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PREFACE

	  

	The Age of Collapse series takes place in Houston, TX, and surrounding areas. In the spirit of telling a compelling story, some aspects of the real towns and cities have been altered. Thank you for understanding the authors creative freedom.

	 

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	The endless wave of threats showed no signs of stopping. Alex Ryder was a dead man walking.

	Alex’s hands trembled and throbbed. Both knuckles were swollen from the brawl he’d been in the day before. It hurt to make a fist and to do simple tasks, but he powered through.

	The side of his face ached. A tooth in the back of his mouth felt loose. The shiner and bloody nose he’d received from the brute who’d attacked him in the prison’s cafeteria added to the meld of pain. The shiv the brute had pulled had only grazed Alex’s bicep. The wound stung but paled in comparison to the beating and constant barrage of inmates looking to take him out. He’d have to stay on high alert from now on if he hoped to complete his four-year stint.

	The prison guards had all but vanished within the low-lit corridors of the Huntsville prison. Alex hadn’t noticed their exodus, and feared the worst. He’d kept to himself, focused on keeping a low profile and doing his assigned tasks without tarnishing his already spotty record any more than it had been. He hadn’t started any fights or made any trouble, but seemed to be the center of a number of skirmishes within the prison. The frequent attacks made him believe he’d been targeted for the job him and Trey, his associate on the outside, had done that landed him inside the pen. 

	A handful of other inmates, and himself, worked in the on-site laundry facility without any supervision at the moment. The four other convicts peered his way, staring at him with malevolent eyes. The men had various tattoos and satanic imagery covering their bodies and skulls—pentagrams, the numbers 666, and swastikas with a picture of a bluebird, and double lightning bolts rounded out the markings.

	Each member of the Aryan Brotherhood fanned out from the large, commercial washing machines and dryers and checked the halls.

	The sharp noise created from each old, rickety machine in the recesses of the prison drowned out any outside sounds. A loud scream or yell wouldn’t be heard, or so he’d been told from other inmates.

	Alex turned away from the open door of the washing machine, where he’d shoveled the bed sheets and white prison garb they wore, and faced the men. He squinted and glanced at each of the bald, surly thugs who had a variety of tattoos covering their skulls. Two stood at the openings of both halls that led into the space, keeping a look out.

	“I have no beef with the Brotherhood,” Alex said, shifting his gaze from the other two men who advanced on him. “I’d think real hard about going through with this if I were you, Davidson. More guards could come back at any moment.”

	“How are we looking?” the short, stocky, bald man asked the other men keeping watch. They each gave a thumbs up and continued watching the halls.

	“You’re right, Ryder. We don’t have a beef with you, but Mr. Vargas has placed a bounty on your head and we aim to collect it. I wouldn’t worry about the guards either. We’ll have time to handle what’s needed here before anyone shows up.”

	A portion of the guards had been paid off it seemed. That didn’t bode well for him, seeing as he had twenty months or so left on his stint.

	Alex balled his hands into tight fists. The bones in his fingers radiated pain. He took a step back, pushing the wide, rolling cart out of his way. “That hasn’t worked out too well for the other handful of convicts who have tried to take me out. I’m still here and they’re either in the infirmary or in solitary confinement. Think about it.”

	Davidson reached inside the pocket of his white pants and pulled out what looked to be a shiv. He glanced to his taller, plump partner who parroted the move. Both men advanced.

	“I’ve thought about it and the amount of money hanging over your head is too good to pass up.” Davidson repositioned his hold on the handle of the shiv. “We can do this the hard or easy way. I’m good with whatever. If you’d like for it to be quick, tell me where your partner took the money you two stole and the Brothers will grant you a quick death. If not, others could get hurt, like that daughter of yours.”

	Alex worked his way around behind the rolling cart, using it as a barrier between him and the Brotherhood. He eyed both men, waiting for them to attack, or for help to show up. “I don’t know where Trey is or the money for that matter. We went our separate ways that night and I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

	A scowl formed on Davidson’s face. His wrinkled brows slanted inward. He flashed his clenched teeth, then glanced at his plump partner. “Get him, Zane, and be quick about it. Looks like we’re going to do this the hard, painful way.”

	Here we go.

