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CHAPTER ONE 
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Tori 

Tori Marsh’s mood matched the gloomy October light filtering into the bedroom from the curtainless window. She pushed Manny’s arm aside and stared at the ceiling, checking in with herself. She didn’t hate herself any more than she did yesterday or the day before. That was a good thing, although she was definitely circling the drain. 

She edged close to the TV tray that Manny used as a bedside table and checked her phone. Ten a.m. Could any place be more depressing than Sunday morning in grey, industrial Hamilton?

With the shittiness of her life verified for another day, Tori sat up on the bed and reached for a cigarette. Damn. She’d left the pack in her purse with her jacket in the hall. She reached for her clothes scattered on the floor. Manny stirred and grabbed her arm with a heavily tattooed hand. “Hey, babe. There’s stuff we hafta talk about.”

“Like what?” Tori yanked her arm free and slid out of bed. Locating her panties and bra, she pulled them on under the warmth of the blankets. Her sweatshirt and jeans were closer to the door. 

“Hugo and I were talking. We hired a couple of new dancers, so we figure you could take this opportunity to retire.”

Tori pushed her head through the neck of her sweatshirt and looked over at him. “Uh, I’m 39, not 65. I still need a job.”

“Too old for dancing. Not that you aren’t good at it. But the customers want fresh stuff, know what I mean?”

“Not really.” Tori zipped her jeans and moved closer to the bed. “What are you saying, exactly?”

He turned over and stared out the window overlooking a refuse-filled alley. “Come on, babe. Don’t make this so hard. Your dancing days are over, at least at the Night Beat Club. Uncle Hugo’s the boss and he’s made up his mind. Your last cheque is ready in Hugo’s office, and there’s a little extra bonus for you.”

Tori looked down at his naked chest, colourful with the best ink money could buy. “So, after 14 years, I’m fired? What about us?” Although, she would have dumped Manny a long time ago if she wasn’t afraid of his fists.

He scratched his armpit, then stretched. “Everything comes to an end, babe. We had a good run.”

Could he come up with any more hackneyed clichés? “Let me get this straight. As of this moment, after one last night of sex, you’re giving me the boot, personally and professionally?”

“You’ve always had a way with words. I could talk to Hugo. Maybe, you could help out behind the bar. Or, the kitchen.”

Tori shoved her feet into her runners. Her face burned, and she took deep breaths so she didn’t vomit last night’s booze right there on the bedroom floor. Without another word, she left the room.

Manny yelled after her. “Hey, mind pressing the button on the espresso-maker before you go?”

“Sure,” Tori called back. In the kitchen, she pulled the plug on the fancy gadget. Holding onto the top, she yanked until the cord separated from the motor. The warped window frame screeched as she raised it. Her heart thumped triple time as she listened for a sound from the bedroom. He must have fallen back asleep. Tori heaved the appliance pieces out the window into the dumpster below. Direct hit. Fuck him.

Beside the apartment door, she snatched her jacket from a hook and hurried to put it on. She had maybe ten minutes before Manny’s phone alarm went off and he got out of bed, wanting his espresso. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, her glance lit on Manny’s black leather jacket. A pouch with a drawstring hung half out of a pocket. She touched it and it fell into her hand.

Tori tensed at a loud snort-snore from the bedroom and almost dropped the little bag resting in the palm of her hand. She loosened the drawstring and tipped the pouch, expecting a roll of cash. Manny wouldn’t miss a few bills. By the time he figured out some of the money was missing, if he ever did - she’d be long gone. He was Hugo Vargas’ nephew and underling, not a frickin’ brain surgeon.

What the hell! Three green gems tumbled into her hand, leaving a shit ton more inside the bag. The weak morning light from the kitchen window barely penetrated the hall, but it was enough to light up the gleaming stones. These had to be emeralds.

The smartest thing would be to replace the gems in Manny’s pocket and get the hell out of there. During the years she worked at the Night Beat, she’d heard a lot of dangerous shit. Minding her own business kept her alive and employed. Do her work and go home. Patrons came to the Club for a peek at a girl’s stuff, accompanied by copious amounts of watered-down drinks. But Hugo had a sideline. Gemstones flowed in and out of his office, and she’d overheard more than one conversation between him and Manny about supply and demand. Hugo had something going on, but it was healthier not to know the details.

