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      RICO ROUGE

      The finely crafted cigar rolls between Rico’s fingers as he savors its complex, layered notes—earthy, spiced, and a word he can’t put his finger on drifts just beyond reach, like the smoke coming out of his mouth. He chuckles at the irony.

      From the state-of-the-art sound system of the new 1978 Lincoln Continental comes the vibrant strains of cumbia, Colombia’s timeless traditional music, its rhythm weaving into the atmosphere of quiet opulence. Everything is perfect⁠—

      “Turn that racket off, Manuel,” Ricardo demands from the front passenger seat to Rico’s driver and bodyguard. The car is immediately plunged into silence.

      Ricardo turns to the back seat. “Rico, you outmaneuvered them both. The ex-FBI agent will do nothing. He wants to protect his woman from legal ramifications, and the woman, she won’t call police because she’s afraid you’ll hurt her friend, your new whore. You played them well.”

      Rico’s spine stiffens. “Her name’s Kate. I like her,” he says firmly. His brother, Diego, sits beside him and shoots a nervous expression his way.

      “Who do you speak of?” Ricardo asks, raising an eyebrow.

      “The woman, Kate, my new woman friend. I like her,” Rico repeats, unsurprised that this man—a man believed by almost everyone to be his father—is so unaware of what it means to care for a woman.

      “If that is the case, get rid of her. Be more like your brother—fuck them once, at most twice, and replace with a new one.” Ricardo barks out a laugh, but sobers when no one joins in. “When did you change, Rico? Eventually, I’ll select a daughter from our own country, a competitor in Colombia, and her father will give me something for the privilege of taking our name and providing you with children. That day is not here yet.”

      Diego slaps the car seat. “Poppa, what time is your flight?” he asks, interrupting and distracting Ricardo.

      “Nine p.m. I’ll be away for a few weeks.” Ricardo’s mouth turns into a twisted smile. “I want this Kate gone when I return. Are we clear on what that means, Rico?”

      “Yes, of course,” Rico replies dismissively, aware that nothing he says would get through to him.

      Rico tries to block out the time he found his polo pony dead after he didn’t play well. That man killed him. Before that, when Rico was in primary school, Ricardo destroyed another thing he loved. Rico received bad marks, so Ricardo strangled his only pet, a Siamese cat that he treasured.

      “She has little fingers and petite ears. I’ll recognize them.” Ricardo flashing his veneers. The man collects body parts from his enemies. For as long as Rico can remember, his supposed father has done this. “You have her gone by the time I get back and I give this new car to you, as a reward, Rico.”

      That is the man’s way, to buy you off with gifts to entice you to do what he wants. Of course, Ricardo has additional tactics too, not as pleasant.

      “Yes, Poppa.” Rico nods in agreement as his stomach lurches. He hadn’t realized just how much his distaste for this man has grown.

      Rico runs his hand over the buttery soft leather as the seat’s cushion envelops him in safety. He glances up front and notices the steering wheel is oversized and wrapped in cowhide, enhancing the sense of control and power for the driver. A large console holds their belongings. Plenty of space to hide things, and Rico has plenty of things to hide from this man.

      Rico looks forward to driving this vehicle and overseeing the direction of his life. Behind the wheel, the instrument cluster features easy-to-read gauges with a combination of analog dials and digital displays. There is nothing confusing about this car, and it seems to have everything one would need.

      He needs a life more like this car.

      He is tired of submitting to this man.

      When and how can he get rid of him?

      Manuel glides to a stop in front of the hotel, headlights slicing through the evening gloom. 

      Rico observes Ricardo step out, his gait as smooth and confident as ever. If only he had a gun, Rico could kill him now. But if he did, how would he get away with it?

      This place is modest, nothing like the five-star hotels his father is used to staying in, but in a town this small, there aren’t many options. Rico catches the briefest flicker of distaste in his father’s expression before he strides through the entrance, disappearing into the lobby.

      “He pulled the same stunt with me and Rita,” Diego says, sounding tired. “Remember?” His brother’s gaze drops, the sadness in his eyes deepening the lines on his face. “Maybe by the time Poppa comes back, you’ll tire of Kate. It might make things easier.”

      “Was it easy for you?” Rico’s tone is sharp with underlying tension. He takes a steadying breath. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not doing it.”

      Diego’s face changes to one of surprise. “You can’t say no to Poppa, not unless you’re ready to face the consequences. You know how he is—he gets what he wants, one way or another. You don’t want to find out what happens if you cross him.” He shakes his head, as if dispelling a dark memory away.

      Rico wishes he could tell his brother the truth, that Ricardo is not his father, but he doesn’t know if he can trust Diego. That is why he never showed him the suicide letter their mother left, telling him the truth. Rico hid it from everyone.

      He leans back, exhaling a long stream of smoke from the cigar, the thick plume curling in the dim light of the car. “Even if he gets what he wants, how do you think Marnie’s going to react if I kill her friend? And then what? We take out her boyfriend next?”

      “It will be a mess,” Diego says sullenly.

      “Marnie’s agreed to do what we want… grow more product. To hurt either of these people could make her non-compliant.” The truth is, Rico doesn’t want to terminate them. He’s grown to like them, in his own way. Friends aren’t something Rico’s ever had. His father wouldn’t allow it.