	The overweight ogre stomped toward the rolling cart. His nostrils flared under the dull, yellow lights that hung overhead. The shiv tucked in his fat hand squeezed the handle tighter as he closed in.

	Alex shifted his gaze to Davidson, then back to Zane. He kept a firm grip on the top edge of the cart, rolling it back with him. His hands hurt from holding the cart so tight and from moving it around like he was, but Alex had little choice.

	The back wall lined with running machines flanked him, offering ten feet or so of open space to maneuver. A closed door across the way that led to a storage room caught his eye, but Alex would be hard-pressed to make it in time.

	Zane reached for the top of the cart. His sausage fingers took hold. He was strong as an ox and about as dumb as a bag of tools. He wrenched the rolling cart toward him, overpowering Alex with little effort.

	“You don’t want to do this, big man,” Alex said in an unsteady voice, bringing his arms up in front of him as uncertainty and fear took hold. “You can still stop and leave. It’s not too late.”

	“Get him now and let’s finish this,” Davidson shouted at his lackey’s back.

	Zane rushed Alex, blade up and at the ready.

	The lights crashed.

	Blinding darkness swallowed the space.

	The hum and rattling noise of the washing machines and dryers stopped. An eerie silence took hold.

	“What the hell happened to the lights?” Davidson shouted at his crew.

	“No clue,” another gruff voice replied. “The power crashed or something.”

	The chatter among the other Brotherhood members loomed within the blackness. No visible light could be seen. The vague outline of the men melded with the darkness, making it that much harder to track them.

	Alex backed away from Zane, listening for his footfalls as he searched for a way out of the dire situation. 

	A light flickered into existence. A mixture of yellow and blue lingered. Davidson held the Zippo lighter up, turned toward his men, then faced Zane. He pointed at his minion with the shiv up. “Don’t lose track of Ryder. We need—”

	Alex made for the storage room.

	Zane moved quickly for an overweight man who didn’t exercise much in the yard. He grabbed Alex by the scruff of his white prison-issued shirt and jerked him back.

	Alex stumbled backward, turned, and faced the towering giant. The flicker of light from the Zippo cast his wide frame in a dark shadow, revealing only a scant portion of his rounded head and gritted teeth. Alex hammered Zane’s thick forearm, then his wrist.

	His hold on Alex’s shirt lessened. He swung with the shiv at Alex’s side.

	“Don’t kill him, you moron. We need him alive for now,” Davidson said, huffing. “We can stick him once he gives up the information on the money and his friend.”

	Alex blocked Zane’s attempt with his forearm, then jabbed the giant in the throat.

	Zane dropped the shiv. Both hands reached for his throat as he struggled to breathe. He backed away, wheezing.

	Alex bent down and scooped up the shiv, then hammered Zane’s balls with his foot. A painful howl fled the big man’s bearded mouth as he dropped to his knees, cradling his jewels.

	Footfalls hammered the concrete nearby.

	Each report echoed louder.

	Alex punished the side of Zane’s head with his balled fist, knocking him to the floor. The big man crumbled to his side. Alex turned on the heels of his shoes and confronted Davidson.

	The blade in Davidson’s hand slashed upward, slicing through the fabric of Alex’s shirt. The flame whipping about from the top of the lighter framed the stocky neo-Nazi in a manic rage. Spit spewed from his clenched jaw. He came at Alex once more. “I’m going to enjoy gutting you like a fish once we have what we need.”

	“Not going to happen.” Alex leaned to the side, then ducked under Davidson’s arm as he tried to find any point of his body to make contact with. He stood, then rammed his knee in the agitated convict’s gut, ripping the air from his lungs.

	Davidson struggled to breathe, gasping. He doubled over and dropped the lighter. The casing pinged off the concrete, but the flame didn’t diminish. The shiv stayed glued to his hand, fingers bound over the handle.

	The two other members of the Brotherhood fled their posts and vanished beyond the darkness lurking in the halls.

	Alex towered over Davidson, blade in hand. His chest heaved. Adrenaline surged throughout his body. The pain and discomfort waned as he thought of the threats the Brotherhood had spilt.

