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Chapter 1

Allison hiked her backpack up on her shoulder. "I’m probably going to lose you soon," she explained into her phone. "I’m headed into my dorm."

"Okay, I’ll be out for a few weeks and I don’t know what kind of service they get out there," the woman’s voice on the other end of the call said. "I’ll try to call but I don’t know if I’ll get through. You’re doing great. I’m so proud of you, and I love you."

Ally rolled her eyes even as she grinned. She knew it was stupid but it still felt so good to hear her say it. "I love you, too, Jessie. Make sure you tell Dad I love him."

Jessie’s laugh was music to her ears in spite of the distortion the diminished signal quality caused. "You just want to make him uncomfortable!"

"I learned that from you," Ally said.

Jessie laughed again. "I’ll do it, and he loves hearing it no matter how much he pretends otherwise. Take care and do good!"

Ally mumbled her good bye and ended the call. Since her shorts were too short for the pockets to be useful, she shoved the phone into a pouch on her backpack. She grinned at the memory of her dad’s face when she bought them. It was Jessie’s influence all the way and she loved them. It was Carl’s fault, too; he’d told her to stop hiding herself and to be proud of being a girl.

She hiked up the stairs, reminiscing about the man she called "Dad." Carl was probably a terrible role model and even worse as a parent, but she loved him so much it hurt. He’d saved her life and then gone beyond that; he’d shown her how she could have a life of her own. She couldn’t have asked for more and she didn’t, but that didn’t stop Carl and Jessie from providing it for her. Between the two of them, they taught her everything she knew and helped her pass her GED. From there, she’d more than passed the entrance exams to get into UNLV and when there’d been some concern about her citizenship since she'd been an orphan, Carl had pulled some strings and made everything legal. It wasn’t just her student ID that said she was Allison Waters; her heart said it, too.

Darker thoughts of the paper she had to write for her biology class pushed her happy memories off to the side. She only had a few days left and so far she didn’t even have any idea where to get information on white blood cells. Maybe a degree in medicine wasn’t the best option for her, after all.

She pressed her thumb up against the biometric lock of her dorm room and frowned when she realized the light on the display showed it was already unlocked. Had Kenzie left the door unlocked again? With her lips pressed tightly together, she pushed the door open and walked in.

Allison breathed a sigh of relief. She’d been afraid her roommate might have brought a boy back in with her. Sex was hardly something she was afraid of. Heck, her adopted mother was practically a former porn star! Ally smiled at thinking of how pissed Jessie got when she called her that. It was a touchy subject. Jessie insisted she’d been a B movie queen until Los Angeles and Hollywood were covered in radioactive dust. After that, there were enough holes in the revived movie industry to let her talent at acting climb until she was on her way to being one of the biggest actresses of their time.

Then Jessie got caught up in the seedy part of the movie industry. She preached to Allison about it time and again, warning her to stay away from drugs. They’d taken Jessie back down, almost as fast as she’d climbed up the ladder of success. When Ally’s dad found her, she was seconds away from being killed because of her string of bad choices.

Allison laid her backpack on her bed and unzipped it to pull out her notebook computer. She turned to her desk, knowing if she didn’t dig into the report now, she’d keep reliving old memories as an excuse to avoid getting her homework done. "This shit ain’t going to get done if nobody does it," she said in a gruff voice meant to imitate Carl. She giggled at herself and shook her head. She was stalling.

She set the laptop down and opened it up before noticing the note lying on her desk. It was typed but definitely not something she’d laid there. Had Mackenzie left her a note? Allison’s eyes widened and a gasp slipped out of her mouth as she read it.

Dear Kenzie,


Sorry I took off, but a family emergency came up. I might be gone a few weeks. Not sure I’ll have service where I’m going but I’ll try to call and let you know what’s up. Sorry!



Ally

"I didn’t write this," Allison whispered. She jerked her head up and looked around. Her heart was hammering in her chest and the hairs on her neck were standing up. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

The closet door opened and a man wearing a black sweater and dark jeans stepped around it. Even his shoes were black. Allison’s eyes flickered over the badge on his shirt, claiming he worked for TIS, the dorm's cleaning company.

"What are you doing in my room?" Allison squeaked out.

The man ignored her. He turned and went to lock the door before turning back to her. "Allison Waters?"

She nodded, not trusting her voice. She felt like she was fifteen again and about to be beaten up by a pack of larger kids in the back of an alley. This time Carl wasn’t there. This time she had only herself. He’d taught her what to do. He’d drilled it into her head over and over. But she didn’t have a gun. She didn’t have a knife. She didn’t even have her computer.

"Step into the bathroom," he said.

Allison whimpered and shook her head.

"Now!" he roared at her, the spittle flying from his teeth.

