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Chapter 1




Metal crashed against metal and startled Nicky Booth under the hood of a beautiful, glossy red restored 1967 Ford Mustang. 

He jumped and barely stopped himself from cracking his skull on the hood before he pulled his body out from under it.

“Nicky!” Ramon Jenkins yelled as he passed the car. “Your father wants to talk to you!”

Nicky straightened up and looked around. Cars packed his father’s auto repair garage on South Eleventh Avenue in the middle of the warehouse district. 

Nicky’s father Felix stood near the garage’s roll-up entrance doors. Felix held his phone to his ear and talked to someone in a heated undertone. Nicky couldn’t hear their conversation.

“Hey!” Nicky yelled across the garage to Ramon. “He’s on the phone! He doesn’t want to talk to me!”

“He just told me to get you and your brother,” Ramon hollered back and leaned into the engine compartment of a chopped, souped-up Toyota Supra angled across the garage’s other corner. “Stop what you’re doing and go get your brother.”

“You go get him,” Nicky grumbled, but he said it quietly so Ramon didn’t hear him.

Nicky was only fifteen, but he towered over almost every man who worked in the garage. He could easily overhead-press Ramon and half a dozen others, but they could all still order him around whenever they wanted to.

Being the boss’s oldest son didn’t give Nicky any special privileges. It just made him every other mechanic’s errand boy.

He wiped his hands on a rag and threw the rag on top of the carburetor he was tuning. This better be something important—whatever the hell it was.

He shot one more furious glance at his father. Felix stood with his back to the garage and didn’t see a thing. He kept talking on the phone. He might keep talking on the phone all damn day.

Nicky stormed across the garage to the office. Every man in here had his head and shoulders buried in whichever cars they were working on.

Nicky stopped in the office door and looked inside. His younger brother Zavier sat behind the desk clicking rapidly on the mouse while his eyes flickered back and forth across the screen.

The screen’s blue-white square of light reflected on Zavier’s eyes. It gave him a haunted, computer-programmed look like the machine might be infecting his mind with some kind of virus that stopped him from looking away from the screen.

“Hey!” Nicky called into the room. “Ramon says Pop wants to see us.”

Zavier didn’t look up from his work. “What for?” he asked. “I’m a little busy here.”

“I’m a little busy here, too, pal,” Nicky fired back. “He said come out here and see Pop. That’s all I know.”

Zavier clicked a few more times and stood up. He was fourteen, only a year younger than Nicky, but much shorter, thinner, and way smarter.

Zavier barely came up to Nicky’s chin. Nicky could have overhead-pressed two of Zavier—one in each hand.

No one knew better than Nicky not to underestimate Zavier—in anything. He was a lot stronger than he looked and he made up in brains whatever he lacked in bulk.

He stopped in front of Nicky and the two brothers came face to face. No one ever would have guessed they were brothers.

Nicky’s sandy brown hair, blue eyes, and soft features made him look years younger than he was. Girls said he had a baby face. They liked it about him, but it somehow led certain people to believe he wasn’t as smart as he ought to be.

He never felt smart around Zavier. Zavier had a way of making everyone feel stupid, even adults twice or three times his age. 

His dark hair and eyes, his quick movements, and his high, tense energy made him seem even smarter and more cunning and observant—if that was even possible. He was smarter, more cunning, and more observant than anyone Nicky had ever met.

He leveled Nicky with a direct stare. Zavier’s age never intimidated him—just like his smaller size never intimidated him. Nothing ever did.

“What’s the story?” Zavier demanded. “What does Pop want to see us about?”

“How should I know?” Nicky countered. “He just said to come see him.”

“You mean Ramon said to go see him.” Zavier shot a glance past Nicky’s shoulder. “Pop is still on the phone.”

“I know that!” Nicky fired back. “I didn’t make this shit up. I have better things to do than stand around talking to Pop.”

Zavier’s eyes darted toward the Mustang. “How’s the car coming along?”

“I would have it done by now if certain people didn’t keep interrupting me. How am I supposed to work like this?”

Zavier smiled at him. “All right, man. Come on. Let’s go see what he wants.”

Zavier patted Nicky on the shoulder and steered him back into the garage. The brothers had to wind their way between all those cars to get near their father.

