
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Wild Hearted

A Crime Thriller

by

Lea Bronsen


Copyrights

––––––––

Wild Hearted

Published by Writers in Crime

Second Edition

Copyright © 2015 Lea Bronsen

ISBN: 9781490512563

Editors: S.M. Boyce and Lea Bronsen

Cover design: Jay Aheer

––––––––

All Rights Reserved

Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Adult reading material.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication



[image: ]




The novel’s main character was inspired by actor Michael Wincott’s breathtaking villain portrayals.

Big thanks to my lovely, multi-talented editor S.M. Boyce, without whom I’d still be working blind. I gave her a tough job, but she handled it with great professionalism and kindness.

Hugs to my dear friends D.C. Stone and Laura Dean, Mr. Wincott’s webmistress, for the support and the laughs.

Thanks to all the Scribophile critiquers who took the time to help improve my writing.

And my four dear ones—thanks for being exactly who you are. I adore you!

I dedicate Wild Hearted to the persecuted.
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Reviews
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“Once in a great while a book comes your way that grabs you by the throat and won’t let go.”

“With tastes of the epic.”

“I found myself engrossed at times, unable to part from it.”

“Reading a book such as this is generally a once-in-a-lifetime experience. But what if you then go and read it three times in the course of a few weeks?”

“Wild Hearted has a very dark, noir quality – of gritty crime, tough inner-city neighborhoods, hurt people and broken dreams.”

“Wonderful story about how a bad boy finds love and begins to heal.”

“To say that at the end of it all I was utterly bewitched by Tomor would be an understatement.”

“This is a beautifully written, emotionally compelling, and at times shocking tale of love and life with a gritty edge.”

“It was so easy to get inside Tomor’s head and his world. So much so that I swear I even knew what he smelled like as I read."

“The author pulls no punches as she tells a gripping drama, which has you turning pages and forgetting everything around you.”

“Gritty, violent and raw, this is a look at the underbelly of our society.”

“Well-written, emotionally charged, and intriguing story with twists and turns.”

“It is easy to imagine Wild Hearted filmed in black and white, with long deep shadows and darkened streets.”

“Lea Bronsen’s story is moving and a definite winner.”
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PART I
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Prologue
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The human being is one hell of a hypocrite. Intellect, spirituality, virtue, and an infinite spectrum of emotions elevate him to be the superior species. Or so he likes to pretend, for one must be quite blind not to agree that none is more savage than man. 

Some of us, though, know we are monsters. 

~
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The late afternoon sun cast tongues of flame over Candara City, bathing it in red, setting rooftops ablaze. Window after window seemed to mirror the very soul of the sun in its celestial roundabout, and the town grew quiet as if in awe and admiration. 

Earlier, the streets buzzed with people, busy ants running in separate directions. Now, activity was scarce. Some hurried home after work, faces drawn with fatigue; a few went shopping, eager to get their hands on goods; and others, anticipating the day’s first beer with an equal yearning, headed for the opening waterholes—the only detail common to them all being the warm, reddish light reflected on their faces. The night appeared to descend in harmony here. 

But all was not well. 
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1 ~ Dog Soldier


[image: ]




A dark figure waited on the opposite side of the street, hiding in the shadow of a wooden door. Tomor didn’t need to see the man to picture his long, black mustang mane and alert raven eyes glowing in the dark. The Sioux Stan Otaktay, one of his most trusted men, had both the looks and cruel instincts of a predator. 

Man, we’re so alike you’d think we were brothers.

Swallowed by the similar shade of a courtyard, Tomor grinned as pedestrians passed, unaware of the lurking menace.

His rebellious heart beating too hard, its pulse delirious, he slid a hand over his chest under the black leather jacket to calm the impatient throbbing. It was about time; it was his turn. 

Who has time for patience when the fun’s about to start?

As a leader, he no longer needed to take part in the gang’s operations and usually sent his men on missions. But today, he’d had that crazy urge to be feral again, feel hot, wild blood run in his veins, and let loose his strong muscles. One more time, he wanted to get in touch with his fears, taste the arousing excitement, and challenge the unexpected.

Stan peeked out from behind the door to check the street, and sent Tomor an almost imperceptible nod. His dark eyes sparkled with slyness and ferocity.

If not for pale skin and Latin features, Tomor might pass for an Indian, too. Maybe a half-breed. He’d never known his parents. He had inherited an Indian ring from his late mother, but that didn’t prove anything. Later, he devoured cowboy and Indian stories and learned to admire the Native Americans, their culture, their love and respect for Nature and the Creator. But he grew up lacking the essentials necessary to become a decent person, and therefore strayed from these noble ideals.

He often imagined having Native ancestry; it suited his fighting spirit. If he were, he would choose the wolf totem—he, too, was a loner that hunted in group. He wore the ring as a daily reminder of his affinity. 

