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Dedication

To my greatest idol: my father.

The kindest and most caring man I know.

A man who is not permitted

to die

before I am eighty years old.

Perhaps by then, I will have learned how to stand

the world 

without him.
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Chapter One


[image: ]


Rico had not liked Las Vegas since the night he killed a rapist there. Not because of the killing. Because afterward the city kept shining like nothing had happened. 

For Vegas, it was just another night. 

He had meant to avoid it this time. Portland was the destination. Las Vegas was only geography. The shortest line through the desert, a place to pass on the way to somewhere else. Fuel up outside the city. Drive through the city. Stay out of old memories. Keep moving north before the lights have a chance to get their hooks in him.

Then the vibration came through the wheel. Rico felt it before he heard anything. He lifted his foot and let the car slow. The engine settled into a strained, uneven rhythm.

He kept the Blazer moving and listened.

Machines failed. This one was old.

It had carried him through fifteen states, and over time, Rico had come to resemble it.

Old. Big. Ugly.

Built somewhere south of the border. Still running.

He checked the gauges. Listened. Waited. The engine stuttered again. Longer this time. Deeper. The kind of sound that didn’t argue, just warned. Another fifty miles and the Blazer would cook itself from the inside out.

The valley opened, and Las Vegas was rising off the desert floor. Rico watched it grow.

He groaned, eased off the throttle, and followed the road as it bent toward the city anyway. The Blazer didn’t give him a choice. He angled off the main drag and aimed for the old blocks near Fremont. 

Sweat gathered at the collar of his shirt and worked its way down his spine. He rolled the window down. Wanted air. Got hot metal, dust, and the dry sting of asphalt cooking under the tires.

The Blazer kept limping. He kept driving.

He turned down a narrow side street, one-story buildings sagging under decades of heat. Found a garage with its bay door that had seen better days, half open. No sign or branding.

Rico killed the engine.

A sturdy man stepped out from the bay. Skin browned by sun, forearms marked with old tattoos, hands black with fresh grease. He looked like a man who’d spent his life listening to engines lie.

The man tilted his chin at the Blazer. Heard the last grunt of its settling metal.

“That didn’t sound good,” he said.

Rico swung out of the Blazer. “That’s why I’m here.”

The mechanic wiped his hands on a rag. “Luis Ortega.”

“Rico.”

Luis climbed into the Blazer, turned the key, and eased it around the lot. Took it twenty yards, then twenty more. The slip came on cue; a long, dragging stutter deep in the drivetrain. Luis shut it off and sat a moment, listening to the engine cool.

“I think transmission’s hurting,” Luis said. “I’ll look at it. I won’t charge for checking. Fixing costs, though.”

“How much?”

“Dunno yet, I need to check it first,” Luis said.

“Okay... how long before you know?”

“Give me three hours.” Luis’s eyes drifted past Rico, landing on the street behind him. “Stay sharp out there.”

He looked Rico over once, slowly and measuringly. “Though I doubt anyone in this neighborhood is stupid enough to take a run at someone built like you.”

Rico asked about food. Luis gave him directions to a diner tucked under faded awnings a few blocks west.

Rico walked to the Blazer, opened the passenger door, and reached under the seat. Took out the spring baton, slid it into the sheath sewn inside his biker jacket’s sleeve. Took the Glock 17 next, the weight familiar, and placed it into the jacket’s side pocket.

Luis didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. Just nodded like the world made more sense now. 

Rico returned the nod and stepped out onto the sidewalk. 

The heat hit him harder once he cleared the shade of the garage awning. Early summer, but Nevada didn’t care about calendars. The sun pressed down like a hand on the back of the neck. Most of the street life had retreated indoors, leaving only a few shapes drifting in and out of doorways.

Rico walked with long, steady strides. A passing breeze carried the smell of warm dust, fryer grease, and the faint chemical bite.

Two blocks west, four north was what Luis had said. Most of the stores were open, but their workers stayed tucked inside, talking in the cool glow of the AC. A pawn shop sign buzzed weakly. A woman carrying a grocery bag hurried across the street. A lone taxi idled at the curb, its driver asleep beneath a folded newspaper.

As Rico kept moving, he felt the road stiffness settle out of his shoulders, out of his back, leaving only the hum of awareness that came whenever he entered a new neighborhood, especially one this quiet at an hour it shouldn’t be.