The clang of tools on metal rang through the garage. The air compressor hissed when one of the mechanics used the hose to blow the dust out of an air filter.

Nicky did a mental assessment of every car in the place. He could have fixed all those repairs himself if he could only replicate himself enough times.

He and Zavier grew up working in their father’s garage. Cars ran in the family and in their blood.

The boys stopped in front of their father and waited for him to get off the phone. He kept firing back and forth with someone on the other end of the line.

Nicky didn’t understand what they were talking about. They talked business, bank accounts, personnel, payroll, supply shipments, and a bunch of other stuff Nicky didn’t care about.

He barely listened to the conversation. He just waited to find out what was so all-fired important that he had to stop work to come over here and stand around with his finger up his nose.

Zavier listened to the conversation much more intently. Zavier understood Felix’s business like no one else. Zavier understood Felix’s business better than Felix did.

Zavier could have repaired any car in this shop with one hand tied behind his back. He knew as much about cars as Nicky did and probably a whole lot more.

Zavier spent less and less time repairing cars these last few years. He spent more and more time working on the computer and running the business itself. He could do all of that so much better and more easily than Felix could.

Felix got progressively more agitated and aggressive as the conversation went on. He paced back and forth in multiple directions with his other hand propped on his hip and gesticulated when his turn came to talk.

He finally gasped loudly in exasperation and hung up. “I don’t believe it!” he muttered.

“What’s going on, Pop?” Zavier asked. “You said you wanted to see us.”

“I want you to switch yourself and Nicky to the regular payroll,” Felix replied. “You boys are old enough to have real jobs. It’s causing me too much trouble figuring out how to bill your work hours when you aren’t on the regular payroll.”

Zavier only nodded. “I can do that.”

“Did you have to pull us off work to tell us that?” Nicky snapped. “It would have taken you two seconds to walk over there, lean into the office, and tell Zavier to do it. You didn’t need to pull me off work to tell me that. I didn’t even need to hear it at all—not now.”

Felix opened his mouth to answer, but Zavier cut him off. “Hey, Pop, what’s the deal with that shipment of cars coming in? What is it for—and I didn’t find any invoice for payment.”

“You don’t need to worry about that. I’m handling that one,” Felix replied. “I already handled payment through another account. The shipment isn’t part of our regular operating cash flow.”

Zavier frowned. “I don’t understand. What are these cars for if they aren’t part of our regular business?”

“You don’t need to worry about that. I want you to stop working in the office for the day. I need you out here instead. Go over there and replace the timing belt on that Honda Odyssey.”

Zavier curled his lip at the family passenger vehicle. The garage didn’t usually cater to families and wage slaves. 

The usual clientele brought in high-end recreational vehicles. Most of them had been modified one way or the other. They belonged to car guys who knew their stuff and drove hard.

“Is that it?” Nicky demanded. “Is that all you wanted to tell us? Do I need to be here at all anymore?”

His father smiled at him and patted him on the shoulder, too. “I’m proud of both of you boys. You’re doing great work here. I want you to know that. I couldn’t run this place without you.”

He walked off and returned to the office. Zavier snorted when both boys saw their father sit down in the desk chair in Zavier’s place. Felix started clicking on the mouse, too.

“This is for the birds,” Nicky muttered. “He wouldn’t interrupt one of the regular mechanics with some bullshit about payroll. He would at least wait until the end of the day.”

Zavier frowned at his father and then at the Odyssey. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say he did it to get me off the computer.”

“Why the hell would he do that?” Nicky fired back. “He knows you’re the best. We all know you’re the best.”

Zavier’s expression cleared when he faced his brother. “Go finish your Mustang and I’ll finish this piece of junk. We shouldn’t be here very much longer. Then we can go home and get some dinner. I’ll help you with your homework.”

Nicky looked away and mumbled, “Thanks.”

Zavier patted him on the back again and pushed him back toward the Mustang. Zavier was the only person alive who didn’t make Nicky feel stupid.

Zavier was the only person alive who could offer to help Nicky with his homework without making it sound like an insult. Zavier never insulted Nicky’s intelligence or ever suggested by word or deed that there was anything wrong with Nicky’s intelligence.