I steal like the Pawnee. I can endure like the Apache and fight like the Cheyenne. I don’t know what that says about my soul...but I’m a warrior at heart, a Dog Soldier.

He reached under his jacket again, this time feeling beneath the shirt, and found nestled amongst chest hair and ridges of old scars his most precious belonging: the silver ring hanging from a thin chain. With the rough skin of his fingers, he followed the raised pattern of the turquoise stone encrusted in the metal. 

Stay close, so I never forget where I belong. 

He removed his hand and gazed upward. High above the rooftops, heading for the horizon, blood-red strands of clouds streaked the sky like the locks of some ethereal, red-haired goddess. They usually warned of bad weather. Perhaps a sign. 

Stan motioned with his hand, and Tomor looked down the street. 

A well-dressed, obese man with glistening hair combed back was strolling in their direction. Otis Webb, the target.

With slow, calculated moves, Tomor pulled his Glock out from the back of his belt, removed its safety, and listened. His thirst for blood grew with each approaching footstep on the asphalt. 

Though wearing an expensive tux, fine-polished shoes, and the slick attitude of a mafia boss, this sleazebag didn’t belong to the mob—he worked for a bank. It had been fun dealing with this double-crosser and going head-in for the same gold. Being on Webb’s list of friends had provided Tomor’s gang with precious inside info—drug shipments, police plans, and stolen military weapons. 

But this jackass is no friend no more. 

Webb owed them big time. An exchange of powder went wrong a month ago, and someone very smart made off with both the goodies and the money while one of Tomor’s guys died in a pool of blood. 

Time for vengeance. In the next few minutes, the slimeball would suffer the same fate. His throat and stomach would be sliced open and he’d endure a slow and painful death, spilling blood and intestines out onto the pavement with every spasm. 

People always paid their debts to Tomor. One way or another. Nobody fucked with him. 

He took another peek. Webb approached slowly, taking his time, eyes darting sideways, checking out the place. 

Why would he be suspicious? Only a few selected gang members knew about this mission—and Tomor had chosen to attack on the southern side of town, where only good, clean, wealthy people lived, hoping the bastard wouldn’t expect anything here on the open street.

With the swiftness and athletic grace of a cougar, Stan stepped out from the darkness on the other side of the street, obliging Tomor to do the same. 

Too soon. Unease trickled up his spine. Split between wanting to back up Stan and not wanting to lose his own skin, he motioned for his partner to wait. 

Stan didn’t see him. Gun pointed ahead, the Indian focused on Webb and moved out of cover. 

When only a few meters separated Stan from the target, Tomor took a step out into the light, exposing himself. 

But Webb still didn’t look in Stan’s direction—what, the guy saw him coming, but didn’t acknowledge him? 

Ambush! We’re expected!

A loud, commanding voice resonated from somewhere nearby. “Police! Put your guns down and your hands in the air!”

What? The fucker told the cops! 

The voice echoed again. “Put your weapons down or we will shoot!”

Tomor and Stan refused to comply. They stepped back while sweeping the surrounding stores with their guns. Tomor hoped their silent threat would buy them enough time to retreat to a shelter. 

Sudden, rapid-fire bang! bang! bang! echoed in the street. Stan fell to the pavement. Bullets whizzed around Tomor’s head. Panic froze him. 

Move!

As a cop ran toward them, Stan lifted his gun and shot the man between the eyes. Another big guy in riot gear came out of nowhere and fired. Stan yelled and clutched his chest with his free hand. In the next second, he lay still, blood sputtering from a hole in his jacket. 

Tomor shot at the cop, but he moved fast to a side, ducked behind a car, and returned fire. Tomor had to get out of sight or he’d be the next man down. 

As he looked for an escape route, a couple of bullets whizzed past his left ear, deafening him. He barely ducked in time to avoid a new round. He had to leave Stan bleeding on the asphalt and run for his life. 

Nothing I can do for you, bro. 

He spotted an open gate on the other side of the street and bolted for the alley. The brick buildings closed in, the path tighter than expected. It let out on a concrete courtyard with no way out. He glanced around. Five-story brick buildings on every side. Pile of rusty pipes in the corner. One metal fire escape going to the roof. 

He slid the Glock into the back of his belt and jumped up to the first rungs. Though exposed, he had no other choice. He swallowed the lump of fear in his throat, willed his nerves to calm. For anyone else, a quick climb up four stories was insurmountable, but he’d built great physical strength and would never allow anything to stop him. Ever. 

Halfway up to the rooftop, a new hail of bullets showered his feet. 

Seconds later, he jumped up on the roof, breathless, out of sight from below. Red light from the descending sun enveloped him, its blinding force making him take a step back and almost lose balance.