A faded awning appeared ahead, striped red and white. A diner pressed into the corner of a narrow block, its windows bleached by decades of sun. A sign on the door announced OPEN.

Through the glass, he saw only two people inside: a waitress wiping down a counter and an older man hunched over a plate.

Almost empty. Good.

Rico pushed open the diner door. A bell above it tried to ring and mostly failed.

Cool air met him as he stepped inside.

The waitress glanced up, then up a little more. Rico was used to it. Six-seven. Two-seventy. People always recalculated. 

She nodded toward an open booth by the window. “Sit down, hon.”

Rico slid into the booth. The vinyl creaked under him, tired but holding. He picked up the laminated menu, already knowing what he’d order—the same thing he ordered in places like this across fifteen states.

“Coffee,” he said when she approached. “Burger and fries.”

She poured the coffee without comment. “Food’ll be out in a few.”

Rico nodded and took a sip from the mug. The coffee wasn’t good, but it was hot, and that was enough.

He took a slow sip and watched the street through the window. Empty. Sun-bleached. No movement. The town was still asleep or pretending to be.

A few minutes passed. The grill hissed behind the counter. Metal on metal. The sound of something being flipped. Pressed. Finished.

The waitress returned carrying a plate. She set it down in front of him. Burger and fries. Paper liner already darkening with grease.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“No.”

She nodded and moved on.

Rico didn’t reach for it right away. He let the steam rise. Let the smell settle. Then he picked it up with both hands and took the first bite while it was still hot enough to hurt.

That was better.

He ate slowly. 

The diner eased back into its rhythm around him.

Then the bell above the diner door gave a thin, uncertain chime.

The quiet shifted.

Two uniformed cops stepped inside. Dust on their boots. Sweat darkened their collars. They scanned the diner once. The older one squinted. The younger one locked on fast.

Both sets of eyes settled on Rico.

He took another bite of the burger. Chewed slowly. Let the grease run. Didn’t look it up yet. 

They didn’t speak to the waitress. Didn’t check the other customer. They walked straight toward him, steps even, unhurried. The walk of men who already knew their destination.

Rico kept eating.

The older cop stopped beside his booth. “Afternoon,” he said.

Rico kept chewing.

“Mind telling us your name, sir?” The younger cop asked.

Rico finished the bite before answering. “Depends,” he said. “Why do you want it?”

The older cop rested his hand on the edge of the booth. Light. Casual. “We’re police,” he said. “And we’ve got a reason to ask.”

Rico didn’t rush. He wiped his fingers on the napkin, folded it once, and set it aside before he looked up at them.

The older cop held his gaze, the younger one tried for intimidation, stance widened, shoulders squared, eyes hard. Rico recognized the posture.

He’d seen real threats. Men with sand-blasted eyes and AK-47s hanging loose in their hands. Men who didn’t wear badges and didn’t need permission to make violence happen. He’d learned, a long time ago, what danger looked like when it was real.

This wasn’t that.

“Your name,” the older cop said quietly. 

Rico didn’t respond. Didn’t even look at him.

He lifted a hand instead, catching the attention of the waitress as she passed. “Ma’am,” he said, “can I get a slice of apple pie? Heated. Scoop of vanilla if you’ve got it.”

The waitress nodded, unfazed by the uniforms. “Sure thing.”

“Name,” the older officer again said.
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Rico looked at the man’s face. Weathered. Pale under the tan. A crease at the edge of the mouth from years of speaking down to people. He was used to having power over others.

The younger one shifted his stance the way they were trained to. One shoulder turned, weight settling, hands hovering near his weapon without touching it. A rehearsed posture. Meant to be seen and meant to register.

Rico didn’t give him that.

He did note the distance, though—or the lack of it. The kid was standing too close, crowding the space without realizing it. If Rico had driven his weight forward into the older cop, all of it, sudden and ugly, the younger one would’ve ended up trapped underneath the collapse of two bodies. Bad angle. No room to move. No line of fire.

That told Rico enough.

The kid wasn’t a professional. Not yet. Maybe never would be. He was running on training and adrenaline, not judgment. The kind that mistook movement for threat and surprise for danger.

Which meant Rico had to be careful.

He moved his hand slowly, deliberately, making sure the motion registered before it completed. No sudden shifts. No angles that could be misread. He kept his elbow out where it could be seen, his fingers open as they went to his jacket. Non-pros panicked. Non-pros filled silence with fear and turned fear into violence.