Allison yelped and rushed to the bathroom. She flung the door open and darted inside, only to try to shut the door behind her. Her hand flew to the lock but she saw the knob was missing. Had he already taken it off? She pulled against the handle anyhow, knowing her life depended on it.

The invader grabbed the doorknob on the outside of the door and pulled it open with ease. Allison stumbled back, her eyes darting to the sink in hopes of finding a weapon. All she saw was her toothbrush, which made a poor excuse for self-defense. Carl had made a joke once of stabbing someone in the eye with a toothbrush but she knew she wouldn't be able to do it.

She glanced down, aware for the first time of the strange crinkling sound under her feet. The floor was covered in a plastic sheet. She looked up, terrified of the implications. Even more terrifying was the pistol in the man’s hands.

"This is going to hurt you a lot more than it will me," he said with a grim smile.

"Daddy!" Allison whimpered right before the two darts slammed into her and made her world erupt in an explosion of pain. Every muscle in her body contracted, dropping her to the ground. She stared at the white plastic of the shower surround until the colors dancing across her vision blinded her. She felt something wet running down her cheek and something else wet and warm on her legs. The pain ramped up again, tightening off her lungs and preventing her from screaming. Before she could try to collect her thoughts and try to fight back, the dancing colors burst in on her and turned everything to darkness.


Chapter 2

"I said don’t fucking move!"

Carl watched as Jessie’s head was slammed into the side of the blue car. He rolled his eyes and huffed in disgust. Jessie crumpled to the pavement and grunted when the bandit’s foot slammed into her stomach. Carl clenched his fists as the man bent low and grabbed her by the shirt. He tried to yank her up, twisting her shirt so that it ripped and exposed her surgically enhanced breasts.

Jessie jammed a rock into her attacker’s foot and then jumped up and slammed her head into his chest. He stumbled back, surprised, and then jerked and fell forward. Red gore splattered over Jessie’s face and uncovered chest, leaving her staring in open-mouthed shock.

"And cut!"

Jessie waited for one of the grips to run over and hand her a towel. She wiped the special effects goo off and then took a lightweight robe he offered her and slipped it on. She turned until her eyes met Carl’s and grinned. Carl tried to return the gesture but he saw the wrinkles around her eyes, proving she read his irritation.

"Is that good?" Jessie called over to the director.

"Yeah, it's a print. Let’s set up for the next scene where Carl comes in," he ordered.

Jessie hurried over to Carl. "What’s wrong, baby?"

"This is bullshit," Carl growled. "That ain’t how it happened."

Jessie nodded. "It’s a movie. This is our story but it's my return to the big screen. That makes it a big deal that they’re using to advertise and make this a blockbuster. They can’t have me being strung out and fucked up."

"You were," Carl reminded her.

Jessie sighed. "I know, but I’m not now. This isn’t about what really happened; this is about entertainment."

It was Carl’s turn to sigh. "I guess. Besides, I haven’t missed a Jizzie Banks movie yet."

She slapped him in the stomach with the back of her hand. Carl grinned. His faster-than-human reaction time had him ready for the cheap shot. "It’s Jessie Waters. It has been for six years now."

Carl chuckled. "Thought they wanted to use your old name."

"They did. I wouldn’t let them," Jessie said. "I told them I wouldn’t do it unless they had my name right in the credits."

Carl grunted.

"Are you jealous?" Jessie grinned. "Holy shit! The unstoppable Sergeant Waters is jealous!"

Carl scowled.

Jessie laughed. "Baby, this is the business. It’s not like it used to be, not for me, anyhow. I’m all yours. You know the things we do? The limits I don’t have with you? Those are for you and only you. Other people can watch me getting freaky in some of my early movies but you’re the only man who will ever get your freak on with me. We could head over to my trailer right now and I could remind you?"

"You are a freak," Carl admitted. He grinned when Jessie’s mouth dropped open. "I think what’s bugging me is the douche bag actor that gets to play me."

Jessie laughed. "Taylor? He’s harmless!"

"What the fuck kind of name is Taylor?" Carl wondered aloud.

"Mrs. Waters, we’re ready. We need you in make-up," one of the film crew ran up to Jessie and said.

Jessie nodded and turned to look at Carl. Her expression turned serious before she asked, "Are you okay?"

Carl nodded. "Yeah, go knock ’em dead. Just let me know if Taylor gets too touchy."

Jessie threw her arms around her husband and tried the squeeze the life out of him. "I love you so much, baby," she whispered into his ear.

She bounced away from him to head over to the enclosed make-up booth to reapply the fake blood and brains to her chest and face. Carl watched her go and shook his head. "Yeah, I love you, too," he whispered in his softest voice so she wouldn’t hear it.