Bracing himself, he sped across the roof to the other side and leaned over the edge. 

A balcony loomed into view, and he sighed with relief. It would do. A long shot, but he had no time to think. He let himself drop two-three meters down, legs first. Landing on his feet and hands, he shuddered as his whole body reeled with pain. 

Quick footsteps sounded on the roof above. How the hell did a cop get up there so fast?

Gathering his remaining strength, Tomor stepped through the balcony door and found an empty living room. Too bad—a hostage would have been useful. He hurried inside to hide and reached for his gun. 

Fuck, he’d lost it. Now what? 

Behind him, a long hallway led to the apartment’s front door. He ran out and onto the landing. An elevator stood next to a staircase. 

He chose the stairs, taking three at a time, his shoes skidding on the painted concrete. Long, excruciating seconds passed as he descended the three levels. When he reached the basement, he had only one chance left: the door to a cellar.

Heavy footsteps echoed in the stairway. 

Out of breath, he yanked the door open. A young woman stood at the bottom of the steep wooden steps. He slammed the door behind him and hurried down. 

Startled by the bang, the girl twisted, eyes widening.

He nearly ran her over, and wheezed, out of breath, “Hide me!”

To the girl’s credit, she hesitated only a second before nodding and leading him into the deepest part of the cellar’s bowels.

Running behind her, an acrid, sweet chemical smell filled his nostrils. He couldn’t place it, but had no time to ask. 

The girl opened a steel door at the end of the cellar, let him inside a small, dark room, and turned on the light. Before he could take in the place, she opened double cupboard doors underneath a sink and urged him down to the floor. 

How could that small place take all of him? He squatted and managed to squeeze inside, bending his knees into a fetal position, pressing his thighs against his chest before the doors closed and plunged him into total darkness.

His constricted lungs screamed for air, but he held his breath.

Loud footsteps sounded right outside the cupboard, followed by ragged breaths, a commanding male voice, and a softer, more conciliatory female reply.

Suffocating, growing desperate, Tomor almost gasped. He pushed a palm against his mouth and ground his teeth. Just a little more, and the cop would be gone. How long could he hold it? A couple of minutes? 

Not after running for my life, no fucking way.

Seconds passed as the voices continued speaking. More distant.

His torso convulsed against the cupboard walls and his mind begged for help. Blackness took over, but he could no longer hear his inner screams. Drifting away was easier. 

~
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Not a sound. 

Unable to believe what just happened, Luz stared out of the open door and into the dimly lit cellar corridor. Her heart hammered in her chest. 

After asking her a few questions, the breathless cop left as quickly as he arrived, gun pointing ahead, sweat running down his temples.

“I haven’t seen or heard anyone,” she’d lied, and he’d believed her. 

But God, what had she done? Lying to a police officer could get her in serious trouble. While her parents taught her to respect authority, she grew up learning to fear it—and obstructing justice was something she’d never thought she’d dare do. 

Hopefully, once the longhaired guy left the darkroom, she’d be able to forget about this unsettling episode.

When he first bumped into her in the stairs, scaring the living daylights out of her, she’d thought he was fleeing a shady deal gone wrong. From the urgency in his black eyes and the plea in his voice, it was clear if she didn’t hide him, he’d be caught and killed. 

But had she known a cop chased him, she wouldn’t have agreed to help. The police had to have a good reason to hunt him.

She sighed. That wasn’t entirely true. Unless he had committed murder—which she had no reason to believe—she would still have wanted to help, out of spite. It was her way to get payback for the police brutality she’d heard of on the news, lately. The zealous mistreatment of beggars, and the relentless removal of homeless people from the public eye.

She shot a quick glance at the row of black and white photos hanging from a string above the desk. Dirty, disheveled street people. Society’s outcasts. Strangely, with his black leather clothes and long, unruly hair, the guy she just hid from the police reminded her of these persecuted people. 

Why didn’t he open the cupboard? Hadn’t he heard the officer leave?

She turned in his direction and said, voice still shaking, “You can come out, now. He’s gone.”

Nothing. Shit.

She squatted in front of the double doors and opened them. Squeezed tightly between the small walls, the guy sat in a crooked position, arms around his bent legs, face hidden between the knees. Very still, and very quiet. 

Damn, he’d suffocated. Only quick, efficient action would save him—if there was still time. Brutal panic rushed through her chest, paralyzing her, but she had to do something. She grabbed the sleeve of his leather jacket and tugged. His whole body looked cramped, as if having frozen in place. 

Oh my God.

She pulled harder until his limp torso dipped toward her. His heavy head rolled back and landed against her chest, eyes closed, long black locks spreading on her white jacket. She ran a palm over his nose and mouth: he wasn’t breathing. No time to lose. 