Manny hadn’t stirred from the bed, but he would any second. Tori placed the three emeralds back in the bag and tightened the thong. She dropped it into her purse and slipped out the door. A little something extra in her last cheque? Fuck that. She didn’t know why Manny had a bag of gems in his possession or what part he played in his uncle’s shady business, but she was betting he’d be in deep shit with Hugo if he lost them. Bonus.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Erik 

Erik knew Manuel Cortez would be hot on Tori’s tail when he realized Hugo’s latest shipment was missing. A shipment Manny should have taken straight to the Club last night and locked in the safe instead of bringing it home so he could get laid with Tori.

Planting a camera in Manny’s apartment hallway, a few weeks ago, had been a long shot but paid off. The feed proved Manny arrived home at 1 a.m. and didn’t leave again, so the gems were in his possession then. Tori arrived a half-hour later and found the product before leaving — emeralds this time.

Intel confirmed small aircraft regularly landed on the Cortez estate private runway a couple of hours north of Hamilton, albeit with sketchy flight plans. The flights had to have product aboard. Manny was the gofer on Hugo’s orders. When a shipment arrived, Manny retrieved the contraband, bringing it back to Hamilton for clean and untraceable disbursement. Ownership of a downtown jewelry store was now confirmed to be under the Cortez name, operating as a Sophia Jewellery franchise. Manny’s most recent retrieval run had been yesterday, returning to Hamilton after midnight. If he’d arrived earlier, he’d have left the gems safely in the Club’s safe.

Erik waited for Tori to leave the building. He’d parked a half-block down and was ready when she pulled a U-turn and sailed right by him. Her old blue Chevette was easily visible in the light mid-morning traffic, and he figured she must be heading home. He didn’t dare lose sight of her. He’d been stalking Manny for weeks and this was the first movement of gems he’d detected.

Erik had no plan except to follow the gems. He placed his phone with the custom video app on the passenger seat and glanced down at it.

Manny exited his bedroom, dressed, yawning, and rubbing his bristled dark hair. Erik had a glimpse of Manny’s back as he entered the kitchen. Seconds later, he returned to the hall, his mouth moving. Nauseous from drinking too much coffee and trying to watch both the road and the phone on the seat, Erik chanced a hefty fine and passed the phone to his left hand.

Manny snatched at his jacket and searched the pockets. He looked straight into the camera, his expression frozen, his eyes dark with fury. Erik nearly dropped the phone. There was no way the camera was spotted. If there was one thing Erik knew well, it was covert surveillance. On Manny’s face, Erik read big trouble for Tori when he caught up with her.

Stopping for a red light gave him time to see Manny yank his phone from his back pocket and talk while gesturing frantically with his left hand. On camera, the distinctive red and blue condor tattoo on the back of Manny’s right hand stood out in black and greys, the talons of the bird reaching out to capture its prey. He was so proud of the tattoo, the national bird of Colombia, but Erik itched to tell him the condor was a species of vulture. He wouldn’t, not as long as he needed the bartending job at the Club.

The light changed.Erik was too close to Tori’s car and eased to the curb to allow three vehicles to move past him. Manny finished his conversation and stood as though paralyzed in front of his entrance door before shaking himself and disappearing from sight. Erik imagined Manny’s state of mind as he slammed his door behind him.

Tori turned into the drive of a trailer park on the edge of the city. Erik pulled over again until he was sure she hadn’t spotted him, then drove through a pair of brick gates, chipped and stained with green mold. The name, Sanctuary Hills, sounded more like a cemetery but not as well-kept as most places of eternal rest. Rundown trailers sat on cement blocks or sank into the ground at the occupant’s whim. Twisted aluminum lawn chairs littered the tiny front yards while sun-bleached plastic toys added a faded touch of colour to the dried, autumn grass. Most of the trailers looked like they had been used for target practice.

He passed Tori’s Chevette parked haphazardly beside a once-pink trailer. He drove around the first corner and made a three-point turn, ready for a fast exit if she made a run for it.

The video feed from Manny’s apartment was pointless now. Erik turned it off and sat back. From here, he had a view of the side of Tori’s trailer. She wouldn’t get away without him seeing, but she better go before Manny showed up.