Rico didn’t give the kid anything to react to.

He took out his wallet like it weighed a ton, like every inch of the movement had been negotiated in advance, and held it there for a beat before opening it. Long enough for the younger cop’s shoulders to ease. Long enough for his breathing to catch up.

Only then did Rico slide his Driver’s License onto the table.

Controlled. Predictable.

Safe—not because the situation was, but because Rico made it that way.

The older cop took his Driver’s License without thanks. Studied it like he was reading for flaws.

Rico picked up his coffee and drank. The diner’s AC hummed. A fluorescent light buzzed in the corner like a dying insect.

The waitress came back with the apple pie. She set the plate down, the scoop of vanilla beside it. No reaction to the cops. No apology to Rico. She’d seen uniforms her whole life. They were just another kind of customer.

The kind who didn’t tip.

“Anything else, hon?” she asked.

“No,” Rico said.

She left.

The older cop turned the card over once. “O’Connor,” he said.

He pronounced it wrong. Made it sound like a mistake.

“O’Conner,” Rico corrected him.

“You don’t look—” the younger cop started, but stopped when the older raised a hand.

The older cop looked at Rico. “You live around here, Mr. O’Conner?”

“No.”

“What brings you to Vegas?”

“My car.”

The younger cop’s mouth tightened. Irritation leaked through the polish. “You carrying anything on you we should know about?”

Rico didn’t move. “Define should.”

The younger cop’s jaw flexed. He took a half-step forward, thumb snapping open the retention on his holster with a sharp, nervous click.

“That’s enough,” the older cop said.

He tapped Rico’s Driver’s license once against the table. A small, decisive sound. The younger cop froze.

The older man didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t have to. His eyes stayed on Rico, steady and unblinking, knowing he’d already handled the kid behind him.

“You got another ID?” The older cop asked.

“You asked my name. You have it.”

“Other ID,” he demanded.

Rico felt the moment settle into place. The older cop wasn’t after information anymore. He was after the submission.

Rico didn’t rush it; he let his hands rest on the table for a breath. Gave the younger cop time to see that nothing was happening. He then moved slowly, the way you handled glass under tension.

“I’ve got my passport,” he said, evenly.

He reached inside his jacket with the same exaggerated care he’d used before, his other hand pulling the heavy lapel aside to show what he was doing, elbow drifting outward so both cops could track the motion. No sudden moves. No blind spots.

Rico drew the passport from the inside pocket with two fingers and a thumb, brought it out into the open, held it there for a beat before placing it on the table. Flat. Face up. Close enough for them to read it without leaning in—UNITED STATES OF AMERICA stamped across the top, the eagle seal centered beneath it, PASSPORT unmistakable in block letters.

Both pairs of eyes dropped to it at once.

Their eyes stayed on the passport. That was the opening.

Rico moved without hurry. Hand into the jacket pocket. He eased the Glock deeper, the torn seam doing its job, settling the weight tight to his ribs. The grip vanished. Only visible to someone who already knew.

He didn’t look down while he did it.

When the movement was done, his hands returned to the table, empty again. Calm. Where they could be seen.

The passport lay between them. Clean. Current. Undeniable.

Rico leaned back a fraction in the booth and waited, letting the cops decide what kind of men they wanted to be next.

The older cop studied the passport like he didn’t want it to be real.

The younger one looked at Rico’s face, like he was trying to decide what category he fit into. Gang. Drifter. Problem. The categories made people feel safe.

The older cop’s eyes tracked Rico’s hands, then lifted again. “Most people don’t choreograph their movements for nervous cops,” he said.

Rico said nothing.

The older cop straightened. “You a veteran, Mr. O’Conner?”

The question caught Rico off guard. “Yes.”

“Thought so. Army?”

Rico gave him a slight nod. “Ranger.”

The older cop’s eyes tracked Rico’s hands, then lifted again. Measuring. Searching for probable cause.

Rico gave him nothing.

“You got a place you’re staying?” he asked.

Rico tipped his chin toward the window. Toward the street. Toward the heat shimmering off the pavement.

“No.”

The younger cop leaned in. “Homeless or just passing through?”

“Passing through,” Rico replied. He’d learned to be as short-worded with cops as possible.

“How long are you planning to stay?” the younger one asked.

“Until my car’s fixed. It’s in a garage nearby.”

The older cop nodded. “And after your car is fixed?”

“I leave.”