She slid her hands underneath his armpits, locked fingers across his ribs, and half-pulled, half-lifted him out of the cupboard. He weighed a ton. Grinding her teeth, she slid her knees backwards, scraping her jeans on the grainy cement, bringing the unconscious guy along in her arms. His knees unbuckled, the long legs straightening as they slipped out of the cupboard. 

She shifted to his side, carefully laying the back of his head on the floor. With a trembling palm on his chin, she moved the cold, pale face from side to side. It didn’t help, no air passed through his half-open lips. She checked the pulse on the side of his throat: at least it beat. 

“Come on, breathe!” She gave his cheek a small, tentative slap.

No reaction. Again, she slapped him, harder, and cringed upon seeing red fingerprints on his skin. 

He stirred, but did not inhale.

“Please, please.” She placed her hands on the middle of his chest, and through the thick leather of his jacket, pressed his ribs down. One, two, three, four times. Would she need to blow air into his mouth? 

After a few more rapid pumps, the guy opened his eyes—at last!—and squinted from the light in the ceiling. His breathing response kicked in, and a hard cough shook his torso. Cheeks coloring, he sucked in a breath and grimaced from the pain. 

Thank God, he would live. 

~
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Tomor came to his senses on a cold cement floor, surrounded by deformed walls dancing like people in a ballroom. The rush of blood resonated in his ears, deafened him.

A young blonde in a white biker jacket knelt beside him, observing him with a frown.

He took a deep, sore breath and realized it was the first in what seemed like an eternity. Another ragged breath, and a third, and the fog in his head dissipated. 

He closed his eyes as a succession of images came to his mind. Stan, bleeding. A flat concrete roof. An empty apartment. The door to a basement. A tiny cupboard. Blackness. 

Yeah, blackness, and then she must have dragged him out onto the floor.

His cheek hurt. Did she slap him? How dare she!

Working to catch his breath, he opened dizzy eyes, moved up to sit with his back against the cupboard doors, and glared at the blonde. 

Does she have any idea who I am? 

Too weak to talk or move, he sat still, filling his lungs with humid cellar air and trying to recover without losing too much face. 

What a pretty girl. Long, blond hair curled at her shoulders, beautifully framing a symmetrical face with full lips and smooth skin. Her cat-shaped eyes were a strange grey-blue-green enhanced by a thick layer of dark blue eyeliner. 

He broke the spell by checking the door behind her. No sound from outside. The cop must be gone. Unable to believe his luck, he glanced at the girl again. 

As if reading his mind, she gave him a gentle smile. “He’s gone. You okay?” A low voice, but soft, sensual.

His mind clearing and chest easing, he nodded, though not sure he’d regained his full strength yet. 

Gurgling sounded from above. He looked up, but it was only copper pipes fixed to the ceiling. Sighing, he checked out the rest of the place. Gray paint flaked off old concrete walls. The place must have been built pre-World War I, like the condemned building his gang occupied on the other side of town. 

Thirst scratched at his throat. He grabbed the side of the sink and pushed himself to his feet, his hand shaking as he turned on the tap. Water splashed into the aluminum basin.

Flat boxes filled with strange liquids sat on a working desk to the right, and on the other side, a photographic enlarger. Above the desk, black and white pictures hung from a string fixed to two opposite walls. 

He moved his long hair to one side and leaned forward to drink from the tap. Chemical vapor from the flat boxes drifted into his nostrils, provoking a wave of nausea. He almost puked the water back into the sink. 

Ah, fuck. With a grimace of disgust, he turned and leaned his back against the desktop, trying to fight the sickness. Head spinning, he put a hand on the cold sink for balance.

The blonde slid her arms around his waist and steadied him. “Maybe you should sit.”

He shook his head and took a few deep breaths, waiting for his mind to clear. 

How strange to be held in a woman’s arms. His experiences with the opposite sex never included such warmth. He savored their intimacy for a beat, studying her. 

Though a head shorter than him, she was tall for a woman, slim, and probably agile like a cat, too. She smelled good—the subtle, flowery freshness of a summer breeze. So, a nice girl, but hot under the surface. Feline. 

He grinned and took on his best gangster attitude: an arrogant smirk and a tough look.

The girl jerked back with a sharp intake of breath, removing her arms from around him. Eyes wide, she took a few steps backward toward the door. 

He chuckled. Did she fear him?

Sure, he could get ideas in this constricted place. They were all alone and no sound would escape from the cellar. He might start with these luscious lips, give them a nice little bite. The insistent throbbing in his pants agreed.

But this wasn’t the right time. Besides, she’d saved his life and deserved better. Tilting his head with another grin, he observed her. 

Don’t worry, pretty, I’m not gonna hurt you.