A movement behind the hanging tarps that made up the changing booth caught Carl’s eye. He saw a man moving towards the tarps wearing a jacket far too long and heavy for the blazing Southern California sun. Carl pulled the M1911 from the holster at his side and raised it up. The man looked straight at him and moved so the make-up booth containing Carl’s wife was between them.

"What’s going on? Hey, somebody get a camera on this!"

Carl ignored the guy shouting in the background. It was part of how he was programmed. Literally. All secondary environmental concerns were treated as a lower priority by the tactical processing system that had been surgically implanted in his brain years ago when he’d been shot trying to protect Jessie and the two kids he’d taken on as charges. He’d saved them from the mercenaries that were hunting them down, but they’d captured him and taken him back on life support, and then rebuilt him and fucked with his memory so they could get him to work for them. They’d wired his nervous system up, too, bypassing the damage the bullet had done to his spine with fiber optics that relayed commands to his muscles at the speed of light.

Now that Carl had reclaimed his rightful memories and killed the assholes that tried to screw his life over, he seldom did much of anything other than act as a bodyguard or a security consultant. He was getting closer and closer to his fiftieth birthday but a small part of him was happy to see that he was still moving faster and smoother than anybody without the best technology money could buy.

"Jessie!" He shouted as he ran towards her enclosed booth. "Incoming!"

Jessie knew the code word and what it meant. They’d set them up when he’d agreed to let her show her face in public again. With the corrupt leaders of Maelstrom Securities on ice, neither of them had expected to run into any problems, but Carl wasn’t the kind of man who left things to chance.

Carl heard the roar of a shotgun blast and saw the tarps jerk as the buckshot tore through them. The shotgun kept firing, each shell cycling fast enough he knew it had to be a semi-automatic weapon. After eight explosions, he was uninjured. The deadly pellets had missed him as he ran forward in a crouch. He angled to his right to try to get line of sight on the gunman even as he saw an arm with blood on it fall out from under the hanging sheets.

Carl saw the attacker running away. His long coat was flapping behind him and the shotgun was nowhere to be seen. Carl raised his pistol and fired as he ran, pumping three rounds out of the pistol so he could be sure he hit his target. The man staggered and nearly fell but he caught himself. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw Carl standing there sighting down the barrel of his pistol. It was the last thing the man ever saw as Carl fired twice more.

Carl ejected the magazine and loaded his spare clip into the pistol. He jogged over to the body, slipping the almost empty magazine into his pocket. He used his foot to kick the man’s body, and then rolled the body over with the same foot when he didn’t respond. Carl stared down the steel sights on his pistol and relaxed when he saw the damage his .45 caliber hollow-point round had done to the right side of the man’s forehead.

"Carl!"

Carl spun around and caught Jessie as she threw herself at him. Her wardrobe hadn’t changed, aside from a lot of extra blood on her skin. He scooped her up and ran to her trailer, not stopping in spite of her protests until he’d reached the door unmolested and set her inside.

Carl did a quick scan of the small trailer and then turned and performed a similar surveillance of the wilderness movie set before he backed into the trailer and slammed the door shut. He flipped the lock on it and went into the bedroom, double checking it to make sure it was empty, and then returned to the front where Jessie was standing with her lip quivering.

"What’s happening?" she whimpered.

"I don’t know," he said as he moved to pull back a curtain and look out the windows. "Are you okay? Is any of that your blood?"

"What? No!" Jessie said. "I heard you and dropped just like you said. Jeffrey, the make-up guy—it’s his blood."

Carl grunted. "You piss somebody off I don’t know about? Anybody not happy you’re back in the business?"

Jessie hugged her arms across her chest. The old Jessie would have been scared and insecure but that was years ago. The new Jessie, his Jessie, had come a long ways. To prove his point, her arms actually pushed her breasts up and put them on display rather than hide them. Carl smirked and turned to grab a robe.

"No way," Jessie said, refusing to take it. "That’s silk! I’m not going to ruin it by getting blood and make-up all over it!"

Carl shook his head. "You sure you didn’t hit your head?"

Jessie took a deep breath and let it out. She shivered as she forced out some of the tension. "Ha ha," she said. "What the fuck is going on? Is somebody after me? Or after us?"

"They tried to kill you," Carl pointed out.

"Maybe they wanted to hurt you?" Jessie suggested. "You’re not really a people person."

"Fuck you"." Carl proved her point.

"Baby, even now I’d let you but I don’t think it’s a good time," Jessie said.

Somebody beat on the door of the trailer, drawing Carl’s attention. He moved to the window and stared out of it at an angle. He grunted and nodded with his head for Jessie to get behind him. He unlocked the door and opened it, and then greeted the film’s director by placing the barrel of his pistol against his forehead.

"Step inside, quick," Carl snapped.

The director gasped, and then felt himself jerked forward by Carl’s hand on his shirt. Carl slammed the door shut behind him.

