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CHAPTER 1

SEBASTIAN “SEB” MCCALISTER shook the mini Magic 8 Ball he’d plucked from Charlie Ling’s eye. “Are we going to die today?”

Words bubbled to its surface. Signs point to yes.

Seb scoffed. They certainly seem to. Bullets flew over his head as he and his longtime partner in crime, Carlo Messina, crouched behind a parked car in the middle of a mostly empty department store parking lot. At just after two o’clock in the morning, the store was closed, and the lot should have been dead. Lucky for Seb, at least a few people, besides Ling’s men, had parked there, their cars offering cover. Perhaps the store’s cleaners or a security guard or two hid somewhere nearby while a small war ensued around their vehicles. Seb hoped they would stay hidden, stay safe even if it meant they would probably be calling the cops. He and Carlo crouched behind a brown Impala that took more bullets than a blindfolded man before a firing squad. The Jeep at their backs had taken a dozen shots itself.

Ling had them pinned behind that car, and all Seb could think about was how thankful he was that they hadn’t sought cover behind his baby, a brand-spanking-new, granite-crystal metallic painted Dodge Charger SRT Hellcat he’d boosted a little over a month ago but had already fallen in love with. He loved only three things in the world: his girlfriend, Gemma, his partner, Carlo, and that car. The thought of two of them being shot at simultaneously made his stomach turn.

“I want my fucking eye back, asshole!” Ling shouted during a pause in the endless barrage of gunfire.

The Chinese gang leader wasn’t much to look at. Barely five feet tall and a shade over one hundred pounds, Ling made up for his shortcomings with a ruthlessness befitting a wild dog. He was mean, sure, but so trumped-up that he invited challengers, peacocking around in suede suits and alligator-skin shoes. His Magic 8 Ball glass eye turned him into a cruel joke, a comic book villain committing real-world crimes.

The kind of guy who had matching gold-plated Berettas.

But while Ling himself might have been a joke, his money and guns were not. Seb needed more than one hand to count the weapons aimed his way.

Still, Seb hadn’t started the day thinking he’d screw over the nefarious drug lord. In fact, he just wanted to fence some diamonds and other jewelry he and Carlo had stolen from a pawnshop in Reno. Ling, a man of many criminal undertakings, had promised them a fair price on the stash, but when it came time to make the deal—two o’clock in that department store parking lot—Ling had the audacity to show up with an empty wallet.

But Ling wasn’t empty-handed. Instead, he’d brought along several kilos of cocaine to barter with. Both Seb and Carlo had their fair share of vices—drinking, gambling, armed robbery, extortion, and the occasional traffic violation—but neither was prone to dancing with Lady Snow. Further compounding the situation, neither Seb nor Carlo understood the metric system. In short, the cocaine was worthless to them.

Seeing the deal going south faster than a robin in winter, Seb had grabbed Ling to use as a human shield and backed away. Just for fun, he’d plucked out the glass eye.

Seven of Ling’s men stared and growled threats, but it was Ling who’d freed himself with a kick of his heel up between Seb’s legs. He and Carlo had been very lucky to make it behind the Impala before the shooting began.

A tire on the other side of the Impala blew out with a pop and a long hiss. Carlo nudged him with his foot. “Will you put that away and help me think of a way out of here?”

Seb rolled the polished glass eye between his fingers, smudging it. “Why don’t we ask the Magic 8 Ball?”

“I’m not sure you should be touching that. It just seems so . . . unsanitary.”

Seb shrugged. “All right, then. Here’s the plan. On the count of three, I’m going to throw this back to Ling. As soon as I let go, we run.”

Carlo frowned and turned his nose up in obvious disgust. “That’s your genius plan?”

Seb cocked his head at his partner’s sudden somberness. Carlo had always been the carefree one, the man with the easy smile that made easy women swoon. Things always worked out for Carlo. To see his friend concerned, even if only a little, Seb had to wonder if he’d finally gotten them into trouble he couldn’t get them out of.

“You’ve got a better idea?”

Carlo sighed. “Guess not. Well, it’s been real.”

Seb laughed. “That it has.” He shook his friend’s hand. Outwardly, the two couldn’t have been more different. Carlo looked like a centerfold for Hitler’s male review, while Seb was only a shade lighter than obsidian. Their differences were only skin-deep. They were of the same mind on nearly everything. Sharing many a job, a residence, and once, even a woman, the two were closer than conjoined twins.

Their levity fell off them like shed skin. “On three,” Seb said, “run for the car.”

“You don’t need to tell me twice.” Carlo’s easy smile returned.