She stood at a safe distance from him, probably anticipating his next move. 

He stared back and measured her response. Pleased that she held his look, which indicated mental strength, he nodded his approval. 

She narrowed her eyes.

He grew curious and was tempted to stay close to this strong, beautiful woman a little longer. What a nice change of pace, a welcome break from his ordeal. In other circumstances, he’d have no qualms about having a little fun with her. But it was time to go.

With one last small smirk, he stepped past her, mischievously bumping into her shoulder and pressing her out of his way. As the girl shrank back from the touch, his grin widened. 

What, you think I’m a beast or something? Ha ha, maybe I am. 

But she’d never know. He would leave and never see her again. Tossing his long, black mane in the air, he stepped out through the door, leaving her perfectly alone once more in the cold, dark cellar. 

Funny—he hadn’t said a word to her.
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2 ~ Bastard Royale
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Suspecting a ’friendly’ welcome at the car he and Stan parked near the shootout, Tomor abandoned it. He spent the next hour cutting through town, walking in growing shadows, slowly approaching his turf, a block of condemned buildings in an old neighborhood he ruled with an iron fist. 

The authorities would intensify the search for a few days before concluding that, once more, he’d vanished from the face of the earth.

Though surrounded by a vast, dense forest on sloping green hillsides, Candara City pulsated with life like its big North American sisters. Late evening shades descended on emptying streets, embracing their random maze with long arms of quiet, sleepy darkness. A large river meandered through the town center, dividing it into two sides: a bright one where skyscrapers, monuments and luxurious avenues elbowed for space, and a darker, dirtier side.

Across the watercourse lay Hellhole, the northern part of town. A land of the lost and depraved, with dilapidated housing, indescribable stenches, hostile glares and shady affairs. A Mecca for addicts and hiding hole for criminals. No law enforcement survived there, no traffic regulation, no rule. Only souls thriving in debauchery crossed the border.

Tomor grinned to himself. 

Yep, that’s home. 

He strode through a darkened street when a shrill siren wailed nearby. He hurried behind a large, overfilled garbage bin wishing he had a gun, but the siren soon vanished into the distance. 

Heart pounding, he found a cigarette in a jacket pocket and took a long, reassuring drag. His feet hurt. Damned sneakers. Not much longer, and he would be home to his studded cowboy boots.

He would have to tell his men about Stan. What a sordid twist of fate: the proud Indian had always been faithful to the meaning of his name Otaktay, ’He who kills many’, and now he, in turn, was slain.

His killers would pay with blood.

Ravaged by raw anger since the shootout, Tomor almost forgot how close he, too, came to getting a bullet. Some days, he felt so invincible he defied the whole goddamn world; on other days, reality punched its cold fist so hard into his face, it was clear his time would come. Even though he ruled the biggest gang of fearless bandits in the state, he couldn’t escape the law forever.

He took a peek into the street, sucked down another drag of smoke, and stepped out from the safety of his shelter. 

Well, safety... There was a mountainous contract on his head. Everybody wanted him. The FBI, local cops, insurance companies, store owners, security guards, drug lords, weapon dealers, rival gangs, victims’ relatives... He was a pain in everybody’s ass, so everybody went after his ass. These were the consequences of power, and he couldn’t afford the slightest mistake. 

How the hell did he get framed? Why didn’t he anticipate Otis Webb’s demand for protection? When things went wrong, the heavy responsibility of his leadership became evident. Whether he was directly involved in the decision-making or not, fingers of blame always pointed to him.

But it wasn’t only his goddamn fault! Fury and bitterness resurged, pure and sharp as glass, and this time he let them take over. 

You killed one of my best men, Webb! Son of a bitch. Nothing you do or say can change anything. 

The bank man was doomed. He may beg for his miserable fucking life, but Tomor would slice him open and rip each and every organ out until faint, suffocated pulses of life beat in the heart—then he’d reach under Webb’s ribs, tear that last bloody part out, and watch the agonizing man die in his hands. It wouldn’t be the first time he heard the sweet poetry of terror.

Gnawing grief and guilt tore at him. The only way to alleviate them was to inflict physical pain on himself. With a growl, he crushed the burning cigarette in his palm and welcomed the immediate searing pain. He took a deep breath as hurt rushed through his body like a thousand volts. That’s good, distract me.

He dropped the extinguished butt to the ground and headed to the darkest, most desolated hole of the city. His home.

~
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Interrupted by a sudden reflection of white light in her laptop screen, Luz turned to the tall window behind her. There! Another flash, lighting up the whole living room.

She went to the balcony door, pushed aside the soft, white curtains, and looked into the night. Owning a fourth floor apartment, she had a good view of the city and loved it, loved being able to look into the horizon and dream away.