"Anthony, what’s going on?" Jessie blurted out. "Who was he?"

Carl pushed Anthony back until he was forced to sit on the sofa and then he backed up a few steps. At no point did his pistol waver. "Answer the lady," Carl growled.

"What happened?" Anthony asked instead. "Jeffrey’s dead!" His eyes shifted to Carl. "And you killed one of the extra stagehands! We caught it on film. Most of it, anyhow. How did you know?"

"You caught it on film?" Carl spat out, disgusted. "Two people just died and you had the presence of mind to catch it on film?"

"We didn’t know what was happening!" Anthony protested. "I saw you take off like you were shot out of a cannon and heard you shouting. Then the gunfire started. Then, just like that, it was over. It happened so fast!"

"I need to know everything about that stagehand," Carl snapped. "Everything! Now. Got it?"

Anthony’s eyes stayed fixed on the unmoving pistol while his head nodded. "It was just a contract for some temp labor. I’ll get what I can but he was probably just hired this morning for a day’s work."

"This is your idea of security?" Carl spat at him. "Jessie, we’re done here until they get background checks and some real security in place."

Jessie opened her mouth but Carl cut her off. "No. Get cleaned up; we’re leaving."

Jessie puffed out her already considerable chest and dropped her arms to her side. "Carl, stop it. I’m with you. At least until we know what’s going on."

Anthony let out a squawk and sputtered, "You can’t just—"

"I just did," Jessie snapped at the director. "There’s no way your crew can do any more filming today after that. Get out there, make sure everybody’s okay, and get someone to take care of Jeffrey."

He clamped his mouth shut and nodded. "I’ll have a security team here tomorrow first thing."

Carl moved over to a cabinet in the wall and punched in a security code. It beeped and the door popped open. He reached in and pulled out his patched army jacket. "Don’t let anyone in except me," Carl said to his wife over his shoulder while he exchanged the used pistol magazine for a fresh one. He retrieved his M4 rifle from the closet and slipped three magazines into the pockets of his coat before he loaded a fourth into the rifle.

"What are you going to do?"

"I’m going to do some scouting and then if I don’t find anything, I’m going to watch the recordings that were made," Carl said. He turned to Anthony and added, "Make sure nobody touches the killer."

"I have to notify the police!" the wide-eyed director said.

Carl smirked. "I know, but they won’t be here for a long time. The government only reclaimed the West a couple of years ago and they ain’t doing a good job of controlling anything yet."

Anthony nodded and, when Carl checked out the window and then opened the door for him, headed out of the trailer. Carl shut the door and stared at Jessie. She blew out a breath and shook her head before saying, "Somebody wants us dead. Again."

"You’re handling it a lot better this time."

"God help me, I’ve been around you too long!" Jessie snarked.

Carl's lip curled up in a smile. "I didn’t make it easy for you, neither, but you proved yourself."

She nodded her head. "Don’t you forget it, either!"

"Yeah, well, I’m glad you did," he admitted.

Jessie’s half smile softened. "That’s one of the sweetest things you’ve said to me. I love you, you big caveman!"

Carl shook his head and turned away. No sense in either one of them getting all distracted and emotional. He glanced back over his shoulder before he headed out the door and said, "Ain’t it nice, being wanted?"


Chapter 3

Carl rounded the corner of the trailer and moved along the road back towards Calexico. The city was over an hour away and the buildings along the side of the road had long been abandoned. They were a hundred miles from where Carl had first found Jessie all those years ago but he’d learned that authenticity took second billing to entertainment.

Carl walked along the weathered pavement with his eyes constantly surveying the countryside. He switched sides of the road at random or launched into a short jog to confuse anyone watching him or, worse, trying to target him. As soon as he’d put half a mile behind him, he turned and moved off the road and into a gas station that hadn’t seen anything other than snakes, spiders, and an occasional squatter passing through for the last several years.

Carl cleaned out the corner of the building to make sure he wasn’t surprised by anything with claws, teeth, or venom. He’d been down that road once before, thanks to carelessness on his part, and didn't want to repeat it. Once he was certain his sniper nest was safe, he kicked the wall with his boots until he’d smashed a hole through.

Carl set his rifle in the port he’d made and checked to make sure he could see through the sights. Satisfied, he left it there and rose up so he could alternate looking out the broken windows and door of the derelict building. With his camp set up, Carl waited, watched, and thought.

He’d pissed off a lot of people in his life. It was one of the things he did best. So many years ago he didn’t like to count, he’d been in the army special forces. Rangers and Delta Force both, though at different times. He’d gotten sick of it when he realized both units ultimately took orders from the same assholes who had no clue about what was really happening.

