughout the complex on the south side of the Bronx and cornered him at the end of a cement hallway. He tried to slash at her with his knife, but the blade glanced off her metallic skin. He shrank against the door while Cindy’s muscular shadow loomed over him. He threw away his weapon and showed her his empty palms. “I—I surrender.” He kneeled on the linoleum floor as she stared at him with sword in hand. “Please don’t hurt me. I give up.” He had the nerve to beg for mercy when the brothers he pummeled with his friends received none. Even after they had given up, he kept kicking them until their faces fractured into lumps.

Cindy didn’t hesitate to deliver justice by impaling the criminal’s belly. She even twisted the blade so he could feel every sting of pain imaginable. These were bad guys. Bad guys deserved punishment. What she hadn’t expected was the thug’s mother witnessing his death. Suddenly, the criminal became a boy, a son loved by his mother.

The mother’s scream curdled Cindy’s blood. She felt shame and regret for having killed this woman’s child. Her wails of agony and tear saturated cheeks left a horrific visage she could never forget. Cindy switched on her stealth camouflage. Her skin fractured into little squares of glass, which turned her body translucent. She fled the scene on her augmented legs and never looked back.

Cindy leaped across office building rooftops under the shadow of ominous gray clouds lingering above the city. Newsfeeds of police brutality and racism flooded her feed. A police officer accused of shooting and killing thirteen-year-old Daniel Rodriguez has been acquitted of all charges. Harry Chapman, a five-year veteran of the NYPD, had stopped Rodriguez on suspicion of dealing drugs on behalf of the DeMarcos Cartel. When Rodriguez refused a search, Officer Chapman drew his weapon and shot him in the chest several times. Daniel Rodriguez was pronounced dead before the paramedics arrived. Officer Chapman claimed self-defense.

On the streets below, a massive protest blocked off the entirety of Seventh Avenue in front of the Madison Square Garden arena. Four street lanes were flooded with an ocean of angry protestors proudly waving the Puerto Rican flag and every other Latin American nation in the world. “No justice, no peace! No justice, no peace!” A bearded young man with a megaphone ran up the steps in front of The Garden and jumped onto a stone platform. “How do you spell racist?”

The crowd replied, “N-Y-P-D!”

“What did you say?”

The crowd yelled even louder. “N-Y-P-D!!”

“I can’t fucking hear you!”

“N-Y-P-D!!!”

A flower girl traipsed past the mob with a permanent smile stretched across her face. She hugged the heavily armed officers and decorated their ballistic helmets with wreaths of flowers. Her words, “We love you and we appreciate you,” were met with grim-faced silence.

Although the crowd ruled the streets like a colony of ants, the power they wielded was an illusion. Regardless of their numbers, the swarm was contained within the confines defined by police barricades and militarized police officers. Past the parapet of armored personnel carriers and flashing lights, the rulers of the NYPD stood behind their armored vehicles. Police Commissioner Patrick Gates and Chief of the Department Mohammad Hasan debated their moves in secret, away from the ears of a raucous crowd.

Cindy utilized the military-grade HUD built into her helmet to zoom and listen in on their conversation. “If we disperse the crowd, the media will have our heads,” Hasan muttered.

“The mayor will have ours if you don’t. Anger the boss or the news, pick your poison.”

“Is none of the above a choice?”

“You know this will escalate,” Commissioner Gates said. “All it takes is for one person to throw a rock before we end up on the ten o’clock news with a riot on our hands. Our job is to prevent the rock.”

He gave a nod to the chief of police and made his way to his bulletproof SUV with a detachment of undercover officers. Chief Hasan made a reluctant gesture with his head towards the protestors and spoke into the police radio. “Gas ‘em.”

A battalion of officers formed a line in front of their sergeants and lieutenants. They got down on one knee, which elicited cheers from the protesters. “Yes!” they cried. “We’re your friends, not your enemies.” But when the officers pulled the straps of their gas masks over their heads, the protestors’ cheers turned into panic. “Hey, they putting gas masks on. Yo, they putting gas masks!”

The defiant march of protesters quickly focused on the police. The uniformed men and women of the NYPD stood up and loaded their weapons. An officer positioned at the rear of the line aimed his grenade launcher into the sky. He fired a single canister which arced across the vast gray sky and hit the flower girl in the arm. Yellowish smoke spewed from the can. The flower girl waved her hands and seized into a violent coughing fit. She frantically tried to shoo away the clouds as uncontrollable tears poured from her eyes.

With modified paintball guns at the ready, the officers marched forward and blasted the protesters with a barrage of pepper balls. Chants turned to screams. People linked hands as strangers tried to save each other from the violent gas. They scattered across the streets and hid behind the glass doors of restaurants and hotels. In a matter of seconds, the streets filled with an army of masked officers protected by a cloud of choking smoke. They stomped over backpacks, trampled Latino flags, and crushed an abandoned megaphone.

Cindy had witnessed everything unfolding from the rooftop of a hotel across the street from the arena, appalled by what she had seen. The police used their weapons against people who couldn’t defend themselves. Protesters who didn’t run away found themselves beaten until their faces were bloodied like the jumped teenagers. She didn’t understand the justification behind their use of force. Then... she reflected on her own hypocrisy, executing a kid who had surrendered. She could have beaten him up instead. The line dividing good and evil had become dangerously blurred.