Another bolt of lightning pierced the heavy storm clouds in the far distance, feeding her excitement. She waited for the next flash, the next roll of anger, the next rush of adrenaline. As fiery and intense as the frustration that consumed her from within. 

Lightning was one of many phenomena she strived to capture on camera. Photography was her great passion—her hobby, her job, her life. She could walk in the city streets for days, hoping to catch a memorable moment or an outstanding person.

Though digital technology rendered perfect results, she worked with a single-lens reflex camera. The grainy black and white photos she obtained gave a rawer, more accurate representation of the reality she aimed to capture. She had installed a small darkroom in the cellar so she could develop the films and print the photos in the proximity of her home.

Yeah, the cellar, where she met the longhaired guy in distress a few hours ago... Damn, how he kept popping up in her mind! 

Where did he live? Was it someplace she could see from here? Her balcony faced south, and a hunch told her it couldn’t be the right direction. A guy like him, running from the cops, would live on the northern side of town for sure.

If her parents knew about her growing infatuation, they’d be furious.

Not that they weren’t already. She’d left the family house in Spain to study in the United States a few years back, and now only saw her parents once a year when she visited for Christmas. Their letters and phone calls were minimal. 

She didn’t understand their disappointment. Her dad left Candara thirty-something years ago to settle in Spain, where he met and married a dark-haired beauty—but could they really expect their daughter to stay over there? Besides, she’d found an apartment in the same part of town as her paternal grandmother, and the two nurtured an affectionate relationship.

They gave her a Spanish name, but that and a small accent were all she brought from her native country. Instead of inheriting mamá’s gorgeous exotic features, she was blonde and fair-skinned like her dad, a Scandinavian descendant, and looked helplessly boring.

It didn’t matter. Working behind the camera, she didn’t need to be photogenic. And if a guy stared in her direction, he had to be looking at some gorgeous woman behind her, not at Luz.  

Her stomach churned. 

She’d always been angry at the world. It was a cold, hard place. She hated it for launching wars, breeding monsters, cultivating famine, and murdering children before they were old enough to say their name. For hunting people of color and closing its selfish, content eyes in face of poverty.

Anger was her driving force, the reason why she strolled through the streets day after day in search of subjects for her camera lens, portraying the dismaying parts of town and immortalizing its homeless, drug addicts, beggars, prostitutes, and forlorn immigrants. By taking their picture, she made sure they were seen, and they saw someone caring enough to pause and press a small button for them. Some days, she brought a little food to deal out, too. 

Unfortunately, she could only do that in her free time. In order to make a living, she took jobs for model agencies, magazines, and websites, using a digital camera and editing programs. They loved her work and asked for more, so she became financially stable enough to be her own employer.

In Spain, she’d found a way to channel her anger. Driving enduro motorcycles off the road became a great fondness of hers, and a few months ago, she spent a huge chunk of her hard-earned savings on a magnificent red Honda XR650. She also enjoyed taking kick-boxing courses two afternoons a week, believing her ability to fight gave her more strength, agility, and self-confidence.  

The thunderstorm seemed to move north. Tired from her late night hours in the darkroom, she wanted to go to sleep. But first—a drink. She went to the kitchen to mix herself a nice Gin & Tonic, her special treat and most loyal friend. Its dull, comforting warmth had become a sufficient substitute for people. 

She brought the drink to her bedroom, which contained a huge double bed. Glass in hand, she stopped to stare at the empty sheets for a moment. She’d never shared that bed with a man, and from the look of things, she probably never would. 

Her loneliness didn’t have anything to do with her being foreign. She was just different, not feminine enough to attract a man. She waited for Mr. Right—if such a wonder did indeed exist. As a student, she learned what ’screwing around’ meant, and didn’t want to take part in that. When asked why she didn’t have a boyfriend, or when someone said people her age were screwing like rabbits, she smiled and reminded herself it was okay. She could wait a little longer.

Deep inside, she feared rejection. The guys would find out her breasts were so small she could stuff her bra and still look pre-pubescent, and they’d notice her inexperience, that she’d never been kissed or held in a boy’s arms. 

Time did all but soothe her ruthless embarrassment, and although catching herself in need of company at times, she was better off alone. Safer.

~
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The hooker bent over with her back to Tomor, her purple hair moving in rhythm with his brutal movements. He didn’t want to see her face. He was inside her, but not with her. In the quietness of the room, all he could hear was her muffled gasps as he thrust into her. Good thing they were alone. He wouldn’t tolerate seeing anyone now. 

I’m mad, I’m insane. I’ve lost it. Take me away.

He banged the girl until he came, and he did without a sound. All she must have heard were faster breaths, and she must have felt his body jerk a little. But he didn’t like other people hearing him express anything. He wanted to be feared, and in order to ensure his dominance, he exercised perfect self-control in every situation, including sex.