      Can he call Marnie a friend? She’s just another pawn in this twisted game he’s forced to play. And Kate—how much of her loyalty is real, and how much is tied to his wealth and what she expects from him? He’s not sure, but does it really matter? She’s agreeable company and one of the best lovers he’s had.

      Rico shifts, slipping his shoe off to feel the plush fibers beneath his foot. The softness is protection against the outside world, cocooning him in a bubble of luxury. Leaning back, Rico draws on the last of his cigar and exhales, sending smoke into the air. Something like truffles, hickory, and a campfire, he decides.

      He contemplates his next move. But before he can do anything, a flash of blue and red lights reflects off the car’s windows, paired with the shriek of sirens cutting through the night.

      “Rico, the police—” Manuel’s voice cuts off.

      Them. Always with their hands out. Unscrupulous, corrupt, or on the take. Within moments, the car is surrounded by other vehicles—these unmarked. Men in dark suits flood towards them, their presence looming in the rearview mirror. This is something different, not like before.

      The back door wrenches open, the scent of exhaust rushing in. Rico has no time to brace before a pair of rough hands drag him out into the cool October night. His body scrapes against the pavement and then the grip tightens on his arms as they steer him toward an unmarked black SUV. He’s suddenly pinned to the outside of it, the interior glowing gold in the night like an enchanted palace in a child’s picture book.

      Reality sets in. Rico knows it is no such thing.
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        * * *

      

      His mind whirls after he answers ‘yes’ to their stupid spiel. This is justice in America. Stay quiet. Don’t resist, Rico tells himself.

      The stale air inside the back seat of the vehicle sickens him, with the lingering scent of vomit and something antiseptic. The upholstery is plastic and feels cold against his arms, and the heavy slam of the door behind him sends a tremor through his chest. Beside him, Diego’s eyes dart nervously as another agent repeats the same legal questions to him.

      The SUV pulls away from the curb and the streetlights blur into streaks of amber, bouncing through the windows. Rico watches the town of Grants Pass slip away, the weight of their situation pressing down on him, making his jaw tighten. Out of the corner of his mouth, he whispers, “Remember, Diego, tell them nothing. Let the attorneys handle it.”

      A while later, an Agent Thompson turns around and faces them both. “Your old man is gone. Slipped away, seconds before we got there.”

      “Like always,” Rico says under his breath, the words laced with bitterness. He leans his head against the seat, staring at the patchy ceiling fabric above him. The sound of police chatter crackles from a radio up front, blending with the thrum of the tires on asphalt.

      Rico shifts uncomfortably in his seat, the handcuffs chafing his wrists. His stomach churns as the grim realization sets in: I can’t protect her. Not from here. His mind races. I must warn her. Somehow.

      She has no idea about his father. If he thinks she knows too much and sees her as a loose end...

      Diego glances at him, his expression clouded with worry, but Rico doesn’t meet his eyes. Rico’s thoughts are for Kate. He can’t protect her from here. He grits his teeth, staring out the window as the interstate stretches ahead of them.

      Rico swallows hard, forcing bile back down, souring his mouth. Kate’s smart. She’ll know something’s wrong when he doesn’t return. Will Kate know it’s Ricardo who is the enemy? He imagines the jar where his father keeps his trophies, Kate’s ring finger and an ear swimming inside with the others, but stops the thought.

      He clenches his fist in his lap. He’ll find a way. He has to. Before it’s too late.

      Rico looks down and notices one of his shoes is missing. The old nursery rhyme “Diddle, Diddle, Dumpling, My Son John” flits through his mind, a reminder of the child in the song—half-dressed, not fully ready, and incomplete, much like how Rico feels in this moment.
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      MARNIE MONROE

      “Jack & Jill’s outdid itself tonight—it was like a morgue with a jukebox.”

      “You’re right, Marnie,” Wayne says with a laugh from where he’s lying next to me in bed. “Even the jukebox couldn’t muster up enough enthusiasm to do the job it was meant to do. It limped at half volume.”

      “I half expected Mort to start handing out tissues instead of drinks. Did you notice the locals’ reactions when Rico and his family left the building?”

      “Hard not to. Everyone acted like they escaped an execution. Dottie didn’t want to hand Rico’s father the check,” Wayne muses, referring to the waitress. He comes nearer and I tuck my body in against his  muscular one. “Their expensive leather jackets were totally out of place.”

      “That’s for sure. No one wears that high-end European chic stuff in our backwoods, country bar in Grants Pass, Oregon. Well, besides Kate.” I purse my lips in thought before adding, “I should’ve realized something was wrong when I didn’t hear from her all week.” I pick the circle of gold off the mattress, trapping the enameled butterflies inside my fist. “Did you notice Rico’s twisted half-grin when he threw Kate’s bracelet down in front of me?” Rico said she wasn’t coming back—not until I planted again. Just like that, Kate’s a bargaining chip.

      She’s the kind of woman people remember long after she’s gone—red hair like wildfire, porcelain skin that somehow never burns, and eyes so sharp and blue they could cut through a man’s bullshit before they even open their mouth. She once tied a belt around a T-shirt with a scarf and turned it into fashion statement. When she smiles she can charm the toughest guy in the room into to doing just about anything.