The brothers split up. Nicky returned to the Mustang, leaned into the engine compartment, and went back to tuning the carburetor.

That conversation rankled him in other ways besides what Zavier said about Felix trying to get Zavier off the computer. 

Nicky could conceivably believe that Felix was short-handed and needed an extra pair of hands to help move all these cars out of the garage.

It made no sense at all for Felix to pull Nicky away from the Mustang, especially if Felix planned to put Nicky and Zavier on the regular payroll.

That was precisely the reason why Felix didn’t interrupt the regular mechanics in the middle of their work. They billed their labor by the hour. They got more done and moved the cars out of the garage faster when they worked uninterrupted. 

Nicky fumed while he worked. At least Zavier agreed with him that something weird was going on. Felix was acting weird. 

Nicky made up his mind to corner his father once the three of them got home. Zavier would back Nicky up. 

Nicky planned to talk to Zavier about it again once they left the garage by themselves. Nicky would get Zavier’s agreement that they would stand together and confront their father about this. Zavier always covered Nicky’s back.

Nicky finished tuning the carburetor. He was just about to stand up straight when he noticed a piece of gasket sticking out from the engine block.

He leaned all the way over, stuck his arm down the side of the engine block, and flicked the gasket with his finger. The gasket stuck out at least an eighth of an inch from the block. It shouldn’t have done that.

He flexed his stomach muscles to stand up. He would have to tell his father about this. If Felix didn’t listen, Nicky would tell the car owner. Nicky knew the guy. Nicky worked on this car all the time.

The guy needed to know there was something wrong with his precious car. The owner had restored the car himself and took meticulous care of his vehicle. The guy would definitely want to know about this.

The only question was why the owner didn’t notice it before. The guy practically lived with his head buried under the hood.

Nicky would have to be careful not to let his annoyance with his father bleed into that conversation. This was just business. Cars were business. Everything about this car was business. It wasn’t personal.

Nicky startled out of his skin when another crash exploded through the garage. He jumped up and remembered in time not to stand up too fast.

That was the moment when he realized the truth. These crashes didn’t come from clanging tools or any other normal car repair process. 

Stuttering sounds erupted through the garage and then shattering glass rained all over the floor.

He peeked out from under the hood and glanced toward the roll-up doors. His blood ran cold when seven men barged into the garage. They all wore black ski masks over their faces and the men all carried automatic weapons.

They opened fire on the garage, riddled every car with bullets, and then two men swiveled to their right and unloaded on the Honda Odyssey that Zavier had been working on.

Nicky didn’t see his brother anywhere, thank God. Zavier must have taken cover when the shooting first started.

The gunmen punched the car full of bullet holes, swiped their gunfire back and forth, and shattered every single window.

The other five gunmen spread out through the garage, stalked down every mechanic, and gunfire blasted in all directions.

Nicky didn’t stick around long enough to watch. He dove behind the Mustang and crawled across the floor toward the emergency exit in the back corner of the garage. He made it halfway there before he spotted Zavier hiding behind an arc welder.

Zavier kept shooting glances out at the gunbattle. He crouched behind the arc welder where the gunmen wouldn’t see him.

Nicky flagged his brother and pointed toward the emergency exit. Zavier nodded, but at that moment, screams broke the din behind Nicky’s back.

He spun around just in time to see one of the gunmen corner Ramon against the opposite wall. Ramon must have crawled away behind the cars, too, but the gunmen found him.

He lay on his back propped up in a partial sitting position against the wall. He extended his hand toward two gunmen standing over him and holding him at gunpoint.

They completely ignored whatever he was trying to say to them. They opened fire and his body jolted again and again as the bullets tore through him.

Nicky stared in abject, sickening horror watching these monsters gun down a harmless family man in cold blood.

Nicky gulped down the urge to throw up when he glanced around the garage. Five other mechanics lay dead on the floor in pools of their own blood. Who was next?

He didn’t even have to ask. The gunmen stormed through the garage destroying every car and killing everyone they could find. It was only a matter of time before they came after Nicky and Zavier next.

He turned back toward the emergency exit. Zavier still hunkered behind the arc welder. He wasn’t looking at Nicky.

Zavier stared across the garage at Ramon’s dead body. Zavier must have seen those men kill Ramon. 