If you could call this sex. He pushed the girl away so she stumbled. That’s right. He liked having control. Except when someone’s lack of respect pissed him and he lost his temper, barked them into submission. 

The girl tripped and flapped with her arms, but he didn’t move to help her. 

Fuck off. Leave me alone.

He dropped the used rubber to the floor. Maybe his silence was due to him being too distant from the act, too much inside his head. Not eager enough to achieve real climax. He knew how violent an orgasm could be for other people, how impossible it was for them to hold back a scream. He’d witnessed total surrender, extreme release. 

He wasn’t jealous. He didn’t care. He had all the power and earthly pleasure he needed. 

I’m ruthless, I’m cold, and I’m sharper, slyer and deadlier than you all. I have the strength and endurance of a Dog Soldier, and no one can surpass me, let alone dare to challenge me. 

Waiting for his erection to slacken, he stood still with his pants at his feet and watched the girl get dressed. With her tight leather miniskirt, black laced corset, and knee-high boots, she looked old enough for this game—though according to the law, she was just barely so.

But I make my own rules. Try come and get me. Try come here on my turf and tell me how to lead my life, how to run my business, how to treat my people.

The girl wanted it, and that was good enough for him. And even if she hadn’t wanted it, he’d still fuck her brains out.

Savannah was his favorite. The gang employed other hookers as well, but this one attracted him more than the others. Long, purple locks with streaks of pink floated down to the small of her back, and she had pouting lips and all the kitty makeup a guy could dream of. A stubborn little thing, that quean, and that was probably what he liked about her. A challenge. The others were meek in comparison.

He liked having to fight for what he got, didn’t want it handed to him on a plate. Savannah never refused him, but didn’t directly invite him either. When he gave her the signal, she’d play hard to get until he forced her to please him. Though she was above age of consent, some would be quick to call it rape or ephebophilia, but he gave the girl so much money and freedom she couldn’t complain. She could come and go as she wanted, and he could take what was his whenever he wanted.

No one had ever given him anything, so he learned to take it. It wasn’t so hard. In fact, it was probably easier than what most people had to do in life. All he needed were plans and men to carry them out for him. He was smart enough to be a leader, and those who worked for him executed his orders without asking questions. How cool!

Aside from what happened to Stan today and the other guy a month ago, Tomor’s gang enjoyed great success. Their criminal actions not only put food on the table, but gave them financial security, and even fame, as the media sometimes mentioned them. And rival gangs envied their glorious achievements, which motivated Tomor’s guys to work for him and accept his authority. 

They admired and praised him. If he didn’t exist, they’d have to invent him. That’s the kind of followers—sheep his men were, one motley group, a cacophony of malfunctioning misfits in constant need of a dictator. They actually thought working for him was pretty cool, the morons. Not without risk, but so much more exciting than any regular job.

He zipped up his pants and gazed at the closed door. Savannah had left without a word or single glance. Their relationship, if you could call it that, was a cold affair. But he didn’t care. As long as she provided him with relief when he needed it, it was enough for him. He ruled the goddamn city, he was a king, and in his proud, self-made kingdom, he could never have what others—pathetic mortal fools—called a normal life. 

So what? He didn’t need no-fucking-body. 

Me and loneliness, we go way back.

It was a lot easier to stand alone, strong, than to give and share. Just like it was easier to be mean than nice, to brutalize someone than to treat them well, to kill the enemy than give him one’s hand to shake. Sage words from a savage. 

Why should he have inner demons, when he himself was a demon? He didn’t care if that made him a bastard. An obnoxious, chauvinistic one, even. He didn’t mind being a brute, a vandal, a villain. 

Call me scum, filth, ugliness, terror personified, and I fuckin’ love it. I’ll die a motherfucker.

Still, unlike his guys who had no restraints, he didn’t hurt people without reason. He didn’t kill unless he had to, unless someone deserved it. No cheap torture, no vulgar molesting or mutilating. A little of that could be a whole lot of fun, but it was a compromise he forced himself to implement so his conscience would be all right. Not clean, but okay. Not good, but acceptable. So his soul didn’t venture too far from his dormant Native ideals. 

Something boomed nearby. He froze, his mind instantly brought back to the earlier police shootout.

He snapped out of it; it was only thunder. Just like the clouds had predicted, a violent storm came his way.

He went to one of the windows overlooking the city and peeked out. No more burning horizon, no more reddish clouds. Now, a heavy, electric pressure rolled over the city from the south like a bulldozer, pushing all air ahead. It was deep, menacing blackness that seemed to want to suck him out from the safety of his home.

Just you wait. One day I’ll come, one day we’ll join forces. Just lemme’ finish my work here first.