Erik crossed and uncrossed his legs. Nature called - note to self: lay off the coffee on stakeouts, especially when you forget your piss-bottle. In the short time he spent making the sad cedar hedge lining the corner lot somewhat sadder, he nearly missed the silver Corolla that sped through the gates and stopped in front of Tori’s trailer, bumper inches from her metal steps. Rooster Cogburn flung open the car door. The situation just got worse for Tori.

Rooster shot up the steps. He kicked at the flimsy handle of the aluminum door until the lock smashed. He yanked the top hinge loose and flung the door aside.

Erik was faced with a moral, if not legal, dilemma. Rooster was a bouncer at the Night Beat Club. And mean as hell, delighting in throwing unruly patrons onto the pavement at the slightest excuse. Erik watched him, night after night, clearly loving his job. Erik was tempted to tell Hugo he was asking for a lawsuit, but he didn’t want to tip his hand. And go figure, the customers kept on coming back for more.

Rooster’s presence here suggested he was part of the gemstone underground that Hugo ran. Tori had been home less than a half-hour. Not enough time for Manny to confess the loss of the emeralds to his uncle, then for Hugo to get Rooster out of bed and on the road. Nope, Manny must have called Rooster directly. Odd, because the pair barely tolerated each other. Maybe favours owed?

Erik eased around the hedge and crossed to the side wall of Tori’s trailer. He flattened himself next to the window. No way to look in without revealing himself, but the windows were single-paned, and he heard the voices clearly.

Intervening wasn’t an option if Rooster got physical. He couldn’t let the psycho injure her, or worse. Erik ran his hand over the reassuring weight of the Glock secured in the belt holster under his jacket. Shooting Rooster would blow his cover. Erik considered himself fit enough to take on a fight, but he was no ex-special ops reject like Rooster. He didn’t stand a chance in a hand-to-hand encounter with an expert. Catching Rooster off-guard was his only shot.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Tori 

Tori’s heartbeat skipped when the door flew open. She flung her backpack behind her into the tiny bathroom then rushed the few steps down the narrow hallway. Fear accelerated to terror.

“Hey, Rooster. I didn’t hear you knock.” She was half-prepared for Manny to show up before she could flee, but this guy was on a whole other level of danger to her person. 

“A nothing bitch like you needs to use my real name. Just give up the gems you stole from Manny, and I won’t hurt you too bad before I leave.”

“Calm down and back off, Rooster, uh, Ian. I don’t know what you think I took from Manny, but he’s pissed because I broke up with him. Think about it. What could he have that I want bad enough to steal?”

Rooster rasped out a noise that may have been a laugh. “Manny says he dumped you which makes more sense. I never could figure out why he wanted to sleep with an old broad like you.”

Tori feigned a wounded expression, giving herself time to glance around for a means of escape. No hope of that. Rooster remained on the threshold of the only exit. He was a couple inches taller than her five foot eight, and whipcord fit. She suspected he was on steroids. Hugo’s star bouncer, Rooster was ex-military and liked to brag he was in special ops, but that was a laugh. Why wasn’t he still with that outfit? Too psycho even for them? He shaved every hair off his head. Rooster’s tattoos were expensive, like Manny’s, but more plentiful and leaning toward darker ink. She wrenched her mind back to survival mode.

“What, are you and Manny friends now? I thought you hated each other.”

Rooster lunged forward. “I’ll take anybody’s money. Three seconds, sweet girl. Then I start breaking fingers.” Tori backed up, bumping against the counter. She reached her right hand back to steady herself and felt the edge of her phone. She groped for the side buttons and pressed them. “What makes you think I took gems from Manny? That doesn’t even make sense.” She clenched her left hand into a fist and crossed her arm over her chest in an attempt to protect herself. With her right thumb, she swiped the middle of her screen. 

Rooster scrunched his forehead, a look of confusion in his dark eyes. “Manny said you did and he’s paying me to get them back. That’s all I need to know. So, hand them over. I’m not asking again.”

“Sorry, I didn’t take anything from Manny. He’s lying.”

Rooster lunged forward and grabbed Tori’s fist, wrapping his hand around her middle finger. He bent it towards the back of her hand. She had seen him use this move at the Club with rambunctious customers. Effective and painful, when used on unruly men. 

He growled, “Give me the jewels!”

He bent the finger a fraction more. The pain drove Tori to her knees, unable to form words. With his free hand, Rooster cuffed her across the ear, hard enough that a black curtain blanketed the edges of her sight. Her phone rang.