Zavier watched the assault with a very different expression on his face. He furrowed his brow, narrowed his eyes, and compressed his lips. Nicky knew that look. It was Zavier’s look of pure, unbridled rage.

Nicky couldn’t watch anymore. He just wanted to get out of here with his brother and his…..

He froze all over again when he remembered his father. Nicky turned around fearing the worst, but it was already too late. 

Another two gunmen approached the office. Nicky couldn’t see his father sitting at the desk inside. Nicky didn’t have to see. He already knew what was about to happen.

He tried again and again to force himself to look away, but some forgotten part of him kept watching until the gunmen opened fire.

They pounded the office to smithereens. Explosions went off in there as the bullets punctured the computer screens and hit the back wall.

Nicky tore himself away. It was all over. He scrambled across the floor and tried to stay behind the wrecked cars on his way toward the emergency exit.

Zavier crawled out from behind the arc welder. He started forward to meet up with Nicky. The two boys were the last two people left alive in the garage apart from the gunmen themselves.

Nicky made it halfway to the emergency exit door before another catastrophic explosion went off on his left. A brutal concussion force hit the Mustang and it detonated in a rippling ball of fire.

The impact hurled Nicky sideways. He crashed into something, tumbled head over heel, and landed against something solid. He couldn’t think straight.

He fought to straighten himself out and see where he was. He tried again and again to orient himself so he could figure out how to get to the emergency exit.

He toppled over onto his seat. At least he was upright now, but at that moment, another punishing boom went off somewhere and a cloud of metal fragments hit him in the face. 

They sliced him to ribbons and dozens of fragments embedded in his face. He screamed and threw his hand in front of his eyes to protect himself, but they hit him too fast.

He fell over and writhed on the floor trying to claw the fragments out of his skin, but he only hurt himself more.

Blood got into his eyes—and then someone kicked him hard across the side of the head.

He whipped over, crashed down on his back, and pawed at the slippery floor trying to get away from….whatever it was.

Someone else kicked him in the chest to knock him down on the ground. He fell and his arms sprawled to both sides—and he came face to face with three gunmen standing over him.

They all glared down at him from behind their masks. The men pointed their weapons at his torn face. 

His mind went into a tailspin trying to come up with a way out of this, but the gunmen backed him against a line of big red tool chests on that side of the garage. He couldn’t get out from behind them. The gunmen blocked him in.

One of the gunmen growled under his breath, “See you around, kid,” and all three of them shouldered their weapons to blow Nicky to kingdom come.

All hope drained from him as he lay panting and bleeding on the floor. He couldn’t even see well enough to tell if he might be able to find a way out.

He gave it up and resigned himself to the inevitable. Maybe the gunmen would get distracted by killing him so Zavier could get out of the garage undetected. He would tell the Police what happened here.

Zavier was always the one who deserved to live. He was better at everything. He was even better at repairing cars even though he almost never did it.

Nicky glanced around at the men about to end his life. He would have liked to see their faces, but that hardly mattered now. 

He inhaled his last few breaths of life and his attention narrowed to a pinprick. He focused on the crinkle of skin around the gunmen’s fingers when they squeezed their triggers. 

Their knuckles turned white, but at that moment, Zavier rocketed out of nowhere and tackled the gunman on the far right-hand end of the group.

Zavier took the man down and knocked the other two away at the same time. All of them hit the floor in a jumbled pile.

“Get their weapons, Nicky!” Zavier hollered. “Get their weapons!”

Nicky shot off the floor and dove for the gunmen. They overpowered Zavier in size and strength. Only the element of surprise saved Nicky’s life.

The one guy Zavier tackled on the end recovered even before they hit the ground. He grabbed Zavier, pivoted sideways, and slammed Zavier down on the floor with vicious force. 

Zavier roared out in pain. Nicky couldn’t stand that. 

He lunged for the guy, clambered on top of him, and smashed the guy across the jaw. Nicky completely forgot to take the guy’s weapon.

Zavier didn’t forget. He rolled out of the guy’s arms, flipped over, seized the guy’s weapon, and didn’t try to take it out of the guy’s hand. Zavier turned the gun on the other two attackers and compressed the guy’s finger on the trigger to open fire.