Somehow, that worried Seb more. He prodded some loose pavement with his foot. A section the size of his fist came free. He shook the 8 Ball and whispered, “Is this going to work?”

Better not tell you now.

Seb frowned and jabbed the novelty glass eye into his pocket, picking up the larger, heavier chunk of cement to throw at Ling. The Charger was parked no more than ten spaces away and, so far, out of the line of fire. Its shiny chrome rims beckoned him. If they could just make it inside the car, he was confident he could get them out of there.

Seb threw up a finger. “One.”

Carlo threw up two.

“Hey, Ling!” Seb raised a hand then drew his arm back. “You want your eye back? Catch!”

The chunk of pavement sailed through the air as both Carlo and Seb shouted, “Three!” A window on one of Ling’s vehicles shattered, immediately followed by a slew of Chinese curse words. Carlo and Seb stood and started blasting. Neither turned to run.

“What are you waiting for?” Seb shouted over the gunfire. “I’ll cover you.”

“You go,” Carlo answered. “I’ll cover you.”

Their bullets had temporarily alleviated the counter spray in their direction, but it was only a matter of time before Ling’s men rediscovered their balls. The two thieves had no time to argue.

Seb nodded. “Fine. I’ll get the car. Stay here and stay low.”

“Give my regards to Gemma,” Carlo said, clicking his teeth and flashing that sometimes infuriatingly carefree smile. He only took his eyes off the enemy for a second. In the next second, he was dropping to the cement, half his brain splattered against the pavement.

“Carlo!” The sight of his friend falling sent Seb into a fury. He stood up straight, planted his arms on the Impala’s hood, took aim, and fired until his clip was empty. When he had finished, he’d reduced Ling’s team by at least two men.

Click, click, click.

Reason and fear returned, and he dropped back behind the car to reload. Carlo’s cold dead eyes stared blankly at him. Seb saw no accusation, no call for justice. Just a reflection of himself and the fate that awaited him if he didn’t get moving.

His mouth fell open in a silent scream. An ache burned deep in his chest as he fought back tears. The 8 Ball seemed to vibrate in his pocket, and without thinking, he reached for it. Giving it a shake, he asked, “Can I kill them all?”

My sources say no.

“I’ll kill them for you, Carlo.” He clenched his jaw. “Maybe not today, but someday.”

As he lay down atop his fallen friend, he saw a pair of feet approaching the front of the Impala. He had to assume another pair was approaching the rear. Ling’s men were trying to flank him.

He ripped a new clip from his pocket while the spent one slid out. After jamming in the fresh clip, he pulled back the hammer and turned to shoot at the man who was circling the front of the car.

Seb fired one shot, a good one that took the man in the neck just as he came into view. He swung around and fired at the man approaching from the rear. Seb popped him in the chest then in the stomach, and the man fell.

Though he’d only fired twice at the second guy, he could have sworn he’d heard three gunshots. That was when his side exploded in pain.

His white button-down blossomed with a dark red swell, rapidly expanding from a point about four inches above his waist. He cringed, his head lolling back, his eyes rolling in their sockets, as he tried to breathe through the pain.

“He’s been hit,” Ling said. “Get him.”

Ling’s crew had taken some losses, but by Seb’s count, he was still outgunned four to one. Five, if he counted both of Ling’s Berettas. Tears blurred his vision. He needed to move if he ever hoped to avenge Carlo or see his beautiful Gemma again.

He crawled under the Jeep and shuffled along the cement to the other side. Once there, he would need to sprint about twenty yards to his Charger with its seven hundred seven horsepower, six-point-two-liter Hemi V-8 engine, and six-hundred-fifty-pound-feet of torque. It could go from zero to sixty in a matter of seconds, less time than it would take him to reach the damn thing.

He was vaguely aware that he was trailing blood. Every time he pulled himself forward, his wound felt as if it were tearing open a little more. Sweat poured from his forehead and dampened his armpits. Blood lubed up his jeans.

If he wanted to live, he needed to move. Seb wanted to live. On the other side of the Jeep, he remote-started the Charger and pushed himself to his feet, his legs slow and shaky at first as they tried to propel him forward. They firmed up when he heard one of Ling’s enforcers shout, “There he is!” He made it to his passenger-side door before the first shot whipped by. The door was unlocked. He yanked it open then scrambled over to the driver’s seat, jerked the car into drive, and punched the gas. Tires burned as they spun over the pavement.

Under a heavy rain of bullets, Seb sped out of the lot. He lost sight of Ling’s men before they could hop into their vehicles and follow.