	“Go ahead and shank me,” Davidson said, hunched over with his head trained at the floor. “You do it, and you’ll never get out of here and see that sweet girl of yours ever again. Not that you’ll survive much longer.”

	Davidson’s arm sprung upward.

	Alex kicked his arm away, knocking the shiv to the floor. He bound his fingers into the depraved thug’s clothing, then wrenched him up until they were eye to eye.

	“You’re right,” Alex replied, contemplating sticking the neo-Nazi in the gut with the blade, but surviving and getting out was priority one now. Besides, he wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, despite what he’d told the thugs. “I told you that you didn’t want to do this. You should’ve listened.”

	“Eat crap.” Davidson spat in Alex’s face. “You won’t survive the day in here. You’re as good as dead, Ryder.”

	The thick spit clung to the side of Alex’s face. He brushed the back of his hand across his cheek, wiping away the fluid. “We’ll see about that and what gets done to you and the other Brothers when they find out you failed. No loose ends, I’d imagine.”

	Davidson lifted his arm.

	Alex punched him in the face twice, sending him hard to the ground. Davidson writhed on the floor, cupping his nose and mouth with his hands.

	A clicking sound and footfalls echoed in the dark silence, heading toward him.

	Alex glanced to the far side of the laundry facility, unsure who was coming. He had to get out of there and to the outside. If he found Trey maybe he could settle matters before it was too late.


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	FOUR MONTHS EARLIER

	 

	The straw that broke the camel’s back. That’s what it felt like being fired and facing a mountain of problems alone.

	The mound of bills covered the rounded kitchen table. The dark red ink stamped on each late notice and final warning. Alex had been working hard to keep things afloat, and provide for his teenage daughter as best he could, but life didn’t care, and couldn’t be bothered by the stress he battled.

	Alex shifted his gaze to the bottle of whiskey next to the shot glass he cradled. He’d been pounding the spirit for the better part of the day.

	The brown-tinted liquor had been depleted halfway. The missing spirit resided in his gut, working on staying his frayed nerves. If he didn’t stop, the remainder would vanish and he’d have to replace it.

	His fingers spun the shot glass around as he thought of his deceased wife, Stacy, and their last moments together before she lost her battle with cancer. His eyes watered. He gulped down the whiskey, then slammed the glass on the tabletop.

	The ticking of the clock on the wall near the swinging door leading to the living room played in the background. Alex glanced over to the white-faced clock and sighed. It was past three. His daughter, Wendy, would be home from school soon. He needed to gather himself and not let her see him in such a way.

	The back of Alex’s hand wiped the wetness from both eyes. He cleared his throat and sat up straight in the chair. The whiskey bottle and shot glass wouldn’t leave his sight and tempted the struggling single father to take one final drink to curb the pain.

	No. I can’t.

	The back door to the modest two-story home opened.

	Alex shook his head and focused his thoughts as best he could. He kept his head pointed at the table.

	The door slammed shut.

	A dense thud hit the floor at his back.

	“You’re home early,” Wendy said, moving about behind him. “I thought you were working a double shift today?”

	The dread in her tone made the weight pressing down on Alex’s shoulders that much heavier. Wendy had a hard time hiding her feelings and conveyed it through the tone of her voice.

	Alex ran his hand over his face, not wanting to disappoint her again. “Um, yeah. They decided they didn’t need me to work the double after all and sent me home.”

	“Oh, really?”

	The cabinet door squeaked open behind him. A clatter arose.

	“Yep.” Alex adjusted his backside in the chair, then ran his fingers through his hair. He had no desire to burden her with adult problems. “How was school today?”

	Wendy sighed, then trudged across the linoleum floor to the fridge with a glass in hand. She sat it down on the counter, grabbed the handle to the refrigerator, then wrenched it open. “It was school and a pain in the ass like it is every day you ask me. Hasn’t changed and probably won’t.”

	The long strands of her red hair were bound up in a ponytail. The back of her neck glistened with sweat from the humidity that plagued Houston. The cool air rushed from the open refrigerator door, brushing against her.

	Wendy stood motionless in front of the appliance, silent.

	Alex nodded, then folded his arms across his broad chest. “I’d enjoy your time in school. I’d give anything to go back to being a senior in high school and doing science and history instead of messing with bills and such.”