      But it’s not just how she looks. Kate’s restless, wired, always scanning for what’s next. She could’ve had anyone. And often did. Until she has them or sniffs out their bravado, or worse, their need—then she gets bored. If they didn’t keep her guessing, she’d go find someone that would.

      “Rico’s like a cat who ate the canary,” Wayne says.

      “That piece symbolizes Kate in every possible way.” She believes that everything turns out well in the end like in a Hollywood movie. That’s not how I view life. Everything changed when I was fifteen. That’s when I learned things can always get worse.

      People who know me would say I’m cynical. That’s a nice way to put it. I find the worst in things or I’m just more realistic than most. If I don’t expect too much, I won’t be disappointed.

      Wayne pulls back, forcing me to meet his eyes. “Don’t worry.” He takes my free hand and squeezes it.

      “Rico threatened to hurt her.” I squeeze his hand back. “She’s the only best friend I’ve got. I can’t afford to lose her.”

      “What about me?” Wayne asks.

      The corners of my mouth tilt up at his pouting expression. “It’s different. You’re a man.”

      “Glad you noticed,” he teases before his tone shifts to be more serious. “Gary’s got them on tape and he’s going to help us. And the truth is, Rico said she’s safe. Kate probably believes Rico’s her newest sugar daddy.”

      “Don’t talk about her like that.” I push away from him and stand from the bed.

      Wayne holds out his hands. “I’m just saying, she doesn’t know she’s being held hostage, and she has a way with men. You just need to do what they want, until Gary and I figure something out.”

      “I can’t grow two hundred pot plants. No way. What am I supposed to do, channel my inner botanist-slash-criminal mastermind?” Making jokes is how I deal with unpleasant things… but this time it doesn’t work. My heart pounds in my chest, the situation pressing down on me. I wrap my arms around myself and start pacing.

      “It seems you can, since they’ve delivered mature plants and expect you to raise them inside your barn. They didn’t buy your excuse about the spike in your electric bill tipping off the authorities.” Wayne shakes his head.

      “Wind turbines behind the barn? Oh sure, because nothing says ‘inconspicuous’ like a mini wind farm in the middle of nowhere. Genius idea.” I wave my hand.

      Wayne’s eyebrows furrow. “They said they’ll be covered by the woods.”

      “How can I stop them? And if I do, what happens to Kate?” I ask.

      “It sounds like their plan is in motion. Rico’s father is even scarier than the two brothers.”

      ﻿I sit down on the bed again. “When I asked Rico about freeing Kate, he stalled.”

      “He wants to make sure you’re going to do what he demands. He makes it sound like Kate’s happy. He said she was content,” Wayne says.

      “Oh, I’m sure she’s thrilled—what waitress wouldn’t love to trade delivering pancakes and receiving crappy tips and life advice for captors and luxury? Sounds like a dream,” I deadpan. “But get real. Kate, content? When has she ever been content?”

      “You might have a point. Kate’s hard to please, but I still believe Rico won’t hurt her.”

      “Kate’s no fool. She knows me well enough to know I’d be tearing the world apart to find her. If she hasn’t called, she can’t.” I try to reign in my emotions, but they are so overwhelming that I feel like I’m drowning. I begin tapping my fingers against my thighs.

      “But what about Derek? Do you think what Rico said about him is true? The man could barely keep track of his own socks, let alone keep tabs on a drug cartel.”

      The idea that the man who had helped me get rid of the pot I’d grown for my dead husband Jack—who we lost from cancer—and introduced me to Rico Rouge might have been a narc hit me like a punch to the gut.

      “Do you really think he worked for the DEA?”

      “Maybe,” Wayne says.

      I shake my head, confusion and fear swirling in my mind. “I knew Derek never followed my rules, but working for the government? I don’t see it.”

      Wayne chuckles. “It looks like he didn’t follow Rico’s rules either.”

      “He didn’t even have a vehicle. Or a place to live.” I push my hair away from my face.

      “I don’t believe those are prerequisites for being an agent,” Wayne points out.

      My breath catches in my throat and I grip the edge of the bed. What if they kill Kate?

      “I know you’re worried about her.” Doubt flickers in Wayne’s eyes. “But she can handle herself.”

      My stomach clenches. “She’s in over her head this time.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll get her back. Gary’s going to message the DEA about Derek. We can collect more evidence. I’ll send word to a few members of my team. Even though I’m not an FBI agent anymore, I’m still friends with them.”

      “Kate is caught in the middle of this.” I swallow hard. “If something goes bad, what’s going to happen to her, Wayne?”

      “We aren’t going to be victims, and neither is Kate. We’ll find her.” Wayne takes my hand again and tugs me closer, bringing my lips to his, oblivious to the extent of the storm brewing inside of me.

      He runs his hand down my neck and at this moment the feeling of closeness from Wayne is desired and needed. “Don’t worry.” He kisses me again. This time he drops the tip of his tongue in my mouth, testing the waters as he swirls it around. His tongue is strong and soft, two things that don’t seem to go together, but do.

      His scent has never changed through all the years—something clean, after the rain in the woods. I dated him in high school until we broke up after something very bad happened to me. We got together again six months ago. It’s turned out well for me. Although, I’m not so sure he can say the same. He quit his job as an FBI agent for me. I bury my face in his chest.