“I swiped 911. That’s them calling back. When I don’t answer, they’ll call the police, I’ll give them your name. Let’s see how tough you are then, Rooster!” She screamed out his name and hoped one of her disreputable neighbours might hear and come to her aid. Fat chance that would ever happen.

More frightened than she had ever been before, Tori looked straight into Rooster’s eyes. In their depths, she saw her death. Even if she gave him the emeralds, he wouldn’t let her off. She could pray for a simple broken finger, but the reality would be much uglier.

Shocked, she felt him release her hand and step back to the door. “Now it’s personal, bitch. You and me. Soon.”

Tori heard the acceleration of Rooster’s engine and the spraying of gravel from under the tires as he sped out the lane onto the highway. Tori used the chipped counter to pull herself to her feet. A pent-up sob escaped her throat.

She had to be gone before the police arrived. It was impossible to accidentally call the Emergency SOS number on her phone, and the authorities frowned on false calls for assistance. She didn’t want to explain herself.

Grabbing her backpack from the bathroom, she took a last, frantic look through the rooms. Nope, nothing else she needed from this dump she’d called home for eight years. She worried her clunker Chevette would crap out before she got as far away from Manny and Rooster as possible. She’d need gas.

Minutes later, Tori followed Rooster’s path towards the highway, watching for the nearest gas station. She’d aim her old beater north, maybe as far as Sault Ste. Marie, and hole up there until she found a buyer for the emeralds.

Tori performed her usual rolling stop before pulling onto the highway, noticing that the black Ford F150 behind her had come to a complete stop. She allowed herself a short snort of amusement before returning her eyes to the road. The tinted windshield of the pickup hid the driver, but she bet it was some old codger reliving his youth with a decked-out new truck.

When she sold a few of the emeralds, she’d get one for herself.

***
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Rooster 

After he’d sped away from the tin can Tori called home, Rooster pulled off the highway into a convenience store parking lot and parked to the side where he could watch the entrance to the trailer park. If the bitch didn’t try to run, he’d chew off his own finger. He kept the engine running. No time to enjoy a cigarette yet. Pay dirt!

The tires on her rust heap spun on the gravel lining the asphalt as she exited the trailer park. She regained control and shot towards the highway. Rooster put his car into drive but slammed on his brakes before accelerating.

What the hell? Was that Erik Gerard following Tori? He allowed the black pickup to get ahead of him before joining the chase. He commanded the voice-activated call feature on his phone to dial Manny.

It was a stroke of luck, his own ride crapping out on him. He’d borrowed one of the dancer’s cars, a late-model Toyota, promising to take care of it. Manny was irate and didn’t care how Rooster got to Tori and the gems but do it now! Tori wouldn’t recognize the borrowed car and, with a little more luck, Gerard wouldn’t think twice about seeing it either. Game on.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Tori 

Tori sweated buckets as she booted her car onto the highway heading north. She used her mirrors to check behind. She needed to be sure Rooster wasn’t tailing her. Her stomach grumbled from no breakfast, and she should’ve peed before leaving the trailer. Up ahead an Esso sign caught her eye.

Tori slowed and swung into the multi-lane gas bar. While the tank filled, she scanned the highway. How would anyone know she was headed north instead of south, west, or even east? The survival part of her brain answered — if Rooster followed her from the trailer park. Vehicles and big rigs whizzed past, and cars pulled in and out for gas, but Rooster’s red Camaro wasn’t among them, and she’d been watching for Manny’s dark blue BMW. A black pickup filled up at a pump a few rows over but what were the chances it was the same one she’d noticed when she pulled away from the trailer park? Another black truck just pulled out — they were everywhere. She willed herself to relax. Nobody followed her, not this soon.

Gas tank full, Tori entered the convenience store, and went straight for the restroom where she tried not to breathe in the less than fresh air. She hated taking the extra time, but she might have a long drive ahead.

She headed toward the cash, stopping to grab a large coffee and sandwich after checking the date label. Her debit card purchases came close to depleting her pathetic bank account. Soon she’d have money to buy whatever she wanted.

Back in her car, she waited until the highway was clear as far back as she could see, then pulled out.

***
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Rooster 

Rooster hit the brakes when Tori’s car pulled into a gas bar with Gerard’s truck close behind her.