Another pause. The older cop slid the IDs back across the table. “Keep it that way,” he said. “This area gets... complicated.”

Rico slipped the card back into his wallet. “I’ve noticed.”

“Keep that in mind,” The older cop said without looking at Rico as he walked out.

The younger cop followed, his eyes staying on Rico until the door shut behind them.

The bell over the door rang, thin and tired, and the diner slid back into silence. Rico watched through the window as the patrol car idled at the curb. The older cop spoke into his radio. The younger one looked back once, checking to see if Rico was still there.

Rico ignored him and picked up his fork, cutting into the apple pie. The crust cracked. The steam rose. Cinnamon and sugar hit the air, soft and clean.

He ate slowly.

The old man in the diner kept eating, too, head down, pretending nothing had happened. That was Vegas, too. Survival by looking away.

The waitress refilled Rico’s coffee without asking.

“You want that to go?” she asked quietly.

Rico looked up. “No.”

She nodded. Walked away.

He finished the pie. Finished the coffee. When he stood, the booth sighed as if relieved. He left cash under the mug, leaving a hefty tip. Outside, the heat hit him again. The street had woken up a little. More people, more movement, more sound.

Rico started his walk back to Luis’s garage. The buildings here were old. Service doors. Loading docks. Trash alleys. The infrastructure of pleasure was a few blocks away; this was a place to hide what pleasure left behind.

He passed a narrow doorway with a hand-painted sign above it. 

ART GALLERY.

Inside, white walls full of canvases that looked like accidents until you stood still long enough to see the intention.

Rico slowed.

He didn’t know why. He wasn’t a museum man. He had no interest in art. But one painting in there looked like a battle had just happened, one with no winner or loser. It looked honest.

He pushed the door open.

A small bell chimed, clean and sharp. Cool air met him again. The gallery smelled faintly of primer and dust. He stepped inside and walked toward the canvas he’d seen from outside.

It hit him like a shockwave. Thick, violent strokes and splatters. Color dragged across the surface like something had tried to claw its way into it and failed. Mostly red but bruised into blacks. Whites smeared and broken, making out with yellow and blue, not clean anywhere.

Rico stood still.

It reminded him of a valley outside Kandahar after an airstrike. Of Baghdad streets torn open by explosions that came without warning. Noise without sound. Violence. Fear. Hatred. Disgust.

He’d lived inside this blood-red painting. 

Rico moved closer, studying the paint the way he’d once studied terrain; looking for intent, for the moment where control slipped, and instinct took over. The violence on the canvas wasn’t random. 

Neither had war been. It only pretended to be.

Rico exhaled slowly, realizing his shoulders had tightened without him noticing.

He didn’t hate this kind of chaos.

He understood it. 
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A man drifted out from the back of the gallery. He looked at Rico the way people did when they’d already decided what you weren’t.

Not a buyer.

He didn’t ask if Rico needed help. Didn’t mention prices. He just leaned against the wall and waited, bored enough to fill the silence if it didn’t fill itself.

“Abstract expressionism,” he said eventually. “Most people hate it. Or pretend they get it.”

Rico kept his eyes on the canvas. “Which are you?”

The man shrugged. “Depends who’s asking.”

Rico didn’t answer.

He wasn’t an art man. But his mother was. She’d loved art when there was room for it. When money allowed, she took him and his sister to museums, turned them into lessons. 

Rico knew a lot about art.

The man wandered closer, hands in his pockets. Pointed at the painting without touching it. “That one’s about rage,” he said.

Rico didn’t say anything. He knew the man was wrong. It wasn’t about anger. Or rage. It was about fear and the quiet that came when you’d learned to exist in violence. His sister loved work like this. She used to call Abstract Expressionism the most American art there was.

Rico kept his eyes on the canvas.

The man kept going. Brushwork. Pigment. Energy.

Rico stayed silent.

“We’re part of Novak Galleries,” he said at one point. 

Rico nodded. Jett Novak was a man with a respectable facade and connections to the criminal world. And at that moment, the gallery made sense. Art made cash respectable. Culture made it invisible. That was why a gallery existed here, in a neighborhood where anything worth money usually didn’t stay long.

He didn’t mind it. If criminals were going to launder their money, at least some of it would keep artists fed.

The man finally looked at him again. “You collecting,” he asked, “or just passing through?”

“Passing through,” Rico said.

“Most people are,” the man replied, already losing interest.