      Wayne is forty-five now, 6’3” and still built like the linebacker he used to be—broad shoulders, strong arms, a body that looks like it could take down doors if he had to. His dark brown hair is cut close, a little messy from my fingers. His jaw is square, kissed with stubble, and his hazel eyes—always steady—look at me like he still sees the girl I used to be, not just the woman I’ve become.

      Wayne tilts my chin up and kisses me again, dragging his tongue down my neck. He unbuttons the first two buttons of my shirt and asks, “Do you want to put our problems aside and⁠—”

      “I do,” I cut him off, placing my hands on top of his belt buckle. “There is nothing to be done to change the outcome at the moment.”

      “I’m with you.” Wayne continues to undo the buttons, opening my shirt, then assists with my remaining clothes before I help him with his. After that, it’s an attempt to stay warm by me.

      My farmhouse is already cold on this October night, and I let Wayne climb on top of me, taking the lead in our lovemaking session, because I know if anyone can… he can warm me up. He runs his hands up and down my body while hovering over me. “Are you sure you want to do this right now?” he asks.

      I nod and touch his face, trailing my hand across his chin. He needs a shave. He lowers himself to the bottom half of my body which I’m both happy and unhappy about. He slides his tongue across my clit, but I’m freezing now that he’s no longer covering me up above. Why can’t I ever be happy with what I have?

      He sinks lower, giving me more of his tongue, going deeper. I grab onto his head, greedy for more. His hands latch onto my thighs and holds me so I can’t pull away. He knows I fight my orgasm, like somehow I can’t accept my pleasure. It’s coming fast this time. Wayne has taken the time to figure me out. He knows what he has to do⁠—

      A loud noise jolts me from the moment. The driveway alarm, the one Rico installed months ago, blares.

      My heart leaps into my throat, and I turn back to Wayne.

      He immediately jumps up and begins dressing. “Maybe someone’s dropping off a dog?”

      “This late? I don’t think so.” I move off the bed, taking my shirt and buttoning it.

      The alarm keeps sounding, again and again, followed by the unmistakable glare of headlights bouncing off the windows. Then comes the rapid knocks on our bedroom door, a frantic call from my teenage son, Cole, “I think the cops are here,” and of course Nova starts barking.

      Before I can respond, multiple footsteps echo on the porch and a heavy knock rattles the front door. Wayne throws on his pants while I finish dressing. He exits the bedroom, his expression hardening. “Don’t say anything. Let me handle this.” He moves down the hall towards the front door with the boys close behind. I follow, my legs trembling. Wayne opens the door and the world tilts. Men in dark suits pour into the house, their commands direct and in succession.

      “Step away from the table! Hands where we can see them!”

      The boys freeze, their wide eyes darting between me and the men. “What do they want, Mom?” Chester asks shakily. My heart pounds as I instinctively step between them and the men in our home.

      “What’s going on?” Wayne demands.

      One tall and stern-looking man steps forward, holding up a piece of paper. “I’m Agent Archer, DEA. We have a warrant to search the home and the entire property for illegal substances.”

      “There’s a dog locked in the bathroom, be careful with her. If you want to search there, my son will handle the dog,” I say, looking at Cole. The agent grunts.

      The warmth of the house evaporates, replaced by dread. The agents don’t even glance at me as they begin tearing the place apart. The boys’ questions go unanswered, their voices drowned out by the sound of boots hitting wood, drawers being yanked open, and contents spilled.

      As agents run between rooms, they return carrying multiple weapons that belong to me. And that’s when I see it.

      My stomach drops and a wave of dizziness threatens to take me down. It’s the gun—mine. The same one Rico’s men used to fire bullets into the body of Dan Sowers—the cop-turned-serial rapist. I’ll be tied to him forever. They’ve sealed my fate if his body is ever found. Only Rico, his men, and I know where he’s buried. And now, that gun in the agent’s hand is like a noose tightening around my neck. My breathing is strangled.

      Then minutes later, triumphant shouts pierce the still night air. Agents find the marijuana behind the barn and come back carrying trash bags full of plants.

      The cuffs are cold against my wrists as they lead me away across the front drive. Wayne’s voice cuts through the haze. “Marnie, don’t say anything without a lawyer. Understand? Nothing. I’ll send someone.” His tone is a mix of anger and desperation.

      They read me my rights. It’s a joke. I don’t really have any. Chester’s stifled sobs and Cole’s muffled shouts fade behind me.

      As the wind brushes against my face, it carries woodsmoke from a distant neighbor’s fire. It feels cruel, as if the world is mocking me with its indifference. The agents’ flashlights illuminate the ground as they walk me to one of their vehicles, each step taking me further from the life I’ve fought so hard to keep.

      The slam of the car door behind me echoes like a gunshot. Through the narrow slit of the rear window, I catch a fleeting glimpse of my family—Wayne’s arms locked around the boys as he tries to hold them back, their faces stricken.

      The engine starts and the vehicle lurches forward, pulling me away from my family. I quickly lose sight of them, the windows on either side of me obscured by metal grates, reducing the world outside to blurry shadows.