Ever since, he’d tried to stay to himself and get people to leave him alone. It had worked pretty good until Jessie showed up. Carl bit down the chuckle in his throat. Jessie was something else. He’d been attracted to her immediately, but so would a dead man. Then she opened her mouth and his attraction had run the other way like a jackrabbit spooked by a coyote. She was stupid, shallow, and strung out on whatever drugs she’d taken. The scene she’d filmed today brought back fresh memories of when he’d saved her from some bandits that had killed the man acting as her manager, boyfriend, and drug dealer.

Once Carl had gotten rid of Jessie, he thought life could go back to normal. Now he knew better—normal was boring. Back then, he’d gotten used to it and liked boring. It turned out getting rid of her wasn’t going to be that easy. Jessie came back and she brought a couple of kids she rescued from a plane crash. Kids that had made him put aside his desire to put his size twelve boot on Jessie’s heart-shaped ass and send her packing.

The next two years of his life had been hell because of that decision, but he wouldn’t change any of it. Well, maybe getting shot in the head wasn’t one of his better career moves but thanks to the father of the two kids, billionaire Jiri Kurkova, Carl was better than ever and in possession of some state of the art technology.

Not to mention Jessie had cleaned herself up and fallen in love with Carl. After sticking it out and fighting for him through some pretty amazing events, including him trying to hunt her and Tanya — the girl she'd taken it on herself to protect — he’d convinced him to let his guard down. Now it was six years later; they'd been married most of those. She’d been dragging him out of his comfort zone of living like a hermit more and more. Now she was breaking back into being a movie star after her seven-year hiatus and the first thing that happened was somebody tried to shoot her.

Carl scowled. Was it a super-obsessive fan or a competitor that was behind it? Maybe he wasn’t the target; maybe Jessie was. He had all the electronics and wiring in his body but they hadn’t come after him. It had been almost like a suicide bomber back from his time spent in the Middle East.

Carl’s scowl turned to an inaudible gasp. Jessie had lost part of her pinky finger to a suicide bomber when she’d been in the army. She’d lost a lot more than her finger, to be fair. It had forced a hysterectomy and he couldn’t remember if one or both of her breasts had to be removed. The army paid for replacements and he thought that deal worked out just fine. It had messed her head up for a long time, though, and started her down the road where he eventually found her and saved her from having her brains sprayed all over a dusty road.

So had someone who was stalking her known about her past and tried to recreate the incident? Jessie hadn’t seen the killer; she’d been trapped inside that make-up booth. Carl shook his head to answer his own question. The killer hadn’t been a suicide bomber; he’d tried to shoot her and then he ran. He hoped to get away until Carl dropped him.

Carl had a hunch the threat wasn’t over. One crazy would have had a hell of a time lining everything up to get himself in position to take a shot at her. Sure, it wasn’t impossible, but extremely difficult. Carl moved from the window to the doorway, hoping for some sign that he wasn’t being paranoid. He expected at least a two-man team, if not three. The shooter was probably the only killer in the group, but it was possible any others in the cell might try to pick up the slack and finish the mission.

It was more likely they’d try to get away before the police showed up. If they showed up, that is. The California State Police still hadn’t replenished their numbers anywhere close to where they should be. Even considering the massive drop in the world’s population from the combination of the burnout fever pandemic and the nuclear terrorism several years back.

Carl waited and watched. He could see Jessie’s trailer but details were impossible to make out at his range. He pulled out an unattached rifle scope from a pocket of his jacket and peered through it, twisting the lens until the movie set came into focus. People were working frantically and a tarp had been spread over the body. The workers still avoided the dead man like he carried the plague.

Carl looked for suspicious behavior but every time he saw someone that piqued his interest, he had to change his mind and look elsewhere. Everyone looked suspicious to him. It wasn’t until over three hours had passed before something finally happened.

Dust billowed in the afternoon sky to the south. He focused with his spotting scope and soon made out a police SUV and an ambulance headed towards the movie set. He turned back to the window and watched the set. If somebody was going to get away, they were running out of time. The short caravan passed him and drove the final distance, dust obscuring his view.

Carl checked his watch a final time. He had about three hours until dusk. He grabbed his rifle and left the building behind. If they weren’t going to come to him, he’d go to them.

By the time he’d made it back to the movie set, the paramedics were loading the bag containing the body into the ambulance. Carl saw two policemen focusing their attention on the director. Anthony looked up and saw him shaking his head in disgust as he moved towards them.

"That’s Carl! He’s back from wherever he went!" Anthony pointed at him, causing both officers to turn.

They saw Carl with his rifle in hand and immediately drew their pistols and trained them on him. "Drop the rifle!" the whiter of the two police officers shouted at him. The other one looked to be at least partially Mexican.

"No," Carl said. "You two put your guns away and we can have a civilized conversation."