Rico took one last look at the paintings—violence and fear pinned to canvas and sold with receipts. It didn’t unsettle him. It grounded him.

Outside, the sun had dropped low in the sky, and the heat had eased a bit. Rico turned toward Luis’s garage and walked, the city humming around him.

He was two blocks from Luis’s garage when he heard it. A sound that didn’t belong to the back street’s rhythm. This was a softer sound. Broken. Cut short the way breath got cut short when someone tried not to be heard.

Rico slowed down when the sound happened again. It came from an alley that yawned dark between brick and concrete, stained with old spills and newer neglect.

Rico turned in.

The smell hit first. Rotting food. Oil. Stale piss. Something copper underneath it all. He saw her behind the dumpster, half in shadow. Curled tight like she was trying to fold herself out of existence. Blood matted one side of her hair. Her dress was torn and dirty. One arm hugged her ribs. The other shook uncontrollably.

Young. Beautiful in a way that didn’t help her at all right now.

Her eyes snapped up when she saw him.

Fear flooded them instantly.

Rico stopped where he was. Didn’t rush. Didn’t crowd the space. He knew what he looked like—tall, broad, hairy, leather jacket, and heavy boots. An outlaw silhouette stepping out of the dark.

“It’s okay,” he said, keeping his voice low, even. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

She didn’t answer. Her breathing hitched, sharp and shallow.

He crouched rather than looming over her, careful with his movements. He’d learned a long time ago that it helped to put himself closer to their level, keeping his hands visible, open, never clenched. Even now, with anger burning hot at the sight of her injuries, he kept it leashed. Calming her down came first. Rage could wait.

“You’re safe for the moment,” he said. It was the truth he could offer. “Can you tell me your name?”

Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

Footsteps echoed at the mouth of the alley. Two sets. Confident, heavy, and unhurried. 

“Hey,” a male voice called. “That’s not your problem.”

Rico stood slowly and turned.

Two men. Late twenties, maybe early thirties. Both over six feet, broad through the shoulders. Heavy frames that carried themselves like tools, not decorations.

They wore matte tactical jackets, load-bearing vests stripped of insignia, gloves tight at the wrists. Faces hidden behind fabric masks, eyes flat and professional above them. Nothing to identify who they answered to.

They moved with practiced economy, no wasted motion, no nervous checks. They were men who expected doors to open and people to comply.

Dressed like an authority that didn’t need to explain itself.

They stopped when he rose to his full height.

Looking up at him, the one on the left recovered fast and smiled, like he still thought the outcome settled, like the size advantage he’d brought with him hadn’t just disappeared.

“We’ll take her,” the smiling one said. “You can go.”

Rico didn’t look at him. He looked back at the woman.

“Do you want to leave with them?” he asked.

She shook her head immediately. Small. Violent. No hesitation.

Rico nodded, as if that settled something. Because it had.

He turned back to the men. “You cops?”

They didn’t answer.

“Is she under arrest?” he continued. “Suspect in something?”

Still nothing. The smile faltered just a little. Rico felt the shape of the moment lock into place. “She’s not going with you,” he said.

The words weren’t loud. They didn’t need to be. The alley went quiet except for the woman’s breathing.

Their smiles disappeared.

“We’re taking him in,” the left one said.

“No, unless you can prove yourselves to be cops.”

“Listen, spic, you don’t know who you’re dealing with,” one of them said. 

Rico shrugged. “I don’t care.” He nodded toward the woman behind him. “She doesn’t want to go with you. That’s enough.”

The men exchanged a look. The kind that passed information without words. They shifted, spreading just a little, trying to widen the space, trying to put Rico in the middle of something he hadn’t agreed to.

“You’re making a huge mistake,” the other one said. “People get hurt over less than this. Move. Away. The bitch.”

Rico stayed where he was. He watched them. Not their faces. Their feet. The way their weight pitched forward as they closed the distance. Eager. 

They were dangerous, strong, and confident. Men who hurt people because it usually worked. 

Capable, not trained. Power without discipline. No real grasp of distance or timing, or why either mattered. Hangarounds. The kind who’d orbit a biker club for years. Useful. Loyal. Men, it would take a long time to get the patch.

Rico stayed still. Calm. Already ahead of them.

“Last chance,” the first said. His voice hardened. “Walk away.”

Rico shook his head once. “Not happening.”

That’s when they made their move. One of them reached under his jacket and flashed the grip of a gun. Not drawn. Just enough to be seen. Just enough to feel dangerous. The other moved at the same time, his hand reaching out to grab the woman as if he owned her.