      The interior of the vehicle is a far cry from the warmth of home—a sterile cage of cold metal. Overhead, dim lights cast a harsh glow, making the hard surfaces appear even colder. A chill wraps around me, sending a shiver down my spine.

      As I shift, trying to find even a sliver of comfort, the vinyl seat sticks to my skin. Beneath me, the rubber mats lining the floor are utilitarian and worn, the kind you can hose down. A good thing, considering my need to throw up right now.

      A thick, scratched plexiglass partition looms in front of me, cutting me off from the world like a cloudy wall. Through it, I catch glimpses of the two agents in the front. Their faces are lit by the glow of the dashboard. Around us, the drone of the engine mixes with the static of the radio and the rhythmic crunch of tires against my dirt drive, followed by the asphalt highway, filling the oppressive silence.

      I twist my wrists, trying to remove the cuffs, but it’s no use. The cold metal presses against them, a reminder of where I am and where I’m headed. The weight of despair settles in my chest. There’s no way out.

      Agent Archer turns his head, one eye visible through the grimy plexiglass. His voice cuts through the rumble of the vehicle, unsympathetic as he says, “You’re screwed. Twenty years, minimum, for what we found. Say goodbye to your property. Too bad.” He shakes his head, a smirk forming at the corner of his lips before he turns to the front. My jaw tightens, a surge of anger bubbling up inside me. What a dick.

      “Your mother must be so proud,” I hurl up at him. The other agent laughs. No more comments come from either of them the rest of the trip, to whatever town we’re driving to.
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        * * *

      

      I try to ignore the scent of sweat lingering in the air and the harsh glare of fluorescent lights overhead. What I can’t ignore is the figure silhouetted against the concrete wall in the cell next door—Rico Rouge.

      “Well, color me surprised! Someone’s learning the joys of how the other half lives. How’s the five-star service treating you, Rico?” I step closer to the bars between us, pinning him with a look. “So, what happened?”

      He leans back with a smirk, arms crossed. “Isn’t it obvious? I got arrested, like you.”

      “That smirk better have a first-rate lawyer, because it’s about to reward you with a fifty-year stretch. I thought you were more slippery than a greased pig at a county fair. Guess even pigs are caught sometimes.” Suddenly, my stomach lurches, churning with anger. “You told them about me, didn’t you?”

      “I had to give them something.” He shrugs, not a hint of remorse evident on his face. He lowers his voice and comes even closer. “Don’t feel bad. I had to give up all my growers. And don’t worry, I didn’t tell them everything. You should thank me for that.” He winks. “Play this right, and neither of us will be in here long. The DEA’s got bigger fish to fry. I told them you and I are a marriage made in heaven and⁠—”

      “Marriage?” I roll my eyes. “Rico, the only thing we’ve ever agreed on is hating each other.”

      “They’re interested in offering you a deal. All you Americans love the Monopoly game. Remember the get out of jail card? All you have to do is agree to work for them. It’s that simple. You do what they ask, and you’ll be home tomorrow.”

      “I don’t want other people in trouble because of me.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Marnie. Everyone is out for themselves. Why should you be different?”

      “Where’s your brother?”

      “Most likely in another cell.” Dropping his arms back to his side,  “Whatever deal I make will protect him,” he says. “He won’t spend a day in jail and won’t have to do anything.”

      I grind my teeth, trying to suppress the surge of frustration and fear. “What about Kate? Will you let her go?”

      Rico’s face darkens, his eyes narrowing. “I’ll see to it, if you play along. But make no mistake, you screw up my deal with the DEA, and not only will Kate pay the price, but I’ll also tell them  everything about you. Are we clear?”

      “Oh sure, I’ll go along, but first, let me double-check my ‘How to Make a Deal with the Devil’ handbook.”

      “Funny. I do enjoy your jokes,” he deadpans. “They’ll be here soon to give you the offer. Do us both a favor—be a good girl and don’t screw this up.” His lip curls into a sneer.

      I struggle to keep calm as I move to sit down. “I’m not doing a damn thing without an attorney. Wayne’s sending someone.”

      Rico laughs and leans back, folding his arms. “Suit yourself. But your ex-FBI friend won’t be able to save your ass on this.” He walks to the far side of his cell, dismissing me.

      I exhale, gripping the cold metal bench beneath me, the reality of my situation crashing down. Rico’s here because of some twisted deal, and now he’s dragged me into it. I clench my fists, wanting to scream.

      The sound of footsteps breaks through my thoughts, and a guard appears, unlocking the door. “Monroe, you have a visitor.”

      “My fan club’s here. Don’t wait up—I might be signing autographs.”

      I wave to Rico as the guard leads me away down a narrow corridor.

      Following a brief awkward silence, we end up at a room that is small, gray, and more cinder block. The space is complete with a metal table and mismatched chairs, and fluorescent lights overhead buzzing louder than my stomach. The guard nods toward a man waiting inside, dressed in a dark suit.

      The man rises, extending a hand. “Marnie Monroe.” His grip is firm and reassuring. “I’m Robert Roar. Wayne Farr hired me to handle your case. I specialize in federal criminal defense.”

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding. “Thank you for being here.”

      He nods once. “Do you know where you are?”