	“Yeah, well, sitting around and getting plastered does sound tempting,” Wendy shot back, rummaging through what few groceries sat on the shelves. “You seem to be a pro at that, especially since Mom passed. I do believe that bottle had a ton more in it the other day than it does now.”

	“Can we not do this now?” Alex shook his head. “You have no clue what it’s—”

	“I guess I don’t want anything to drink.” Wendy stood, then slammed the door. She turned and faced Alex. A scowl formed on her face as she grumbled under her breath.

	Alex hated the tension between them. It had only mounted after Stacy passed and created a wall that he couldn’t circumvent. They struggled to connect. It added to the stress he battled daily. “I’ll go to the store and pick up some groceries soon. I know we’re running a bit low on things.”

	Wendy rolled her eyes and marched past the table. “I’d sober up a bit before you do. Maybe splash some water on your face and gurgle mouthwash.”

	The whiskey bottle and glass wouldn’t leave his view. Alex pushed the chair back, grabbed the neck of the thick bottle, and hauled it to the cabinet next to the fridge. “Do you have any homework that needs to be done? Did you get that report for history finished and turned in?”

	Wendy retrieved her bag from the floor, tossed the straps over her shoulder, and marched past Alex. “The report was for English and due last week. I turned it in already.”

	Alex shoved the bottle toward the back corner of the empty cabinet, then shut the door. “Oh, okay. Make sure and complete the other work you have. We need to end the year on a high note so those grades look good for college.”

	“I get it completed every day.” Wendy pushed her way through the swinging door.

	“I love you, sweetheart.”

	Wendy paused, tilted her head to the side, and kept moving without a rebuttal.

	The door swung back and forth.

	Alex leaned against the counter, sighed, and rubbed his jaw. He didn’t know how to fix their relationship and hoped it wasn’t to the point of being too far gone.

	The phone in his back pocket vibrated against the edge of the counter. Alex leaned forward and dug it out. He thumbed the power button and glanced at the bright screen.

	Trey had sent a text—short and cryptic.

	Need to talk. You free?

	Alex hadn’t spoken with him for a number of years— not since Alex had gotten his life on track and put some distance between him and the lowlife. Trey had done more harm than good to his family and Alex had vowed to steer clear of the criminal.

	A question mark popped up under the previous message. Alex wanted to ignore the text, but knew Trey would keep messaging until he received a response.

	The ends of his fingers mashed the digital keys on the phone.

	A knock sounded from the back door.

	Alex looked away from the phone to the window. A man stood on the other side, hunched over and waving. It was Trey.

	The last thing Alex wanted was company, especially from the likes of him. If they hadn’t made eye contact, he would’ve hidden until Trey left.

	The bright screen faded away. Alex pocketed the device and walked to the back door. 

	Trey stood and took a step back. Both hands plunged into the front pockets of his jeans as Alex opened the door.

	“What’s up, brother?” Trey smiled from ear to ear. “Sorry for dropping in on you like this. I got impatient and decided to just come up to the house.”

	Alex kept the door cracked and popped his head out. He peered over his shoulder at the swinging door leading to the living room—watching for Wendy. “What do you want, Trey? I thought I was clear the last time we spoke. You’re not supposed to be coming around here.”

	Trey rubbed under his nose, then nodded. His hands shook. Both eyes had a glossy sheen to them. “Yeah, yeah. I know, but I wanted to run something by you. It won’t take but a minute or so.” He took a step forward.

	“Not going to happen.” Alex stayed planted in the open space of the doorway, blocking his path. “You need to leave, now.” He leaned back and closed the door.

	Trey wedged his boot in the gap, stopping it from shutting. “Come on, Alex. Five minutes is all I’m asking for. That’s it. If you don’t like what I’m saying, I’ll leave. I think you will like it, considering the pickle you’re in.”

	Pickle?

	“What do you mean by pickle?” Alex raised his brow.  

	Trey craned his neck and looked over Alex’s shoulder to the table, then to the swinging door. “I know you’ve been struggling since Stacy passed in more ways than one. You might’ve cut ties with me, but I never did with you.”

	Alex and Trey had a number of friends in common. Any of them could’ve let his woes slip at any point. “We’re fine. Thanks.”