"Drop the rifle now!"

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Carl swore at them. "Knock it off. I’m here to protect my wife, not cause you any grief. If I wanted to start trouble, I’ve had hours to do it while you took your sweet-ass time!"

The Mexican officer, Carl could read his name tag said Benitez, relaxed slightly and glanced at his partner. Schwartz, the Anglo cop, twitched as he stared down the barrel of his pistol at Carl. "Put your rifle on the ground and drop to your knees," Officer Schwartz said again in his most intimidating cop voice. "I won’t tell you again!"

"Good," Carl said. "Then we can get on with talking about what the fuck is going on here." He slung his rifle strap over his shoulder and walked over to the paramedics, purposefully ignoring the cops. The EMTs stared at him in shock as he stepped between them and unzipped the bag enough to make sure the body inside was the same one he’d shot. He checked the other bag already loaded to confirm that it was Jeffrey.

"What are you doing?" one of the paramedics growled at him.

"I didn’t get a chance to check him out earlier. Do you mind?" Carl asked them.

"Yes, we mind! The body’s in our custody now; nobody gets to check it out except the coroner!"

Carl sighed. He turned back to the cops, who were still holding their guns drawn and pointed at him. "That’s why this country got so fucked up. Nobody has any goddamn common sense anymore! This piece of shit tried to kill my wife. He missed and I stopped him from getting away. I got a hunch there’s more than one of them here, though, and that’s what I’m after."

"Why do you think he did it?" Benitez asked. "Did he say anything?"

"No, nothing," Carl said. "But I haven’t had a chance to ask anybody anything, either. I hear there’s some camera footage of the incident, too. I’ll need to see it."

"We have that," Benitez said, nodding. "It’s evidence."

"Don’t pull that shit with me," Carl growled. "I will watch it."

"You’re not in charge here!" Schwartz spat at him. "In fact, you’re under arrest!"

Carl snorted. "For what?"

"Failure to obey a police officer for one! Murder for another!"

"Self-defense," Carl said with a shrug. "If you want to arrest me, come put the cuffs on."

"Is that a threat?" Schwartz demanded. "Because threatening a police officer is another one to add to the list."

Carl stared at him for a long moment and then he shifted his gaze to Benitez. "What about being a dick, can I impose a citizen’s arrest on your partner for that? Or maybe for not being smart enough to wear a badge that he thinks gives him super-powers?"

Benitez’s lip twitched but Schwartz started forward and all but shouted at Carl. "That’s it, you’re going down hard, you son of a bitch!"

Carl stood quietly and held out his hands. Schwartz crossed in front of Benitez and lowered his gun to reach for his handcuffs. Carl sprang forward with the speed and strength only possible by the grace of modern technology. He slammed the palm of his hand into the cop’s sternum and used his other hand to strike the wrist of Schwartz’s right hand. The pistol went flying and Schwartz dropped like a stone.

Carl grabbed him just before he hit the ground and hoisted him back up. It took a few seconds before Schwartz got his feet under him and took some of the dead weight off Carl’s arms. Even after he could stand under his own power, he was still struggling to catch his breath. Officer Benitez was staring down the barrel of his gun again.

"Are you through being a dumbass?" Carl hissed into Schwartz’s ear.

The manhandled cop nodded. Carl pushed him away. "Good, now knock it off and maybe you’ll learn something you can’t learn by bullying people that are in a hurry to get home from work."

Schwartz massaged his wrist for a moment and then squatted down to pick up his pistol. He held it pointed at the ground and stared at Carl. "I should arrest you for assaulting a police officer, too!"

"Go ahead and try; you saw how good it worked last time," Carl taunted. "Or you can drop the chip on your shoulder and help me figure out what happened here."

Benitez walked up and clapped his partner on the shoulder. "Who are you?"

"Carl Waters," Carl said.

"Who’s your wife?"

"Jessie Waters. Her maiden name’s Jessie Banks."

"Paul, Jessie Banks! You know, Jizzie Banks?" Benitez grinned and turned back to Carl. "Is she making another movie?"

"Yeah."

"Cool! What’s this one going to be about? Are you in it, too?"

Schwartz holstered his pistol and watched his excited partner talk to Carl.

"It’s the shit we went through a few years back. Started out east of here some, and then we ended up in Utah and Texas," Carl answered. "And no, I ain’t in it. I’m no actor, plus they’re afraid I’d forget to switch out my bullets for blanks."

Schwartz gaped, appalled at Carl’s statement. Benitez laughed. "That’s awesome, brother! I can’t wait! I bet we can get all this smoothed over as a misunderstanding, but, um, is there any chance Miss Banks is around? Er, I mean, your wife?"

Carl chuckled in spite of his irritation. "Yeah, I can arrange something. I’ve got her hiding until I get back to her, though."