He shot them both while they still lay on the ground trying to straighten themselves out. Zavier jumped to his feet, rushed them, and stole both of their weapons, too.

Nicky lost control of himself and punched his fallen victim again and again. He probably would have kept right on punching for the rest of forever if Zavier hadn’t stopped him.

Zavier grabbed his arm. “Stop, Nicky! Get his gun! Hurry up! We gotta get out of here!”

Zavier hauled Nicky off the guy, shoved a weapon into Nicky’s hands, and took hold of Nicky’s arm to steer him out of the garage. 

Nicky tried again and again to blink the blood out of his eyes, but his eyelids didn’t quite work right. He stumbled. He wouldn’t have been able to find his way out of the garage at all if not for Zavier’s help.

Nicky tried to point his gun in the right direction, but Zavier kept having to push it away from himself. Nicky didn’t hear the sound of gunfire anymore, but that didn’t mean anything. The remaining gunmen might still be out there hunting for the brothers.








  
  
Chapter 2




Zavier led Nicky out of the garage and halfway down the block. Zavier pushed Nicky down on a low brick wall in front of one of the warehouses. 

Zavier squatted down in front of his brother, propped the stolen guns against the wall, and finally allowed himself to look at Nicky’s injured face.

A dozen twisted, torn metal fragments stuck out of the skin. Some looked pretty big. 

Blood covered Nicky’s face and stained his pale hair. Blood ran down his neck and saturated his shirt.

“You need to go to the hospital,” Zavier murmured. “Stay here. I’m going back into the garage to get the first aid kit. I’ll be right back.”

Nicky pawed at the air until he grabbed Zavier’s hand. Nicky couldn’t see with all that blood in his eyes. “Don’t leave me alone, Zavier! Stay!”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Zavier murmured. “You’re bleeding. We need to stop the bleeding or at least clean you up so you can see. Don’t worry. I’ll take the guns with me. I won’t get hurt. I promise. Stay here. Don’t go anywhere, Nicky. Understand?”

Nicky nodded. He didn’t look at Zavier. 

Zavier stood up. He always wound up taking care of Nicky even though Nicky was older. 

Nicky had a soft heart. He didn’t have a conniving bone in his body. He trusted people way too easily and he got scared a lot more easily than Zavier did.

Their roles reversed most of the time. Nicky occasionally had to step in and protect Zavier from bigger, stronger, meaner boys who wanted to throw their weight around. No one could throw his weight around like Nicky.

Zavier patted Nicky on the shoulder before Zavier picked up his gun and turned away. He didn’t like leaving Nicky alone—not like this.

Those wounds looked bad, though. Zavier didn’t know what he would do for Nicky with just a simple first aid kit. Those cuts looked like they needed stitches—a lot of stitches.

He took one step toward the garage when he heard sirens approaching from a few blocks away. The Police were coming.

He changed his mind, dropped his weapon on the ground, and knocked all the other guns away from the wall so they lay flat on the ground, too. He even took Nicky’s weapon away from him and put that on the ground, too.

Zavier raised his hands over his head. “Put your hands up, Nicky.”

Nicky obeyed instantly. The boys waited with their arms raised while a million squad cars skidded into position outside the garage.

A few dozen armed officers stalked toward the boys. “Don’t move!” one of the officers bellowed. “Get down on the ground and put your hands behind your head!”

Zavier dropped onto his knees. “My brother needs medical attention! Call an ambulance and take him to the hospital!”

“Get down on the ground, kid!” the officer roared.

Zavier lowered himself onto his stomach, laced his fingers behind his head, and six officers rushed him. One of them pinned his knee into the back of Zavier’s neck, twisted Zavier’s wrists behind his back, and zip-tied his hands together.

“Call an ambulance!” Zavier yelled. “My brother needs medical attention!”

The officers didn’t listen. They yanked Zavier off the ground and started marching him toward one of the squad cars. 

He tried to turn around. “Nicky!” Zavier yelled, but the officers were already pulling him too far away.

They threw him in the back of the car and slammed the door. He had to sit sideways so he didn’t crush his wrists against the seat.

The cops didn’t drive him away. They left him there where he could see everything through the window.

They didn’t tie up Nicky. The officers must have realized from Zavier’s outburst that Nicky needed to go to the hospital.