Until he knew why Gerard had a dog in the fight, Rooster wouldn’t confront either of them, not here. He’d driven by, glancing over to see the truck pull up to a pump three rows over from Tori’s heap.

He made a right at the first exit road and pulled a u-turn, parking a few hundred yards back from the intersection on the shoulder and waited. He’d cut anyone’s throat right now for a coffee and doughnut. Instead, he rummaged in the glove box, coming out with a bag of peppermints, the old-fashioned kind that broke your fillings if you crunched too hard. He shoved a half dozen in his mouth.

The seconds passed, then minutes. Could Gerard have convinced the whore to go back to Hamilton and turn the gems over to Hugo? Hugo liked Gerard, giving him all the shifts he wanted. Rooster’s hands clenched the wheel and his back teeth bit down on the candy, releasing the sharp tang of stale peppermint. He opened his window and spat out the mouthful.

He was ready to turn back towards Hamilton, had even put the car in drive when Tori’s Chevette sped past, followed seconds later by three cars and a big rig. Rooster waited until Gerard’s truck and a few other vehicles passed, then pulled onto the highway. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Tori

After eating the egg salad sandwich, Tori rummaged around in her bag and found her cigarettes. Taking one hand from the wheel, she managed to light up. She took a long drag and contemplated what she’d done.

Burned her bridges big time. No job, no money, no home but... Oh, she did have a bagful of emeralds. Get a grip Tori, you stole them! They belong to someone else, and they’ll be wanting them back.

Tori had done a few things in her life she wasn’t particularly proud of but stealing from others wasn’t one of them. Not even a shoplifted lipstick at the drugstore. Some might enjoy the thrill of a cheap theft, but not her.

Stealing emeralds was no cheap theft. No wonder Rooster, and Manny, were so pissed.

She needed to haul her ass as far away from Hamilton as she could. Wouldn’t be long before Hugo sent out an entire posse.

Tori floored it, noticing an F-150. She’d travelled about 160 km when the engine light came on.

Damn it anyway! What else could happen?

She frantically checked the road for a garage before her heap of rusting metal gave up the ghost. Nothing but open highway.

While she hoped she’d make it to the next town to decide what to do next, the car had other ideas. Shaking and wobbling, it slowed down and stalled. Putting her hazard lights on, she drifted to the shoulder. 

Vehicles flew past her. Not exactly the safest place to be. Tori checked the GPS on her phone. The closest town, Mechanic Falls, was at least another 40 kilometres away.

Frigging great! How the hell was she going to get there? She could call for a tow or hitch a ride. The last time she did that was in high school.

What choice did she have? A tow truck would take forever and would cost more than she had. She’d have to take a chance that Manny or Rooster weren’t on her tail. 

Tori gathered up her backpack and made sure she had her phone and cigarettes. She checked for the pouch at the bottom of her pack. Satisfied, she clambered out of her dead car and locked the door. This wasn’t the best place to hitch a ride. Every vehicle whizzed by going at least 120.

What the hell?

A black Ford pickup slowed down and pulled in about fifty yards behind her car.

Crap. 

Her stomach did a flip when she realized her pursuer was Erik Gerard. And she was just starting to like him. Good looker, on the quiet side. Maybe in another time. Too bad he had to be one of Hugo’s flunkies.

***
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Rooster

Keeping both Erik and Tori in view was a challenge. With any luck, they’d be done driving before it got dark, but if Rooster kept Erik’s truck lights in view, he’d wager Tori wasn’t too far ahead.

He’d been on the phone with Manny and last reported his position about 40 kilometres from some hick place called Mechanic Falls.

Manny had exploded. “No fucking way. She can’t go there. Fuck it, I’m coming. Keep me posted and don’t lose her!”

Whatever, Jack. Rooster didn’t know why the town's name got Manny so riled. Then Erik’s brake lights came on, and the truck pulled over onto the shoulder. Shit, so had Tori’s car. Her hazards were on, and she stood by the side of the highway, smoking like this was a date or something. Her heap probably died. His borrowed car was so common, they never looked his way when he sailed past. A bend up the road offered him a vantage point if he pulled over again. The view wasn’t perfect, but good enough. He watched Erik walk towards Tori’s car.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Tori 

Tori was in a turd-pile of trouble. Before Erik reached her, she scrambled back inside her car, locked the doors, and groped in her glove box for the flashlight. It was a cheap Canadian Tire model, but it was all she had except for the switchblade in the bottom of her pack. Did she have time to find it? She tensed as Erik attempted to open the door.