"Understandable," Benitez said. He turned to his partner. "Come on, Paul, when are we going to get a chance like this?"

Carl could see Officer Schwartz wavering. He nodded but said to Carl, "I wasn’t just being a dick. I don’t know jack about you and for all I know you could be a threat to me, my partner, or any of these people."

Carl nodded. "That’s fair. But think about it, if I wanted you dead I had the drop on you as you were driving up. I was covering you in case the dead guy’s got some friends still hiding out."

"You were out there?" Benitez stared past Carl towards the road they’d driven in on.

Carl smiled, giving him his answer. "I was really waiting to see if anyone made a run for it; covering you guys was a fringe benefit."

"You’re pretty hardcore, aren’t you?" Schwartz asked.

"I’m still alive," Carl said. For effect, he pulled his tan booney hat off and wiped the sweat off his brow. He made sure the faded scar on the side of his head was visible before he put his hat back on. "You don’t get to see and do the shit I been through without being careful."

Both cops caught it and both visibly reacted without saying a thing.

"So how about watching those cameras?"

They glanced at each other and nodded. Carl smiled. "Tell you what, first we start talking to these people and find out if anyone knew the dead guy, and once that’s done, we’ll watch the tapes in Jessie’s trailer. She’s got a big TV and it’s air conditioned."

Schwartz and Benitez looked at each other again before they nodded. Carl grinned. "Keep this up and you’re going to get an apology from me," he said to Schwartz. "Now let’s hurry up and get this done. Jessie’s probably steaming mad that she’s been stuck in there by herself!"


Chapter 4

Two hours later, everyone at the movie set had been interviewed and Carl had very few leads worth following. An older biodiesel Ford Taurus drove up as they were finishing the last of the riggers. Two women stepped out of the car and had the obvious stink of law enforcement all over them. They even started flashing badges until they were pointed over to where Carl and the two officers were comparing notes.

"Officers," the taller dark haired newcomer greeted them. They both offered their badges. "I’m Detective Cage and this is Detective Lake. We’re with the California State Police."

"Cagney and Lacey?" Carl asked. Schwartz coughed into his hand while Benitez stared at Carl with wide eyes.

"Never heard that one before," Cage deadpanned. "And you are?"

"Carl Waters," Carl offered with a smirk. He appraised both women, intentionally dragging his eyes over their bodies.

"Officer Schwartz."

"Benitez," the Latino cop offered. He turned to see why both women were glowering at Carl and noticed the smirk that he was trying to keep off his face. "Sergeant Waters is retired US Army."

Detective Lake took out a pad of paper from her pocket and a pen and started writing on it. "We’d have been here sooner but we stopped the ambulance and spoke to them first. Sergeant Waters, is it correct that you killed one of the men in the ambulance?"

"Yep."

"Officers, is it your standard procedure to let admitted killers carry loaded firearms?" Detective Cage asked.

"He’s acting in the capacity of a certified bodyguard," Schwartz said. "His wife was the suspected target and the shooting was in self-defense."

Carl risked a quick glance at Schwartz and saw the man was staring at the new detectives. Schwartz and Benitez were lower on the totem pole than the detectives. Carl and the two officers had shared a few stories while talking and both cops had warmed up to him. He wondered if Schwartz came to his defense as a product of the enemy of my enemy is my friend or if he’d won him over.

"I see. And do you have permits for your weapons, Sergeant?"

"I do."

"Can we see them?"

"Sure, when we’re finished here."

"Excuse me?"

"We’re putting together the interviews we just done to see if any of it doesn’t add up," Carl said. "Don’t they cover that in detective school?"

Detective Lake stiffened. She opened her mouth but Cage spoke first. "Are you planning on taking Sergeant Waters into custody until everything checks out?"

"Everything checks out," Benitez replied.

"Besides, he wouldn’t let us arrest him," Schwartz added.

"Excuse me?"

Carl grinned at them. "You want to try? I bet you really know how to use those handcuffs."

Cage’s lips parted in shock at the innuendo dripping from Carl’s words. Detective Lake, however, had reached her breaking point. "This is unacceptable!" she snapped. "Sergeant Waters, you are under arrest for interfering with a police investigation and murder. Officers, take his weapons and restrain him."

"You want ’em, come and take them," Carl said to her while the two cops turned to look at each other.

"Fine!" she snapped.

"Tessa," Detective Cage warned her partner.

Lake stepped close to Carl and reached behind her back to pull her handcuffs out. She brought her hand around with them and found herself suddenly jerked off balance and twisted around. By the time her head stopped spinning and she realized what was going on, she felt the heat coming from the hard-packed ground into her left cheek.

"Freeze!" Cage yelled, drawing her pistol and pointing it at Carl.