Two officers squatted in front of him talking to him and examining his face. They stayed with him until an ambulance showed up.

The officers guided Nicky toward the ambulance, put him inside it, and the ambulance drove away. Zavier wilted on the seat. At least Nicky would be okay now. Zavier didn’t have to worry about his brother anymore.

Zavier didn’t even care too much about getting arrested for the shooting as long as Nicky got the care he needed.

The officers swarmed in and out of the garage. They left Zavier sitting there for hours while the Forensics Team cordoned off the building. 

Then technicians in white lab coats went into and out of the garage while the cops stood around watching. No one came near the squad car or asked Zavier anything.

He started to get really bored and also really worried about Nicky. Zavier stopped watching the Forensics Team. He couldn’t see much of what they were doing anyway.

He faced front, but that put too much pressure on his wrists. He glanced down at the seat and considered if he should lie down on his side and get some sleep.

He jumped to high alert when someone opened the rear passenger door next to him. A man in a tan business suit bent down and peered in at him.

The guy had light, short-clipped hair and a thick, light, sandy mustache. The guy looked like an older, much less friendly version of Nicky.

“Come on out, kid,” the guy said. “We need to question you.”

Zavier climbed out of the car. He didn’t hold out much hope for this investigation.

The guy in the suit stepped behind Zavier and snipped the zip tie to free his hands. Zavier rubbed the pain out of his wrists.

A shorter, heavier-set man with dark brown hair and a dark blue suit and another uniformed Police officer stood there watching. Both of the men in suits wore badges hanging from their belts.

“I’m Detective Kevin Merrell and this is Detective Justin Krantz.” The sandy-haired detective waved at the man in the dark blue suit. “Tell us what happened here.”

“My father owns this shop—or he did,” Zavier began. “My brother and I were working in the shop when those gunmen came in and started shooting up the place. They killed everyone. My father was in the office. You must have found him. His name is Felix Booth. He owns this place.”

Detective Merrell nodded. “We know. So what happened?”

“The gunmen killed everyone. They were about to kill my brother, so I tackled some of them and used their guns to kill two others. I don’t know what happened to the rest of them. We killed those guys and I brought my brother out here. I was just about to go back in and get the first aid kit when you showed up. That’s why I had those guns. I never killed anyone except to save myself and my brother.”

“What were you and your brother doing working in the shop?” Detective Krantz asked. “Aren’t you boys a little young to be working here?”

Zavier shrugged. “We’ve always worked here since we were little kids. Our mom died when we were little. My dad had to bring us here so he could work.” He shrugged again. “It’s just the way Nicky and I grew up. Everyone around here knows us. Ask anyone.”

“Okay, kid,” Detective Merrell went on. “Your father installed security cameras in the garage, so we know what happened. We’re letting you go. You won’t be charged with anything.”

“Well….can you at least give me a ride to the hospital so I can check on my brother?”

Detective Merrell smiled behind his thick mustache, but not even smiling could make the guy’s features soften. Zavier didn’t think the guy was capable of softening for anything.

“Sure, kid,” Detective Merrell murmured. “Stay here. I’ll drive you over there now.”

The two detectives and the uniformed officer retreated toward the garage. They stopped halfway there, exchanged some conversation, and Detective Krantz went back inside. 

Detective Merrell returned and waved at Zavier. “Come with me. Let’s go.”

He led the way to a plain, unmarked sedan parked down the block. It didn’t look like a cop car at all.

It didn’t look like a cop car on the inside, either. He opened the front passenger door for Zavier to get in. Zavier put on his seatbelt and looked down at his hands while he waited for Detective Merrell to get behind the wheel.

Blood stained Zavier’s hands and splattered his shirt. He killed three men today. That was a first. He almost saw Nicky get shot…..and then Zavier remembered. His father was dead.

Detective Merrell read his mind. “Do you boys have any other relatives you can call to come and get you? Who should we call about finding someone to take care of you?”

Zavier didn’t look up. “We don’t have any other relatives. I don’t know if my pop had anyone lined up for that.”

Detective Merrell put the car in gear. “We’ll go check on your brother and then we might have to take you both to the Police station until we find a place for you to stay.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Zavier and Detective Merrell walked into the hospital lobby. Detective Merrell checked at the reception desk and found out where Nicky was. 