“A lot of people are looking for you,” he said, through the partly open driver side window. “Most of them prepared to do you more harm than me. Let’s have the gems and you can be on your way.”

“My car died, or I’d still be driving.” Even if Manny hadn’t told Hugo yet about losing the gems, he obviously told Rooster and Erik. Her thoughts swirled as she sought a way out. The traffic was lighter now, so he could easily force her into his truck, then kill her and dump her body with no witness.

Erik pulled on the door handle. “Come on, Tori. Give them up and I’ll tell Manny I dealt with you. I’ll drive you to the next town before I head back.”

Sure, he would. Tori held up her phone. “I’m calling 911.”

“You can explain to them why you have a small fortune in polished gems in your possession. Gems that were legitimately bought and paid for and ready to be passed on to a jeweller – and now stolen. They’re hot. That’ll go well for you.”

What was he talking about? There wasn’t anything legitimate about Hugo’s gem business. Tori reached for her pack, setting it on her knee as she unlocked the door. Erik gripped her arm to pull her out and she offered no resistance. As her left foot met the gravel shoulder, Tori swung the flashlight. Erik ducked, but the edge caught his temple and he dropped to his knees. Hugging her backpack to her chest, Tori hopped over Erik’s body. Blood seeped from the wound and a litany of eff-bombs tumbled from his lips. She considered hitting him again but couldn’t bring herself to do it.

She headed for Erik’s truck. With any luck the key would be there. If he reported his vehicle stolen, she’d tell the police her car died, no lie, and that Erik stopped and tried to attack her. 

Yes! The key was in the ignition. Tori slid into the truck, ready to take off when she heard the thunderous approach of an eighteen-wheeler. This might give her a better option. Yanking the key from the ignition, she raced into the middle of the road. She waved her arm, then jumped aside. With screeching brakes and a horn blast likely heard back in Hamilton, the behemoth came to a grinding stop in front of her car, taking up half the lane. Cars screamed by, honking angrily as they veered into the left lane to pass. Tori ran over, keeping Erik in her peripheral vision. He struggled to his feet, but it was clear he was still disoriented.

She shouted into the lowered passenger window of the truck, unable to see the driver. “It’s my boyfriend. I was trying to get away from him. He followed and I ran out of gas. I hit him with a flashlight but if he catches me, he’ll kill me.” Not such a stretch. While she spoke to the driver, Tori rummaged in the bottom of her pack and located her blade, dropping the flashlight in its place. She slipped the knife into her jacket pocket.

The door opened and a voice invited her in. “Hurry up, honey, that boy is on his feet and headed this way.”

Tori registered the voice as a woman’s and sent up a quick prayer that she hadn’t run into a rare female serial killer. She scrambled into the cab, and the driver hit the lock just as Erik slammed his fists against the door.

“He wants his keys back,” Tori told the driver.

The woman snatched the keys from Tori’s hand and threw it out her open window, across the next lane, and into the swampy area beyond. She had quite an arm. “There. Let him look for it.”

The truck, transporting kitchen appliances to northern Ontario, rumbled towards Mechanic Falls. Tori looked back at Erik. He had his phone out, snapping pictures of the truck and license number. His free hand cupped the side of his head where the flashlight had landed. She felt an unfamiliar pang of guilt. She thought he was a decent guy the few times she talked with him at the Club. It turned out, he was just another one of Hugo’s bought-and-paid-for bullies.

The truck driver introduced herself as Tiffany. Tori didn’t catch the name of Tiffany’s hometown, some place she’d never heard of. She told Tiffany her name was Chrissy, originally from Niagara Falls, but living with her boyfriend, Mike, in Waterloo. Tori was used to lying to customers at the Club who wanted to know her personal details, so she kept the phony facts to a minimum and didn’t embellish them.

Tiffany commiserated on Chrissy’s bad luck with men, and as the trip progressed, Tori got the feeling that her new friend was more interested in women than men. As the kilometres sped by, Tori concocted a story of having family in Mechanic Falls and would be grateful if Tiffany would let her off there before the transport continued its northward journey. How she’d get out of Mechanic Falls, Tori hadn’t a clue. While Tiffany maneuvered her rolling warehouse around a series of sharp bends, Tori looked up Mechanic Falls on her phone, relieved to learn the area population topped 87,000. She should be able to hide out for a few days. Maybe by then, Hugo would be searching farther north, allowing her to make her way south again, maybe to Niagara Falls for real.