      “The guard checking me in said Medford, Oregon, a holding facility for the DEA.”

      “Did they read you your rights?” Roar asks, his gaze alert.

      “Yes.”

      The guard steps out, and the door closes. As I sit, the metal chair creaks under me, and Robert Roar opens his briefcase. The sound of rustling pages brings a strange sense of calm. At least someone’s in my corner.

      “I’ve dealt with cases like yours before. Let’s talk about what we’re up against.” He pauses and shakes his head. “Unfortunately, too much evidence. Most of it provided by one agent they had working undercover and someone they got to cooperate, a Rico Rouge.” Roar glances from the papers and back at me. “The DEA’s put an offer on the table. They’re interested in your assistance. I’ll be honest—it’s not without drawbacks. You’d be gathering intel on someone higher up.”

      My stomach drops. Rico’s words echo in my mind: Play this right, and you’ll be out tomorrow.

      The door opens and two men in suits step in. The taller one with white streaks in his hair introduces himself as Agent Thompson. Beside him, a younger man with dark hair and hard eyes, an Agent Ramirez, is introduced by his partner.

      “Ms. Monroe,” Thompson says, “we’re aware of your involvement with Rico Rouge and his marijuana operation.” Taking a deep breath, he continues, “We don’t see you as the mastermind—we view you more as a helper, a small fish.” He flaps his hand.

      “Small fish? Helper?” The words sting more than I’d like to admit. Is he implying I’m too clueless to pull off anything grand? I press my lips together, forcing myself to stay quiet, though a sarcastic retort is sitting on my tongue.

      It doesn’t hold.

      “Oh, wonderful. So, I’m just the fish, not the fisherman. Glad we cleared that up.” I fold my arms across my chest.

      “We’re willing to make you an offer.” Ramirez pushes his sleeves up.

      “How many rounds?” I tilt my head.

      “Go undercover, help us take down a person operating on a larger scale—growing, distribution, money laundering—and we’ll help you. We need someone close.”

      I glance at my attorney, who gives a nod, encouraging me to keep my cool.

      “Who are they?”

      “Hector Torres.” Ramirez leans forward and touches his fingertips together.

      “Torres?” I scoff, rolling my eyes. “How am I supposed to get ‘close’ to someone like that? I’ve only grown a couple hundred plants in Oregon, and everyone’s heard of Torres. He’s one of the biggest growers in Mexico. They even mentioned him in Newsweek.” I shake my head, the absurdity of it settling in. “What makes you think he’d even look twice at me? Does he have a thing for overworked single moms with a knack for whipping up inedible casseroles? Or is it my stunning ability to turn a farmyard into a federal crime scene that’s so irresistible?” I throw up my hands. “Let me guess—you think I’ll charm him with my secret weapon: my dazzling conversation skills about chicken feed and inability to pay my property taxes.”

      Thompson speaks up, his voice calm as he offers, “According to Rico, you’re a fast learner.”

      “Oh yeah, so fast. I’m sitting in a jail cell in less than six months after getting involved with him.”

      “Derek Live,” Ramirez says with emphasis, looking me directly in the eyes. “He’s assured us that you’ll be more than useful in this operation. With a little training, he believes the mark will see your potential, too.”

      The name makes me freeze. Derek is the one who got me into this mess in the first place. He introduced me to Rico Rouge. Are they confirming Derek is still alive and works for them? My mind races, attempting to untangle the knot of fear and rage tightening in my chest.

      “Oh, well, if Derek Live says so, it must be gospel, right? The man who shoved me headfirst into this is clairvoyant about my potential? What’s next? He’s going to nominate me for Farmer of the Year?”

      Thompson leans in, his smug smirk a permanent fixture. “People like Live… they don’t follow rules. Not unlike the rest of us, sometimes,” he says, dripping with mock camaraderie.

      I shake my head and close my eyes, feeling the cool metal of the chair digging into my back. Is he trying to bond with me? What’s next—a group hug and a pep talk about teamwork?

      Agent Ramirez clears his throat and comes closer, his demeanor calm but sharp. “If you refuse, Ms. Monroe, your options are limited. It’s twenty years minimum in federal prison, and we’ll seize your assets. We could charge your boys. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      I size him up. Twenty years. I lose the farm. My boys. Everything. Plus, the man has bad breath. I’m taking life advice from someone who looks like a used car salesman trying to upsell me a lemon vehicle.

      Ramirez continues, confidently, “We can protect your sons, release you, and when you return, you’ll only do a few years, if you agree.”

      I blink at him, my mouth dry. “Oh, a few years? Just a quick stint in federal prison? Should I start planning my welcome home party now, or wait until you assign me the orange jumpsuit?”

      Thompson chuckles, enjoying himself, while Ramirez’s face remains impassive.

      I hold the edge of the table, my knuckles white. “Let me understand this. You ruin my life if I say no. You ruin it slower if I say yes. Wow, what a deal. You guys ever consider going into sales?”

      “At least you wouldn’t lose your farm,” Thompson points out, oh so helpfully.

      My farm isn’t just property—it’s my boys’ future, my sanctuary, the last piece of a stable life.  The darker thought slithers in like a python, tightening around me. If they take the farm, they might discover what’s hidden there.

      “And who will take care of my children while I’m gone?”