Zavier entered the room and found his brother lying on a hospital bed with stitches all over his face. Nicky looked awful, but at least he had his eyes open.

Bruises, swelling, and crusted blood covered his face and swelled up his eyelids. He couldn’t smile without hurting himself. “Hey!” he breathed when Zavier walked in. “I was worried.”

Zavier squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m here now. Pop had security cameras in the garage, so we’re all clear. The cops know what happened.”

Nicky’s eyes darted to Detective Merrell and then down to the badge displayed on his belt. “What is he doing here?”

“This is the detective investigating the shooting. He’s gonna figure out a place for us to stay after you get out of here.”

Nicky sank back on his pillow. “Why can’t we just stay at the house? It wouldn’t be the first time we stayed by ourselves.”

Zavier didn’t have to turn around to read Detective Merrell’s reaction. “I guess the cops have to place us with a responsible adult until we’re old enough to take care of ourselves.”

“I’m fifteen,” Nicky pointed out. “I could take care of you.”

Zavier laughed and gripped his brother’s shoulder. He couldn’t stop smiling at Nicky even though Nicky looked so bad.

Zavier suffered an overwhelming, painful wave of gratitude that Nicky made it out of the garage alive. Zavier would have hated to survive the assault without Nicky or his father. That would have been terrible.

Zavier read the same flood of emotions in Nicky’s eyes. They were all they had left in the world. Their father was dead.

Whatever happened after this, it would be Nicky and Zavier on their own together. No one would ever tear them apart.

Zavier would never let anything happen to Nicky after this—not ever. Zavier didn’t even have to wonder if Nicky felt the same way. Nicky would never let anything happen to Zavier, either.

“I really wish you could,” Zavier murmured. “You’ll be eighteen in a few years and then I will be. We’ll go out then.”

Some medical people came in just then and interrupted their conversation. They wanted to release Nicky, but they couldn’t do that without a legal adult signing him out. 

They gave him his wound care instructions to keep his stitches clean. Then Detective Merrell signed Nicky out of the hospital.

Nicky moaned and groaned when he sat up on the edge of the bed. “My head is killing me,” he growled.

“The swelling will go down and you’ll be fine,” Detective Merrell told him.

“My face won’t be fine,” Nicky snapped. “I’ll be scarred for life.”

“Hey, you can be Scarface,” Zavier told him. “The girls will go crazy for you.”

Nicky snorted and eased himself off the bed. He held onto the railing to steady himself before he could bring himself to hobble out of the room.

Zavier stayed by his brother’s side even though Zavier wasn’t big enough to support Nicky if he needed it. At least Detective Merrell was here.

Detective Merrell conducted the boys back out to the parking lot and the brothers got into the back seat this time.

“What are they doing about the garage?” Nicky asked when the car pulled out onto the street.

“The Forensics Team was still there the last I saw,” Zavier replied. “I guess the garage will be off limits for a while until they finish with it.”

“Do the cops know who those gunmen were?” Nicky asked. “Who would destroy Pop’s garage and kill everyone like that?”

Zavier shrugged. “I guess that’s what the cops have to figure out.”

Nicky looked away. “I better never find out who did it.”

Zavier let that go. “At least you won’t have to do your homework tonight.”

Nicky snorted again. “Fat consolation that is.”

Zavier squeezed his brother’s shoulder again. Nicky could get as resentful as he wanted about their father’s death.

Nicky always had a way of expressing emotions on behalf of both brothers. Nicky could do that. He left Zavier free to remain cool-headed and undisturbed by catastrophic events like this one.

Zavier didn’t have to feel or express all the hurt of their father’s death and the destruction of what should have been the brothers’ only inheritance.

They could have inherited the business if their father died any other way. Now that was gone.

Nicky was the one who voiced those feelings out loud. His behavior always calmed Zavier down and made situations like this so much easier to deal with rationally.

Detective Merrell parked his car behind the Police station, took the boys inside, and installed them in two chairs in the lobby waiting room. Dozens of other people were already there.

Some were just normal people in their everyday work clothes. Some were homeless people. Some were gangbangers with their pants hanging low around their hips and tattoos covering their arms, faces, and necks.