Cindy removed the helmet from her head and held it in her hands. The lifeless, empty eyes stared back at her, reminding her of the violence she was capable of. “This isn’t who I am.” She deactivated her suit and swore never to become the Silver Ninja, ever again.
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Chapter 2: After the Snow Melts
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From the blood soaked, bullet riddled mountains of Mexico to the graffiti tagged dilapidated neighborhoods on the outskirts of New York City, the DeMarcos Cartel set its gold plated teeth on taking a bite out of the Big Apple. Cindy had brought peace by killing the New York gangs who had terrorized the city, and in doing so created a power vacuum for powerful criminal syndicates. United, the gangs had the power to stop the DeMarcos Cartel from operating on their turf. Without them, law enforcement cannot keep up with the rise in crime and cartel violence attacking the lifeblood of the city, the small business owners.

Emilio Santana owned a little bodega on the Lower East Side. His store was a mini-warehouse of eclectic goods. A bazaar of anything and everything a New Yorker needed: lottery tickets, cleaning supplies, ethnic food, junk food, or a delicious sandwich handcrafted by the man himself. As for the man, he didn’t set out to own a store or serve as a mentor to kids at risk of joining gangs. His dream was to play professional baseball for the New York Liberties or their eternal rivals, the Gotham Empires.

He had all the requirements to join the major leagues except for one thing: talent. He loved the game, but his terrible batting average held him back from achieving glory. Although he never ended up signing home run balls for fans, he helped many of his younger customers graduate high school. On the wall behind the register, he had a small gallery of teens wearing caps and gowns with diplomas held across their chests, and all the kids wanted to be a part of it. 

With glasses perched on the tip of his nose, Emilio sorted yesterday’s mail into a keep and trash pile. The first envelope was a notice saying rent was due. The second envelope said the rent was going to increase by one-hundred dollars at the end of the month.

“Coño, siempre más dinero.” Always more money. The third letter was a notice from the city. A new regulation passed by the city council will require all small businesses to provide ten paid vacation days to their employees. Failure to provide paid vacation will result in a fine of up to ten thousand dollars per employee. The rest were medical bills and a ticket from the city due to his delivery van causing congestion between nine and eleven am. Emilio stacked the envelopes together like a deck of cards and threw them all in the trash. “Fucking bullshit, man.”

He grabbed a chunk of pink chalk and climbed onto his trusty stepladder. He scratched an additional ninety-nine cents onto all his deli items. As he finished raising the price of his egg sandwich from five dollars to five ninety-nine, the bell above the front door jingled like Santa’s Christmas bells. An unassuming woman in athleisure wear strode through the door with dark hazel eyes and wavy brown hair that went slightly past her shoulders. His favorite customer. Pretty, polite, and never made a fuss over her orders even when he was running behind.

“Buenos días, Mami,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in a hot minute. Started to think you were cheating on me with that new deli that opened down the street.”

The woman flashed her trademark magnetic smile. “Buenos días, Emilio. You know I would never cheat on you. No one makes breakfast like you do.”

Emilio came down his stepladder and pointed at her. “That’s because I cook with love.”

The woman looked up at the chalkboard. “Wow, cheese got expensive.”

Emilio put on a pair of plastic food prep gloves. “Yeah, you know how it is. Rent and bullshit.” He walked over to the grill and fired it up. “My mom had to get her hip replaced, and Medicare’s only going to cover half the cost of the surgery. So now I gotta increase my prices to pay for something they already took out of my taxes. It ain’t easy owning a small business in this town. You either gotta be rich or a crook. And I ain’t no crook.”

“Sorry about your mom.” The woman took out fifty dollars from her wallet and placed it on the counter.

“You want me to break that?” 

“No, for your mom.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s crazy how expensive these sandwiches are getting, isn’t it? Fifty dollars for eggs on some bread. Toasted with two slices of Colby Jack cheese and sausage links cut in half.” She smiled. “Screw my diet, you only live once.”

Emilio smirked and cracked some eggs on the grill. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.” As the yolk sizzled, the front doorbell chimed again. Two men swaggered into the store. One looked like he came straight off a Mexican ranch. He wore a cowboy hat and had a fringed jacket in a complementary camel color. His plaid mauve shirt was tucked behind a giant belt buckle of a cowboy riding a horse. The second man was a pit bull in human form with a neck so thick you’d need a chainsaw to cut through. He lumbered from side to side with his arms swinging like a gorilla. His head was shaved bald, and a teardrop tattoo marked the corner of his eye. He turned and locked the front door. The cowboy approached the counter with a disarming smile. As for the female customer, she was nowhere to be seen, most likely in the back picking out her drink.

“I’ll be right with you,” Emilio said.

“No soy un cliente, compa. We talk... now.” Translation: he wasn’t a customer.

Emilio sighed. He ripped off his gloves and placed his hands on the counter. His faux-gold watch clacked against the wood. “What do you want?”

The man smiled. “You’re very tense, friend
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