As they neared Mechanic Falls, the open countryside gave way to businesses and a scattering of homes. On a hill to her right, Tori glimpsed a building, four stories high, tapering off to a single story on each side wing. It looked like a hotel or school. A large sign halfway down the hill offered the building for sale or lease. But, still in business. An upcoming Cosplay Convention was advertised. The semi whipped past the gleaming windows of the building and slowed at the “Welcome to Mechanic Falls” sign.

The highway bisected Mechanic Falls before continuing northward. Tori persuaded Tiffany to drop her off in the town square, while the traffic light was red. Tiffany pressed her card into Tori’s hand, urging her to call if she ever needed help. She drove this route regularly and would be happy to take Chrissy south again if she wanted.

Tori thanked Tiffany and shook her hand. She felt a lump in her throat as she watched the giant truck full of fridges and stoves disappear. Kindness rarely came her way.

Studying her surroundings, she lit a cigarette and slung her backpack over her shoulder. Grey skies, grey pavement, grey buildings. Better get out of sight in case Erik had a spare key. He’d probably called in reinforcements.

Anxiety swept over her, and she imagined eyes drilling into the back of her neck. Tori scuttled into a dark alley smelling of garbage and urine. She was hungry and thirsty. The cold pressured her to pee bigtime. And, her phone was almost out of juice. Before those needs could be met, she had to find shelter.

She located a cheap nearby motel that took cash. Next, she needed food, then cigs at a convenience store. After that, she’d hunker down for the night. Tomorrow, moving to another place would be smart. The few hundred dollars in her pack wouldn’t last long but pawning one of the emeralds was a sure way to leave a trail to Hugo’s crew. 

So, the plan was to keep changing motels for a few days until she could figure out a way to get out of town, hopefully ahead of Hugo’s henchmen.

***
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Rooster

She was a hell-cat, Rooster would give her that. He couldn’t make out all the details, but it looked as if Erik and Tori had scuffled. He’d seen her swing her arm and start running. He was ready to scoop her up the closer she ran to his car, when a transport pulled over and Tori hitched a ride.

Fucking hell! He’d been that close to grabbing her. Shit, now he’d have to follow a damn transport truck. He hated trucks and hated driving behind them even more. He pulled onto the road, checked his mirrors, and noticed another set of headlights come on and move into traffic. Erik was still in business.

Bring it on!
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Erik 

Erik reached under his front wheel well and extracted the magnetized box that held his spare key. Getting back into his truck, he recalled that Manny told him yesterday he had a noon meeting with Hugo. Erik would love to know how that went, but he hadn’t been able to bug Hugo’s office in time to hear those conversations. Since it was Rooster that showed up at Tori’s trailer, he figured Manny asked Rooster for help, no doubt hoping to get the gems back before his uncle found out they were missing. This was a lot of supposition on his part, but he couldn't fit the players together any other way.

Manny was Hugo’s gofer and manager of the Club. Rooster worked as a bouncer, and therefore technically was Manny’s employee. Erik hadn’t yet figured out that relationship.

Tori’s flight with the gems had screwed up Erik pretty good. Based on the camera surveillance, she looked genuinely surprised to find the pouch in Manny’s jacket. From what he could see, she’d tipped out a couple of emeralds before placing them back in the bag. If she knew what else the bag contained ... 

Now, he was on her tail but had to come up with a story she’d believe. For her sake, he prayed he’d find her before anyone else. As far as she knew, he was a simple bartender, not supposed to know that Hugo’s sister, Sophia Cortez, lived in Mechanic Falls. The fact that Tori was headed there suggested she was complicit, but something didn’t add up. For now, he’d have to wing it. He did his best work when his back was to the wall.

A low-slung Ferrari came up behind him, and Erik allowed the vehicle to pass and speed ahead. Erik stepped on the gas and kept up, satisfied to keep the sports car between him and the eighteen-wheeler.