~
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What a strange dream. A scary one, too.

In her nightmare, Luz had been on her way down the steep, narrow stairs to the basement when the door behind her was yanked open and slammed shut. She turned as a longhaired stranger jumped down the steps and almost landed on her. His deep, raven-colored eyes glowed with such disturbing intensity, it had to be a bad dream, and she’d soon wake not remembering a thing.

But this nightmare wouldn’t stop: clearly in trouble, the leather-clad guy stood in her face, out of breath, urging her to help him. Believing it to be a matter of life and death, she led him into the dark entrails of the cellar, her own heart in her throat, knowing exactly which place no one would think of searching.

Oh, God! The dream shifted, moved somewhere else without allowing her to wake. She lay on her back, hips raised and arched, covered in sweat, panting and trembling with anticipation. Another tremor shook her hips. She could barely hold back a scream of pleasure as the longhaired guy dove into her again, filled her, explored her, invaded her. 

Sharp features, high cheekbones, and an eagle’s nose hovered inches above her face, half-open lusting lips sharing warm breath with long guttural moans. She whispered, “faster!” but the wild stranger proceeded on his own, adjusted the rhythm as he pleased, and expertly monitored her loss of control until a final deep, hard thrust delivered her scream. 

After Luz awoke, it took her a long while to recover from the dream. Minutes, maybe hours, passed as she waited for the man’s image to fade, giving her time to think.

Some people make a distinct, well thought-through nuance between loneliness and simply being alone, and she’d always believed to belong in that category—living by herself and dealing with life’s ups and downs on her own. But this could only apply until something unexpected happened and she ran into a person so special she couldn’t get him out her mind. 

Where are you, you longhaired wildman, you seducer?

First thing in the morning, she’d drive her motorcycle north of the city center and search for him. And if she didn’t find him, she’d look for him the next day, and the next, until she did. It would probably not be too difficult; that sequestered part of town was limited.

But why do I even care? 

She frowned and leaned against the headboard. After bringing the guy back to consciousness, she briefly held him in her arms to steady him. Animal heat oozed from him, and his chest pounded through his clothes, revealing a wild, untamed heart. In his mischievous, scrutinizing black eyes, she recognized her own strength and perseverance. 

She’d never met a man like him and probably never would again. One with the same burning heart, capable of sharing her wildness and always resist, always defy. He was clearly a mountain of trouble—a police escapee, the worst news her safe little world had ever known—but she needed to find out more about him.
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3 ~ Rough Hot Handling
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Most of the buildings Luz had searched in Hellhole, the lugubrious part of town, had a door and someone to answer questions, yet no one knew about the guy she’d hid from the cop. Surely, the city housed many longhaired men—but an Indian-looking one? No. 

In the afternoon of the second day, she visited yet another block and parked her motorcycle in a side-street. She sighed. It had been a long day. After searching this place, she’d head home. 

Surrounded by boarded-up brick warehouses, a tall, imposing black marble building loomed, its shiny Hilton sign above the entrance reflecting low sunlight. 

Finding the glass doors locked, she snuck along the length of a side wall and turned to the back of the building—where a bear of a man in dark brown leather leaned against a closed metal door, sucking on a cigarette.

As soon as he saw her, he leapt forward, tossed his smoke to the ground, and sprinted to her. 

Holy shit. Her heart up her throat, she spun, but he was faster and grabbed her arm from behind.

“What the fuck ya doin’ here?” He pushed her face against the cold marble wall, a disgusting cigarette breath drifting to her nose.

She winced from the pain in her locked arm. “I-I’m looking for someone.”

“Who?” he barked into her ear, pressing an elbow between her shoulder blades.

“A tall guy with long black hair. Kind of like an Indian. He’s wearing a—”

The man snorted. “What do you want from him? I never seen ya.”

Luz’ heart leapt. Was he here? Had she found him? She nodded. “He knows me. I want to talk to him.”

“Talk, eh?” With a brutal tug at her arm, he spun her and brought her to the metal door. He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. She peeked around him to get a better look—he held a rough piece of rope.

She swallowed hard. Not good.

~
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Tomor’s gang occupied an old seven-story hotel amid deserted offices and warehouses. The city condemned the entire quarter of dilapidated buildings to be destroyed decades ago, but as its squatters could not be forced out without a major SWAT offensive, the barricaded gangsters enjoyed a temporary semblance of peace. 

Since the authorities had cut off the water, power, and sewage, Tomor paid a fortune in bribes to have corrupt bureaucrats re-deliver them to the abandoned building.

The sixth hotel floor housed the gang’s administration. In the building’s heyday, its huge conference room had been furnished and decorated with taste, but he decided to have everything thrown out. His men didn’t need comfort or art. When dealing with simple people, keep things simple.
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