Rico’s wrist snapped.

The spring baton dropped from his sleeve into his palm, metal locking with a dry, final sound. He stepped in as the first man reached for the woman, while the second was still deciding whether to draw.

The baton came down on the reaching wrist. Bone failed. The scream followed.

Rico pivoted without stopping. Drove his forearm into the second man’s chest and carried him back into the dumpster, all his weight behind it. Pinned.

The baton snapped out once. Temple. Measured force. Enough to shut him down without breaking a bone. 

Controlled. Exact.

The man slid down the metal and fell onto the street.

Rico turned. 

The one with the broken wrist was trying to recover. Switched hands. Reached for his gun.

Rico stepped in and snapped the baton into the side of his head, too.

Less than seven seconds.

Both men lay on the concrete, sprawled like furniture someone had dropped and not bothered to pick up.

The alley went quiet.

Rico picked the first gun, then the second. Quick checks. Chambers clear. He stripped them and dropped the pieces down the sewer.

Then he checked the men’s pockets.

Wallets first. Ignored their IDs. Cash only. He took it and left the plastic behind. Phones came next. He powered them off, then crushed them under his heel.

Keys followed. From each jacket, he drew a thin electronic card. No logos. No numbers. No writing at all. Just blank plastic, edges worn smooth from use.

He dropped the cards on the ground and stepped back from the bodies. One last look. Nothing else of value.

Then Rico turned back to the woman and knelt again. He collapsed the spring baton with a practiced press, fed it back into its sheath along his sleeve, and let his hands come empty.

“Not gonna hurt you,” he said. “My name’s Rico,”

She swallowed and found her voice. “Lucía Solís.”

“Okay, Lucía,” Rico said. “Get up. We’re leaving.”

When she stood, the damage showed itself. The way she guarded one side, the shallow breaths, the instinctive tilt of her body. The kind you saw in people with cracked ribs. She tried to hide the pain and failed.

“We’re going to the hospital,” he said.

“I... they call the cops there. I can’t—”

“Have you been shot or stabbed?” Rico asked.

She shook her head quickly. “No. No guns or knives. Just... just beaten.”

“Then we tell them you fell down some stairs,” he said. “They won’t believe it. They never do. They probably blame me for it. But without bullet holes or blades, they won’t have a reason to call anyone.” He paused. “And you need treatment. Sounds like you have a broken rib.”

She swallowed hard, winced in pain, then nodded.

“Good,” Rico said. “You got a phone?”

She frowned. Didn’t answer. Just pressed her purse tighter to her chest.

Rico exhaled once. “I don’t carry one. Never liked the damn things. Either you call a cab, or I carry you.”

Lucía hesitated. Then she opened the purse with shaking hands, pulled out a phone, and tapped at the screen until it finally cooperated.

“Uber,” she said quietly. “White Toyota Prius. A few minutes.”

Rico nodded and stepped back into position, placing himself between her and the alley entrance. He didn’t relax. Didn’t look away. 

Five minutes later, as they got into the Prius, Rico had the sudden, unwelcome certainty that he would stay in Sin City much longer than he had planned.
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Chapter Four
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Rico guided Lucía through the doors of the Hospital with one hand, light at her elbow. She leaned on him. 

At the desk, a nurse looked up, already tired.

“My girlfriend fell down some stairs,” Rico said. He slid an insurance card across the counter with the same care he used for everything else. “She’s in pain. Ribs, I think.”

The nurse glanced at the card. The name didn’t matter. The system would take it. It always did. The man the policy belonged to had died in an explosion years ago, but no one knew that. He’d worked for Rico, and he’d kept the insurance active, paying it quietly and regularly. A dead man’s coverage was still good as long as no one asked the wrong questions—and they never did. All they cared about was that the bill got paid.

“Have a seat,” the nurse said after she’d typed on the computer for a moment. “Someone will see her soon.”

Minutes later, another nurse appeared and led them through swinging doors into a narrow bay curtained on all sides. A bed waited underneath harsh lights. Lucía sat carefully, breath shallow, jaw tight.

The nurse started her exam. 

Rico took a step back, already turning away. He’d done his part. He didn’t belong in rooms where pain got named.

“Rico,” Lucía said as Rico was leaving.

He stopped.

Her hand clenched the sheet. She didn’t look at him
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