	Trey held his ground and refused to budge. “I didn’t want to have to use this card, but you do owe me, remember? The money I lent you back in the day and told you not to bother with paying it back? I said if and when I needed a favor, I’d come calling. Well, today is that day.”

	“Yeah. I haven’t forgotten about that.” Alex regretted taking the money. He’d made a deal with the devil when he had.

	Trey stared at Alex, leaning against the door. A coy smile formed. “You’ll like what I have to say. It’ll settle our debt. Plus, it’ll help you out, financially.” 

	“You’ve got five minutes.”

	“Perfect.”

	Alex glanced to the far side of the kitchen, then stepped out of the way of the back door. “Keep your voice down.”

	“I take it Wendy’s home?” Trey walked around the kitchen, glancing at the cluttered tabletop filled with bills and other paperwork. 

	“She is and I’d rather her not know you’re here.” Alex closed the door, then faced Trey. 

	Trey grabbed the shot glass and sniffed. “You’re still pounding the whiskey, huh? I’m more of a vodka man.”

	Alex stormed to the table, reaching for Trey’s arm. “I’d appreciate it if you got to whatever the hell it is you want.”

	Trey dropped the past due bills, tossed his hands skyward, then backed away. “That’s a lot of red, bud. But I have a way to help with that. Consider me your guardian angel.”

	We’ll see about that. Alex took the shot glass to the sink, then turned around to face Trey. “You’ve got four minutes.”

	“Enough fluff. Right to business.” Trey walked around the far side of the table. He grabbed the back of the chair, fingers worming their way under the metal loop at the top. He leaned forward, eyeing Alex. “I’ve got a job coming up tonight and I need a wheel man. It won’t take too long and it’ll be the easiest money you’ve made in a long while. Drive the car. Get paid. Simple as that.”

	“It’s never that simple with you,” Alex shot back, tapping his foot against the floor. The palms of both hands rested on the edge of the sink, and his fingers gripped under the counter.

	“This time, it will be for you.” Trey’s hands released the top of the chair. “Drive for me tonight, settle our debt, make some good money, and I’ll be out of your hair after this. You won’t ever see me again. Promise.”

	Alex didn’t want to venture to the dark depths of his past life, but mounting bills and an eviction notice looming on the horizon challenged his moral compass. “How much paper am I looking at?”

	“Enough to put a good-sized dent in that sea of dead trees cluttering your tabletop,” Trey answered, pointing to the various letters. “Five large at least.”

	“And I only have to drive?” Alex asked. “Nothing more?”

	“Yep. The only thing you need to know is where to drive to, wait, then drive back,” Trey answered. “Like I said, simple as that.”

	Alex eyed the bills for a hot second. A part of him tried to resist, but having no job, and a lengthy rap sheet, made it harder to just pick up more work in a pinch. He contemplated asking his folks for more help, but they’d done so much already, and he couldn’t drain any more money from them. “Fine, but after this, we’re squared, and don’t even think about screwing me over.”

	Trey smiled, then rubbed his hands together. “After this, we’re square and done. You’ll get your cut after we get back.”

	“You better hope I do.” The stairs in the living room creaked. Alex pushed away from the counter, then made for the back door. “Wendy is heading this way. You need to bounce.”

	“Be ready. I’ll text you the meetup point later.” Trey slipped through the open door, then vanished down the walk and around the corner of the house.

	Alex shut the door and deflated against the window. He watched the swinging door, second-guessing if he had made the right call or not.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	Wendy and their life were his main priorities.

	Alex told himself that over and over while driving to the rendezvous point Trey had texted an hour ago. It helped Alex justify sliding back into the life he’d sworn he’d never return to. A means to an end. After the job was completed, he’d be done for good, and done with Trey.

	The air outside felt balmy, thick, and wet. The humidity was horrible, but it always was in Houston. Beads of sweat raced down the length of Alex’s face. The cracked driver side window funneled the tepid air inside the older model Toyota Camry he drove.

	A battery of thoughts ran through Alex’s head, bouncing from one thing to another. He wondered what Trey had planned that night and also worried about Wendy and what she’d think of him reverting back to his old, destructive ways.