"Put that away," Carl growled. "You’re partner’s clumsy and sloppy. I’m willing to bet you’re the same way, so holster that weapon before you get yourself hurt."

Lake tried to put her arms against the ground and found them stuck behind her back. "You fucking cuffed me with my own cuffs?" she spat into the ground.

"Yeah. Pretty embarrassing, ain’t it?" Carl said.

"Get on the ground right now!" Cage persisted. She glanced at the officers and added, "You two! Don’t just stand there, do something!"

"We already cleared him," Benitez said.

"And we didn’t end up on the ground," Schwartz added.

Lake growled and rolled over so she could stare up at them.

"Maybe he was cleared, but now he just assaulted a police officer," Cage insisted.

"You attempted a wrongful arrest," Schwartz responded. "An abuse of powers, maybe even police brutality."

Lake swore.

"Simmer down," Carl said out of the corner of his mouth to Schwartz. He stared at Cage the entire time. "Young lady, I may not look like much but you just seen me move. If you don’t holster that sidearm, some very bad things are going to happen."

"Yeah, like what? You going to jail?"

"No," Carl said while staring evenly at her. "I will probably break your wrist disarming you. Then I’ll have to restrain you to keep you from doing anything stupid and who knows what might happen there. Officers Schwartz and Benitez will be forced to support you and they’ll end up being hurt in the process. Meanwhile, I might end up getting shot, but the odds are mighty high it’ll be a graze or something that won’t slow me down."

She opened her mouth to retaliate but Carl stopped her. "No! Close them pretty lips and listen to me. I’ve got the kind of shit inside of me you read about in the news and see in movies. If you paid any attention at all to recent history you’ll have heard of Maelstrom Securities, Jiri and Tanya Kurkova, and a movie star named Jessie Banks."

"Yeah, I remember something," Cage admitted when Carl gave her a chance to respond.

"Well, the guy that kept everyone alive was never mentioned. I’m that guy. There’s nothing you can do that’s going to stop me. I’m not saying it to be a badass; I’m saying it because I am a badass and I don’t give a fuck about you or your partner. My job is to keep my wife and myself safe. Somebody wants to hurt us and I will not let that happen. For all I know, you’re on the payroll of whoever is after us. There ain’t a fucking thing in this world that’s going to let you take my guns and put those cuffs on me."

She opened her mouth but Carl shook his head. "No, you don’t talk unless you put that Glock away and stand the fuck down."

"You have to trust somebody," Detective Lake said from where she stared up at the confrontation.

"I do—a little lady in her trailer over there. I trust another woman in Houston who can put a bullet in your eye at over a thousand yards and a third girl who’s trying to figure out what to do with her life in Las Vegas. You two aren’t in that group, so that means you might want us dead. That don’t get you on my Christmas card list."

The moment stretched on for an uncomfortable length of time. Carl got tired of the standoff. More people were gathering to watch from a safe distance or behind vehicles, cameras, or props. Carl saw Jessie walking across the desert behind the detective, a pistol in her hand. "Well, fuck, this ain’t working. Look, you got a job to do here; I get that. You probably got a lot more than that going for you back home. All that’s going to end by the time I count to three if you don’t get your shit together. One."

Carl watched Detective Cage’s eyes widen at his ultimatum. By the time he reached two, her eyes had reversed and narrowed while her grip tightened on her pistol. She held the nine millimeter in her right hand and steadied it with her left. Tightening down meant she was likely to over-compensate and shoot to her left with the first bullet. Carl knew what to do as soon as Jessie made her move.

"Three."

"Drop your gun or I’m going to make your canoe into a head!" Jessie shouted from behind Detective Cage.

She whipped her head around, surprised. Carl jumped forward, ducking low and to his left to be safe. She twisted back just as fast, catching his movement out of the corner of her eye. Carl came up under her gun and drove his fist between her arms and into her chin. She dropped like a rock.

"Canoe into a head?" Carl asked Jessie a moment later. He stood over the unconscious detective and kicked her gun away before he knelt down and rolled her over so he could handcuff her hands behind her back.

"You said it before!" Jessie protested.

"I said head into a canoe."

"Oh"." Jessie thought it over and shrugged. "I was nervous; I got it backwards!"

Carl shook his head. "Amateurs."

"Now you’ve assaulted two police officers!" Lake shouted from her position on the ground.

"I know"." Carl turned and walked over to kneel down next to her. "I moved slow so you’d be able to see what happened this time. That friend of mine in Houston I mentioned? She’s like me; she moves faster than you’ll ever have a chance to. Anything happens to me or Jessie and she’ll come looking. She’s the kind of girl that figures revenge makes everything better."

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOUN'!"

‘ /
,,‘-I ]
IR 4 !

JASON HALSTEAD

(’v‘