      “Relatives, friends. It’s a small town. Surely you can find people who can help you. We’ll help you concoct a story.” Agent Thompson lowers his chin and looks away.

      My stomach twists as reality crashes down once again. The grave by the stream. Dan Sowers is buried there—a rapist cop with a bullet from my gun in his chest. It won’t be the marijuana plants that bury me if the DEA digs…

      I force my expression neutral, but my pulse pounds in my ears, drowning out the agents. They’ll find him and blame me.

      Roar leans in, his voice soft. “Marnie, look at me.” I meet his eyes. “This is your shot. Take the deal. Keep your boys safe.”

      My heart pounds. I glance at Ramirez and Thompson, their faces hard with impatience. The fluorescent light buzzes, the room closing in.

      “What happens if I agree but can’t deliver?” I fidget.

      Ramirez sneers. “You have to make a reasonable effort.”

      “And my sons?”

      “We’ll protect you and them. That’s our guarantee.”

      The word “guarantee” feels hollow. Rico’s given me empty promises before and others have used me too. Now I’m supposed to trust these agents who think I’m a pawn in their game.

      My thoughts spiral back to the body buried by the stream, the agents’ dogs sniffing, shovels chopping into the soil. Rico’s men pulled the trigger, but that won’t matter. It was my gun. The evidence will lead back to me.

      “Ms. Monroe?” Thompson presses, his tone sharper. “What’s it going to be?”

      I glance at Roar. He doesn’t know about the corpse. “Think about your boys. What’s best for them.”

      Cole’s fiery determination. Chester’s quiet resilience. The farm is gone if I go to prison, and they’ll have nothing. I’ll lose them forever if law enforcement finds the body.

      My chest tightens. I draw a shaky breath. “I need to speak to Wayne Farr first.”

      Ramirez leans back. “Sign the papers first.”

      “No,” Roar cuts in, everything about his presence steady. “She talks to Farr. Then we talk terms.”

      “What terms?” Ramirez shakes his head.

      “We’ll discuss it later,” Roar says.

      After a few tense beats, the agents leave the room. I lay my head on the table, the metal pressing against the side of my face.

      I’ve bought time. The farm is still mine—for now. But the secret it holds needs to stay buried.
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      WAYNE FARR

      The guard’s voice echoes in the narrow hallway as I sit on the metal chair. “They want you, Mr. Farr.” I check my watch, two in the morning. No wonder I’m tired. Marnie must be exhausted.

      I nod, steeling my jaw as I follow him. The scent of antiseptic fills the air, layered over an undercurrent of mold and grime—a fitting metaphor for what’s about to go down. I’ve been in places like this too many times before, but today it’s personal and the stakes are higher. Marnie’s life is on the line. Thankfully they kept her close, brought her to Medford and not Portland.

      We stop at a small room. A metal table sits in the center, its surface pitted and scratched. Marnie’s attorney, Robert Roar, is already here, and she’s seated beside him. Her shoulders are slouched, dark circles under her eyes.

      “Oh, my knight in government-issued armor is here.” Her lips twist into a smirk. Sarcasm has always been her weapon of choice, and she wields it well—even now. “Did you come to watch the government reel me in?”

      As I slip into the seat across from her, my hand reaches out to squeeze hers. “I’m here to make sure they don’t take you for a fool, Marnie.”

      Robert Roar clears his throat, glancing between us with an apologetic expression. “They’re pushing hard for her cooperation, Wayne. They’re talking about twenty years, asset seizures, and potentially… charges for the boys, if she doesn’t play ball. This is no slap on the wrist.”

      Marnie’s face tightens and fear flashes in her eyes, her long fingers digging into my arm. “Wayne what do I do?”

      “This isn’t a simple job. You’re looking at working for them for who knows how long, on their terms. They’ll change the rules, pull the rug out from under you, and toss you aside when they’re done, providing you and the boys with no protection. I know, I’ve been on the opposite side of the table. I’ve⁠—”

      “They’ll take my land, lock me up for two decades, and my sons… if I don’t do it.” Her voice cracks. She shoots a desperate look at Roar and then at me. “I’ve decided,” she says. “Bring them in.”

      Within moments, Ramirez and Thompson enter.

      Marnie doesn’t blink. “I have a few conditions.” She crosses her arms, visibly stepping back into her power. “I want my attorney to put specifics in writing—role, duration, safety guarantees for my kids. I’m risking my life, therefore, I’m not doing one day of prison.”

      Ramirez sighs, a flash of irritation crossing his face. “We’re not here to negotiate, Ms. Monroe. You’ll serve time, no question.”

      She shakes her head. “Then forget it. Call the guard and have them take me back to the cell. I’m not putting my life on the line to still end up in jail when I return, and I need guarantees in writing of everything we agree to, especially about protection for my sons.”

      Thompson raises his hand. “Alright. You want guarantees? Fine. Understand this; this isn’t a bargaining table, Ms. Monroe. You’ll work within our framework or not at all.”

      She lifts her chin, meeting his gaze. “You’re right. There is no negotiation. My conditions stand. No prison and protection for my sons.”

      “Prison time is not negot—” Ramirez starts to say.

      Marnie cuts him off. “Is Rico doing jail time?”