	The back of his hand wiped the sweat from his moist brow. He closed the window and turned the air conditioning on. The unit rattled and sounded worse for wear, but he had grown tired of stewing in the seat. 

	Alex thumbed the power button on his phone and double-checked the address Trey had sent. It was close. Maybe another mile or so up the deserted street that had little to no traffic that late at night.

	Lights flashed at the back of the Camry. Alex flitted his gaze to the rearview mirror, concerned that the police somehow knew he had mischievous plans in mind. His heart skipped a beat. He held a bated breath.

	The vehicle closed in fast on his bumper, pulled into the other lane, and flew past him. Alex peered at the small blue Ford Ranger that drove away at max speed.

	A sigh of relief left his mouth. His clammy palms adjusted on the steering wheel. He shifted his backside in the uncomfortable seat, then shook his head.

	The hue from the green light at the upcoming intersection changed to yellow, then red. Alex stopped shy of the white painted line, turned his blinker on, then hooked around the curb.

	The Camry rolled down the vacant street at a modest pace. He glanced at the address on the phone, then to the buildings that lined both sides of the road.

	Alex knew the area somewhat, but hadn’t been down that way for some time, especially at night. He drove a bit farther and spotted a black-clad figure next to the corner of a brick building on the east side of the street.

	The figure walked across the sidewalk toward the curb, hauling a black duffle bag in his hand. Alex pulled over and came to a stop next to the man dressed in black.

	The passenger side door opened. The interior light sprung to life. Trey stooped, then dropped into the passenger side seat. He shoved the duffle bag onto the floorboard between his boots.

	“Right on time. Another reason why I wanted you on this.” Trey slammed the car door shut.

	The interior light died.

	Alex punched the gas, driving away from the curb. “Where are we going?”

	“Head toward the highway, then get on 45.” Trey pulled his phone from the back pant pocket of his jeans. He tapped the screen. The light shone on his sweaty, dingy face. He squinted and brought the phone closer, then huffed. “Son of a bitch.”

	“What’s wrong?” Alex asked, watching the side streets they passed and the speedometer to make sure he wasn’t speeding.

	Trey pursed his lips and mashed the keys on the screen. He dropped the phone to his lap, then ran his gloved hand through his long, black oily hair. “The other guy I had lined up to give me a hand backed out. Had an emergency or something.”

	Alex glanced his way. “We’re still on, right? I didn’t come out in the middle of the night to not get paid.”

	“We’re still on.” Trey looked at Alex, then asked, “How would you like to make another five large? Ten grand for a quick job isn’t bad. That amount of money would sure solve a bunch of problems.”

	“Was there even another player, or are you jerking my leg?” Alex drove through the green light, then under the bridge. He made a wide arch and hit the access road that led to the on-ramp.

	Trey nodded. “There was. He was going to meet us there. I’m not messing with you. I had no intention of you doing anything other than driving, but things have changed.”

	Alex shook his head, then glanced out of the driver side window as they merged onto the highway. “Why am I getting the feeling that you’re playing me here? I told you back at the house, you mess with me and it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

	“I’m not happy about this either, and I’m not jerking your chain,” Trey replied with his hands up. “I shot you straight earlier, but here we are. I need you with me on this as backup. I’ll do all the talking and heavy lifting. You just watch my back.”

	The rattling of the air conditioning unit grew louder. The noise grated on Alex’s last nerve. The depths of stress swallowed him a little more with each moment he went along with Trey’s plan. “I want fifteen large or I can pull over and let you out right here on the highway. Your call.”

	Trey snickered under his breath. “Who’s trying to take advantage of who now?”

	“You came to me, not the other way around. If you don’t like it, say the word and I’ll drop you off. Easy as that.”

	“I imagine you like having my feet to the fire, don’t you?” Trey asked, resting his elbow on the armrest attached to the door.

	“I don’t like anything about this, and I’m only here because of the money,” Alex shot back. “Do we have a deal?”

	Trey mulled it over for a moment, then said, “We do.”

	“What’s the job anyway? I’m not hurting or killing anyone and neither are you. I just needed to get that out and make sure we’re clear on that.”