“What do you think will happen to us?” Nicky asked after a while.

“I guess Detective Merrell will make a few phone calls. He’ll find out who Pop designated as his next of kin and if Pop had a will where he stated who should take care of us in the event of his death. If Detective Merrell can’t track anyone down, I suppose we’ll go into foster care—but they have rules about keeping siblings together. No one will take you away from me.”

Nicky looked down at his hands. “You know so much more about this than I do. You always do.”

“Cut it out,” Zavier told him. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

“Why did this have to happen?” Nicky’s voice cracked with misery. “Everything was going so well.”

“This didn’t just happen, man,” Zavier murmured. “Those guys invaded the garage and murdered Pop and the other mechanics. This was no accident. Someone put out a hit on the garage—or maybe someone put out a hit on Pop. Then the attackers destroyed the shop and killed everyone else to cover up that they were after him.”

“If you’re right, then those guys could have been out to hit one of the mechanics instead. Those guys could have been planning to hit anyone from the shop. You don’t know they were planning to hit Pop.”

Zavier shrugged. This outburst only proved that Nicky wasn’t as stupid as everyone liked to believe. Even Nicky himself believed that, but it wasn’t true.

Zavier had known for a long, long time that Nicky was a lot smarter than everyone gave him credit for. 

For whatever reason, he believed their comments about his intelligence and took it to heart. Zavier had to constantly attack these beliefs and assure Nicky that he was just as smart as everyone else.

He only let out these little snatches of insight when he was alone with Zavier. Nicky didn’t trust his own judgment. He didn’t offer his insights when anyone else could hear him.

“You’re right,” Zavier replied. “We don’t know they were after Pop, but they were after someone. I’m gonna go out on a limb and say they weren’t after you or me—not initially.”

“No one had any reason to go after Pop,” Nicky pointed out. “He was a harmless mechanic. He just wanted to mind his own business and work on cars. Everyone loved him. No one wanted to kill him.”

Detective Merrell came back before Zavier could answer. The detective took the boys back inside the station and upstairs to his office.

“Take a seat,” Detective Merrell told them and sat down behind his deck.

Zavier and Nicky sat down in the armchairs across from him. 

“I’ve been checking with your father’s lawyer,” Detective Merrell began. “Your father did leave a will, but the person he indicated should take over your care in the event of his death is now dead also. I’m afraid we have no choice but to pass you boys on to social services. A social worker is on the way over right now. She’s going to take you to a group home where you’ll stay with six other boys. Don’t worry. You’ll stay together. Neither of you will go to any other care placement unless you go together.”

The brothers exchanged glances. “I guess that’s better than nothing,” Zavier remarked. 

“I’m sorry,” Detective Merrell replied. “I wish it could have …..”

He broke off when his phone rang. He answered it and held a brief conversation with someone on the other end. Then he hung up and frowned at his phone. 

“That was the officer at the reception desk downstairs. He says there’s someone here claiming to be your father’s best friend. The guy wants to see you and take you home with him.”

Zavier frowned. “Who is he? I didn’t even know Pop had a best friend.”

“Just stay where you are.” Detective Merrell got to his feet and buttoned his jacket. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Detective Merrell remained standing until the brothers heard the elevator ding down the hall. Footsteps strode up the hall getting closer to Detective Merrell’s office. 

A different guy in a business suit stopped at the door and came face to face with Detective Merrell. Detective Merrell gave the guy a hard, searching look and stuck out his hand in the most businesslike greeting ever.

The other guy was well built with powerful shoulders, a narrow waist, and thick, muscular legs. He had dark, almost black hair cut short and curly on the top.

His piercing green eyes sliced from Detective Merrell to the boys.

“I’m Detective Kevin Merrell,” Detective Merrell announced. 

“Lorenzo Alcazar,” the guy clipped and pushed past Detective Merrell to enter the office without waiting for Detective Merrell to invite him.

Alcazar squatted down next to Nicky’s chair and his eyes widened when he looked up at both boys. “Are you okay? Oh, my God, look at this! This is awful! I would have gotten here sooner, but I only just found out about the shooting. You boys don’t have to worry about anything. I’m going to take care of everything. You can come home with me. I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”