He pulled the car onto the freeway, knowing only that he wanted out of that commercial district, away from the casino lights and endless traffic. He was vaguely aware he was driving out of the city, away from Gemma, away from his dead partner and the life he had known, away from any hospital he knew—or any help. His panicked, fogged-up thinking screamed that he needed to get out.

Bent into claws from constant straining, his fingers wouldn’t obey his mind’s command to slacken. He’d been driving one-handed. The other hand had been squeezing the glass eye as if it were trying to form a diamond from a lump of coal.

Tears came then, with the realization that he might die, that Gemma and Carlo were lost to him, and he lost to the world. He shook the ball. “Am I going to die?”

Yes.

He smacked a bloodied palm against his forehead. “Stupid question. Everyone dies.” He shook the ball again. “Am I going to die soon?”

Cannot predict now.

“Fuck!” He rolled down his window. “Useless piece of shit!” He cocked back his arm to toss the 8 Ball into oncoming traffic.

Instead, he shook it again. “Which way do I go if I want to live?”

Reply hazy try again.

Seb laughed, delirious then, his vision blurring. The streetlights looked like tractor beams from UFOs. The dotted lines whipped by so fast they appeared solid.

In his fogged-up, fucked-up state, exhausted and cold, so cold, he landed on the idea that, somehow, that cursed eyeball was guiding him. A saner voice, one that might have been louder in his normal, blood-filled mind, questioned the reason behind that conclusion, but it was killed off by an angst and fear-driven compulsion to find a way to live.

The 8 Ball was his ticket. Seb just needed to ask the right questions.

Yes or no questions.

“Should I take the next exit?” He shook the ball.

Yes definitely.

“Should I take a left off the exit?”

My reply is no.

“Turn here?”

Yes.

“Head straight?”

Yes definitely.

And so Seb drove and continued to drive, leaving his course in the hands of a gangster’s novelty toy, never questioning the logic of it all. His eyelids began to flutter. It became harder and harder to keep the car on the road. Until he was no longer on the road at all.

Still, he drove on, out into nowhere, mountains, deserts, and barely traveled dirt paths his only hope for salvation.

“Where am I?” he muttered.

His car began to slow. As he rolled forward, he asked the 8 Ball, “Did you bring me out here to die?”

Without a doubt.

He laughed between sobs and shook it again, the hopeless act of a man who had followed a false prophet into oblivion. “Why?”

Concentrate and ask again. The words almost seemed to mock him. 

He rested his head against the steering wheel, so weak now, still chuckling, still crying, all hope slipping away with the steady stream of his blood. Is this it? Is this the end? He fell limp against the wheel, the 8 Ball tumbling from his hand. It rolled along the carpet at his feet then stopped, the window to its bubbly interior facing up.

Ask again later.


CHAPTER 2

A SOFT TAPPING on Seb’s cheek woke him from anxious dreams that vanished with the light, his thudding heart and a short gasp the last indicators of a fretful slumber. A long pink tongue lolled over his face, and hot breath blew through his eyebrows. Another droplet of drool spattered on the bridge of his nose. 

Fangs? Seb stared, bewildered, at the saliva-gleaming teeth set in black gums then pushed the short-haired mutt away. Getting a closer look at the animal, he gasped, jerked back in his bed, and cowered against the wall. He sputtered, struggling to speak, until words came to him at last. “A fucking coyote!” 

Fear snapped away whatever fogginess remained. Seb groaned in pain, his side burning from the sudden movement. Bandages were wrapped so tightly around his otherwise bare ribs that he could hardly breathe. The room he found himself in was so swelteringly hot that his bandages were wet from a combination of blood and sweat. The bedsheets around him, not his own, were likewise soaked. On top of them, more disturbing than the foreign surroundings, was a coyote, standing sentinel.

A fat man in overalls entered the room, holding a glass of water and carrying with him an aroma of bacon grease and unwashed gym socks. He walked up beside the canine and stroked it behind the ear.

“This here’s Juke,” the man said, patting the coyote’s side. “He’s a big softie.” He snapped his fingers, and Juke jumped off the bed to sit on his haunches at his master’s feet.

“And I’m Earl,” the man continued. “I guess you can say I’m what passes for a doctor in these parts.” His triceps hung loose, jiggling as he extended his arms, offering the water to Seb. His extra weight hid some of the lines in his face but not enough to conceal the marks of someone tired and worn. Sweat ran in a V down his stained white T-shirt and beaded on his forehead, beneath close-cropped blond hair.
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