	“Agreed. I don’t plan on that either, and we shouldn’t have to worry about running into anyone seeing as it’s late at night. The joint we’re hitting should be empty,” Trey replied. “But like I said, that’s why I want you watching my back, just in case.”

	“What joint?”

	“A small mom and pop business that’s been doing rather well in these troubling times,” Trey answered. “With a lot of the businesses struggling to stay open in this crap economy, they’ve been doing good business. A buddy of mine heard they have a large amount of cash on-site that is set to be picked up in the morning. It’s ripe for the picking.”

	“Security alarm?” Alex asked with one eye on the road and the other on Trey.

	Trey dismissed the question with a flick of his hand. “Won’t be an issue. I’ll handle it.”

	Alex scoffed. “When did you learn to bypass security systems? That sort of thing is out of your wheelhouse last I remember.”

	“I’ve come a long way since we spoke last,” Trey answered, bending over and retrieving the duffle bag from the floorboard. “The guy who backed out tonight was going to handle the system, but I can manage. It won’t be an issue.”

	“It better not be. You sold this job as easy money. Just driving. Now, I’m getting out of the car. Any complications or shit goes sideways, I’m gone in a blink, and I’ll still expect a portion of the funds for my time,” Alex said, peering at Trey, unsure if he believed him or not.

	Trey unzipped the bag, then forced his gloved hand into the dark depths. “Let’s not forget, first and foremost, that you’re also settling a debt between us. The rest is a bonus, so I’d watch the tone and thinking you have me over the barrel, because you don’t. Remember, you have a lot on the line, old friend.”

	The two men locked gazes, jockeying for the dominant role. 

	Trey looked away first, fiddling with the bag.

	“How much farther are we going?” Alex asked, fixing his sights back to the road ahead.

	“Take the next exit, then a right at the light.” Trey pulled a ski mask from the bag and sat it next to Alex. “You packing?”

	Alex glanced over his shoulder through the back window, then shifted lanes. “No. Haven’t carried for some time. It wouldn’t be good to get caught with a piece considering my past transgressions.”

	“Here.” Trey sat a Glock 17 on top of the mask.

	“You sure you’re shooting me straight on this?” Alex glanced at the gun, then back to Trey.

	“It’s better to be safe than sorry. You know that.” Trey fished out his mask, then crammed the duffle bag back on the floor between his legs. “Think of it as more of a deterrent than anything else. I don’t know anyone in their right mind who wouldn’t tuck tail and run the other direction if they had that canon pointed in their face. So it’s a little insurance policy in case trouble does spring its ugly head.”

	Alex took the exit down to the intersection. He thumbed the blinker and made his way onto the street.

	Trey lifted the front of his shirt and retrieved the Browning 1911 tucked in the waistband of his jeans. He ejected the magazine, skimmed the rounds loaded, then slapped it back into place. His hand racked the slide—cycling a round into the chamber. He sat the weapon in his lap and peered out of the windshield.

	The streets and sidewalks had no traffic—vehicle or otherwise. Darkness lurked behind the windows of each business they passed, confirming the absence of any people.

	A bundle of nerves tormented Alex the closer they got. He fought to control the range of emotions attacking his mind— maintaining a focused look that sought to break him. Guilt, sadness, and a slew of others attacked him without pause.

	“At the next street, hang a right, then take the first alley you see.” Trey rubbed his hands together and leaned forward in his seat. “It’s time to get paid.”

	Alex followed his directions, skirting the curb and driving down the long stretch of road that had few lights illuminating the street and buildings. They drove a bit farther, then pulled into the alleyway. The back end of the Camry passed the edge of the brick building. Alex killed the lights, stopped, and shifted into park, then turned the car off.

	“It’s awfully dark around here. Not too many street lamps or anything.” Alex peered at the rearview mirror, watching the road behind them.

	“That’s why this is the perfect job. Dark and not much traffic.” Trey secured the phone and 1911 in his jeans, then covered his face with the mask. “Remember, follow my lead and watch our backs. I’ll do the heavy lifting on this. I just need you to be the extra set of eyes and ears out there. That fifteen large is close at hand and will be yours soon.”

	Alex pulled the keys from the ignition and stuffed them into the front pocket of his pants. He eyed the mask and Glock for a second, then grabbed both.