Erik bet that Manny’s meeting with Hugo had been short, very short. Manny would’ve had to confess to his uncle that he kept the gems overnight instead of locking them in Hugo’s safe as he was instructed. Hours had passed since Rooster showed up on Tori’s doorstep and left in a rage, obviously empty-handed. Hours since Tori fled, leaving behind all she owned except a backpack which undoubtedly contained the gems.

Wiping a few drops of blood from his cheek, he passed the large in-your-face “Welcome to Mechanic Falls” sign and the much smaller change of speed sign. Ahead, the Ferrari drifted into the passing lane to see if anything was coming, then swung back again. Erik slowed and hung back.

Once inside the confines of the town, Erik observed Tori dropping to the pavement from the truck cab in the town square. She darted to the sidewalk, and he made a hard right, lucky to find a parking spot. 

He ran back to the corner of the intersection in time to see her disappear into an alley. Should he wait here, or race around the block to the alley’s exit? He decided to stay put and was rewarded when she emerged. She strode down the sidewalk to the first intersection, waiting to turn left at a crosswalk.

Erik kept pace with her but got caught at the same crosswalk. He took his chances with the sparse traffic and darted across against the red.

Tori consulted her phone a few times before arriving at a shabby motel, the Golden Thunder. He waited a half-block back until she came out of the office and let herself into Unit 7.

Erik took stock of his situation. He was in the out-of-the-way town of Mechanic Falls, the home of Sophia Cortez, sister of Hugo Vargas, two of the biggest gem dealers in the country, cousins to Cisco Rojas, an influential gem magnate in Colombia. Also in town, the pretty and resourceful Tori Marsh. Coincidence? Considering what he’d heard in the audio feed from Manny’s apartment and the conversations Erik had with Tori at the Night Beat Club, he would bet she knew nothing of Hugo’s second business interest and that she only stayed with Manny because of some weird need for the protection she thought Manny could provide. Now, he wasn’t so sure about her innocence. Then again, his track record of understanding women was nothing to boast about.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Rooster 

Rooster planned to get the gems back on his own, with no help from Manny or Erik. He parked the Toyota in the empty motel parking lot and searched the windows of the Tim Horton’s coffee shop across the street. He spotted Gerard, sitting at a table with a coffee. If the guy stayed put for a few minutes, Rooster would have the gems and be on his way back to Hamilton without having to hurt him, not that he wouldn’t enjoy inflicting some pain after all the shit he’d put up with today.

He called Manny. “The bitch is at the Golden Thunder Motel. It’s on the main street on the right.”

“I know it. I’m twenty minutes out. Wait for me.”

“Sure, okay.” Rooster smirked as he headed for the motel. Bet Hugo would be grateful to get the gems back, and even more grateful to the guy who was responsible. He couldn’t leave Manny out of the loop entirely, but if lady luck stayed with him today, he’d have the gems back before Manny hit the city limits. He’d make sure Hugo knew who was responsible for their retrieval.

Rooster paced back and forth outside the office for a few minutes watching for Gerard, but the asshole stayed in the coffee shop. He eyed the piece of shit motel. Perfect for a tramp like Tori. He threw open the office door and strode inside. A wispy old fart sat behind the lobby’s reception desk. This would be easy.

“Hey.” Rooster flashed a fake smile. “Looking for one of your guests.”

“What unit number?”

“If I knew the unit number I wouldn’t be asking, would I?” He was satisfied to see the clerk flinch. He dialed his tone down a notch. “See, my friend and me, we’re into games. She won’t have used her real name, but she’s expecting me to play detective and find her.” A lecherous wink produced the desired response from the clerk.

“If you could give a description, that might help.”

“She’s about thirty-five, scrawny, with great legs. Blonde hair and not much luggage. Ring any bells?

“I think so. Let me check the register.”

Rooster peered at the name badge. “I’d suggest you do that, Jerry. Nice place you got here. Neat and tidy. Bet you’d like to keep it that way, right?”

Jerry nervously tapped keys on the computer in front of him. “Yes. We have a guest matching your description. Lola Firenze. Would that be her? Unit 7. But ... 

“But what, little man? Speak up.”

“She’s not there right now. I saw her leave the unit. I think she’s gone for some dinner, or something.”

Shit. He hadn’t seen her leave. Had Gerard? Was that why he stayed in the coffee shop, waiting for her to come back?

He scrambled to get more information from the clerk. “Doesn’t look like there
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