      “Ah, no, but⁠—”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Thompson’s eyes narrow as he exchanges a glance with Ramirez. Then he nods to Marnie. “Agreed. But we need assurance that you’ll work under Rico and take orders from him.”

      Bile rises in my throat. They’re binding her to Rico. My hand tightens on her arm. “Marnie, this isn’t a deal—it’s a trap. You’ll be chained to Rico and whatever mess he drags you into, risking everything. Take the sentence. At least it’ll end someday.”

      Her eyes flash with distress—and something else, something sharper. Defiance. “And spend twenty years in a cell, away from my boys? Let them lose their home? I can’t, Wayne.” She turns to Thompson. “Fine. I’ll do it. But there’s one more condition.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “What now?”

      “If anything—anything—is ever found on my property after now, I want immunity. Rico’s visited multiple times and had access to my firearms, my property. I won’t be held responsible for something he’s planted or left behind.”

      Thompson and Ramirez exchange another glance, this time confused. Thompson’s voice is sharp when he asks, “Is there something we should have found?”

      “I have no idea,” Marnie says, her tone flat.

      A silent stare down ensues until Thompson’s mouth curves into a satisfied smile. “Fine, we agree. We’ll make the necessary arrangements.” With that, they file out of the room.

      Marnie’s face betrays her doubt and I feel the weight of her decision settle between us as I pull her into a hug.

      “Are you sure, Marnie?”  The desperation I’m trying to hold back slips into my voice.

      She gives a short, bitter laugh. “What choice do I have? This is the only way to keep my boys safe, to keep my land, my home…everything I’ve built.”

      Roar clears his throat, giving her a sympathetic nod. “The deal’s solid—no jail time. I’ll have the paperwork ready tonight.”

      I think back to earlier at Jack & Jill’s. She was supposed to be free of all this. September 30th was the the final delivery of product. Now she’s arrested and signing a deal with the DEA on October 2nd. Life isn’t fair, but we both knew that.

      As I watch the guard escort her back to her cell, a sick feeling settles in my gut. She’s trapped in their web now. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s this—deals with the government are never what they seem.

      Marnie and I have avoided our own unspoken truths, for entirely different reasons. We dance around the possibility that my father was involved in the home invasion that stole her mother’s life. She’s never thrown those letters she found—her mother’s bitter words to my father—back in my face when she stayed over. But the thought never leaves me.

      What if my father was the other perpetrator? And worse—what if that same darkness is waiting inside me?
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      Today she’s signing the agreement. This is my last chance to change her mind.

      “You shouldn’t do it.” I lean across the metal table that acts as a barrier as the walls close in on us. My knuckles turn white as I hold onto to the edge. I’ll hold onto anything that can keep her from slipping away.

      Marnie’s eyes are weary and resigned. “We’ve talked about this,” she says, her tone defeated. “The DEA is releasing me later this afternoon after I sign. Roar says it’s the only way. You know what happens if I don’t and⁠—”

      I raise a finger to my lips, cutting her off before she says more. My eyes flick toward the black camera in the corner, the red light blinking. Everything she says and does is being recorded.

      Even though Rico isn’t watching, he’s had a hand in every part of this deal.

      “I’m telling you, don’t do it,” I repeat, leaning in closer, the words coming out on a whisper. “You’ll be gone for months, or a year. What happens to us?”

      Her silence is heavy, weighted with the decision she’s already made. I can see the struggle in her eyes. When she finally speaks, her voice trembles. “I can’t ask you to wait. I’m gone, whether I take the deal or not. It’s twenty years or more if I get locked up. Why would you want me? I’m a felon, and you… you can have your career back. Rico helped with that.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Rico said if the FBI didn’t hire you back, he wouldn’t sign the deal,” Marnie says.

      “You think he did that for me?”

      “Why else?”

      “To get me out of the picture. He doesn’t want me getting in the way.” I reach across the table, taking her hand. “I love you, Marnie. I don’t want you to go.” My confession wavers, thick with the emotion I’m struggling to hold back. Rico’s done his best to push me out, but I’m not giving up easily.

      She looks away, blinking back tears that she refuses to let fall. “I don’t want to lose you either,” she says quietly. “But it’s one of the terms of my agreement. I have to stop having contact with people from my past. They say I’ll blow my cover.”

      “Like I said, he wants me out of the way.” Anger flares up inside me, hot and consuming. I pull my hands back, clenching them into fists. “This whole thing is Rico’s doing, isn’t it? He made sure you’d have to cut me off and wouldn’t have any say in what happens to you.”

      “Whether he did or didn’t, it’s the best thing for you. You love being an FBI agent and you’re good at it. In a way, he helped me give your life back, something I was too selfish to do before.”

      I shake my head, the pain in my chest growing unbearable. “I wanted to be with you more,” I say, the words ripping out of me. “I gave you up once. Being with you again has meant everything. You and your boys—we are a family. Rico knew that, and he’s torn us apart.”

      I can’t stay in the room anymore. The chair scrapes against the linoleum as I push back and stand, the noise jarring in the quiet. I just stare at her. For a moment, my heart twists with a mixture of love and anguish, knowing Rico’s plan is working, that he’s taken her. I turn and walk out
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      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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