	The pistol went into his front waistband. The bottom of the shirt concealed the piece. He pulled the smelly, itchy mask over his sweaty head, then adjusted the two eye holes.

	“Just like old times, brother. Let’s get paid.” Trey tugged on the doorhandle, then shoved the door outward. He stepped out of the vehicle and shut the door behind him.

	Alex got out of the Camry, shut the driver side door, and made his way to the front of the vehicle where Trey stood. He peered down the dark alleyway. Dark splotches along both sides of the wall marked items in the murk.

	“Where’s the entrance?” Alex asked, glancing over the roof of the car to the street.

	Trey pointed down the alley ahead of them. “About thirty feet or so. Come on.”

	Both men worked their way down the alley, skulking in the darkness. Trey took point and Alex covered their backs. He couldn’t help but check over his shoulder every couple of seconds.

	Time ticked by at what felt like a snail’s pace. Alex wanted the job done and over as quickly as possible so he could get back to Wendy and away from Trey.

	A horn honked in the distance, low and subtle. Alex flinched and checked for any lights, scanning both ends of the alley. Trey continued on without pausing or showing any concern for the noise.

	“You’re one hundred percent sure this place is empty, right?” Alex asked, trailing Trey by a few paces.

	“As far as I know. It’s late at night. I couldn’t imagine anyone being here.” Trey wormed his way through the trash cans and other odds and ends that hid within the cloak of night. “Keep it together and chill.”

	Alex followed through the maze as both men approached the single steel door. The bulb in the lamp overhead showed no sparks or signs of life.

	Trey grabbed the doorknob and tested it, turning it clockwise. It didn’t budge. He shrugged. “Worth a shot. You never know.”

	“Are you going to pick it?” Alex stood off to the side of the door next to the hinges. He watched both ends of the alley while Trey went to work.

	“Yeah. We should be inside in a matter of minutes.” Trey pulled a case from his pocket, then unzipped it.

	Alex could hear the sound of the zipper but struggled to see the contents inside. “Do you need some light? It’s black as shit out here.”

	“No. I can work in the dark,” Trey answered. “The light will only attract unwanted attention. That’s the last thing we need. I’ve picked locks a number of times in the dark. Nothing to worry about.”

	Trey worked on the doorknob while Alex towered over him. He messed with the lock for a few minutes before gaining access.

	“Is that it?” Alex asked, moving around Trey and taking position near the other side of the door.

	“Yep. I’ll go in first and handle the alarm. It should be close to the door here and handled quickly before the delay ends.” Trey stowed his kit and stood. He grabbed the doorknob and twisted.

	The door popped open.

	No alarm sounded.

	Alex listened for a moment with a raised brow and confusion washing over his face.

	A red hue loomed in the ether from a doorway before the men.

	Trey scanned the entryway, then waved his arm. “Come on. Let’s get this money.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	ALEX

	 

	Alex drew a sharp breath, exhaled, and shook the nervousness from his body.

	Trey advanced through the doorway with the 1911 down at his side. He looked at the walls in search of the alarm panel. “Got it.”

	“Are we good?” Alex asked, closing the door behind them.

	“Yeah. I don’t see any cause for concern. It doesn’t appear to be activated.” Trey studied the display screen of the panel.

	Alex craned his neck, peering to the far end of the hallway. A red hue washed the walls and opening at the far end in a crimson red. He didn’t detect any movement, but found it strange for the system to be unarmed. “Why wouldn’t it be activated? Isn’t that strange considering how much loot they have?”

	Trey faced the murk of the hallway, brought the 1911 to bear, and advanced. “I don’t know, but I’d consider that a good thing for us. One less thing we have to worry about. Just keep your voice low and eyes peeled for any movement.”

	A bad feeling tormented Alex’s stomach. Something didn’t feel right, but the lure of a hefty payday, and pulling his family from the brink of financial ruin, kept him from leaving.

	Both men lurked down the hallway, skulking in the shadows. Trey swept each room they passed, pausing for a second, then moving on. Alex reached for the Glock nestled in his waistband, keeping his hand close to the grip

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
images/image-1.jpeg
DEREK SHUPERT





images/image.jpeg





