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Chapter 1

“Carlos, help him find my property.”

Carl glanced at the man who was being held between two of Juan Perez’s thugs and then looked at Mr. Perez himself.

“Go on, help him remember what he did with it. El Patron would not turn his back on me. This cerdo probably sold it to someone else—one of my rivals, perhaps? This is your opportunity to impress me, Carlos.”

Carl looked back to the captive man and stepped up closer to him. The man struggled a little and then stood still. “Don’t touch me, gringo,” he growled.

“Oh yeah? Why not?” Carl asked. He turned and looked at the three men standing behind Juan, two of them with nine millimeter pistols in their hands and a third with a Mendoza short nine millimeter submachine gun. “Looks like they’ve got the muscle and the guns.”

He looked Carl in the eye and nodded. “I know that look. Perez is a two-bit punk. You help me and I’ll—”

Carl lunged forward and jammed his fist into the man’s stomach, doubling him over and pulling the two guards holding him off balance with him. Carl pivoted out of the way so they wouldn’t bump him and pulled the pistol out of the holster of the guard on the prisoner’s left-hand side. The pistol was a Glock without an external safety and he’d watched the idiot chamber a round earlier that day.

Carl put the first round in the back of the guard’s head and then planted his boot in the prisoner’s butt so he sprawled onto the ground. Carl kept twisting and fired the second round in front of the other guard’s face, close enough for him to squeeze his eyes shut from the superheated air that blasted his face. Carl’s third bullet hit him just above the jaw and dropped him.

Carl swung back around and dropped to a crouch as he moved. Perez was turning and lurching into a run while the two men with pistols were reaching for them. The third was raising the pistol grip submachine gun and yanked on the trigger prematurely. Bullets burst out of the shortened barrel and jerked the man’s arm and wrist up, posing no immediate threat to Carl. He fired twice, staggering the man with both shots in his chest. He fell back and dropped his gun at his side.

One of the other pistols cracked and a bullet whistled past his face. Carl shifted towards the bullet and turned to the other bodyguard who was fumbling with his pistol. Carl fired three times before the man could take aim. Two of the bullets hit him, one in front of his hip and the next to the right of his sternum. Another bullet missed him by inches to his left.

Carl leaned back to his left, following the bullet, and fired the remaining rounds in the clip at the man. He was hit several times but managed one more shot before collapsing and losing his weapon on the dusty ground. Carl dropped his stolen pistol and drew his own Beretta. He lurched to his feet and ran after Perez, pausing only to make sure his second step was planted firmly in the back of the prone prisoner.

Carl threw himself to the side as Perez opened the door on his Tahoe and fired a wild shot his way. The would-be drug lord climbed into the car and fumbled with the keys while he continued to randomly fire blind shots out his door. Carl kept the open SUV door between him and Perez, preventing the man from getting lucky and hitting him with a stray shot.

The Tahoe’s bio-diesel engine kicked over and roared to life. Perez looked up and saw Carl was almost on him; he jerked his arm and tried to bring it back inside so he could fire through the door window. Carl slammed into the door before he had a chance, smashing it against Perez’s forearm near his wrist and earning a howl of agony.

Carl yanked the door open and grabbed the stunned drug dealer by his polo shirt. He yanked him out and threw him on the ground before reaching in and turning the truck off. He pulled the keys out, pocketed them and then looked down at Perez. He was cradling his broken arm while trying to find a way to get his knees under him and attempt to rise. Carl shot him in the back of the thigh.

Juan howled and collapsed. He rolled over and glared at Carl. “I know everything about you, Carlos Rivera. You are a dead man!”

“Do I look Mexican to you? Name’s Carl Rivers,” Carl said. “Except that ain't my real name. Real name's Waters. And getting your dumb ass busted up is what happens when you try to flee the scene of a crime.”

Perez’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head. “You’re not a cop! I had you checked out. Dead wife with a drinking problem that got you stuck out in the middle of nowhere with your kid. She’s going to die, too, you know. If I don’t make it back, my people will know. You’re the new guy—they’ll come to your house and take care of your daughter.”

“Did you just threaten a US Marshal?” Carl asked.

Juan’s nostrils flared. “It’s not a threat, it’s a promise, cabron!”

“I’m going to consider that resisting arrest then,” Carl said.

“What? No—”

The crack of Carl’s pistol left the man with nothing left to say. Carl watched his body twitch a few times while blood pooled in the hole in his forehead and then ran down the side of his head. Carl sniffed and then turned back to where the man he’d punched and walked on was lying on the ground and watching him. He was a good sixty feet away, too far to hear their conversation.

“Holy shit! You got moves, gringo,” the former prisoner gasped as Carl walked up to him and he climbed to his feet. “You’re pretty good for an old man.”

“I ain’t old,” Carl said while he kept his pistol pointed at him.

“Whoa, hang on there, hombre!” the man said while slowly raising his hands. “Earlier, before you went all Chuck Norris on them, I was going to say I’d make it worth your while. Perez was skimming and El Patron is sick of his excu—is that your phone?”

Carl kept his eyes and his gun trained on the man while he dug his phone out of his pocket. He had it set up so that only a few people could make his phone ring. He risked a glance as he held it up and saw the name, “Ice Princess,” displayed. He glanced at the man and said, “Just a minute.”

“Just a minute? Sure, take all the fucking time you want! Madre de dios! My boss does not like to wait!”

Carl pulled the hammer back on his pistol and pointed it at the man’s head. The drug runner clamped his lips together and spread his fingers wider to show he heard non-verbal communication loud and clear. “Hey?” Carl said into the phone.

A woman’s voice he hadn’t heard in several months came through his phone. “Carl! Um, sorry for this coming out of the blue, but can you talk?”

“Not now,” he grunted. “Call you back?”

“Shit,” she said. “It’s about my father. Um, just call me back when you can. As soon as you can, please.”

“Copy,” Carl said and ended the call. He tucked the phone back in his pocket and offered the man a thin smile. “Sorry. Woman problems.”

The prisoner stared at him and then chuckled. “You got balls, hombre. I like that.”

“You can get me to this El Patron guy?” Carl pushed.

The man’s brow furrowed. “You really are loco. Nobody just gets to meet El Patron!”

“Then who’s your boss?”

He opened and shut his mouth. “It’s not El Patron. You want to meet him, I can arrange that. How’d you learn to do all that commando shit?”

“I used to date a lot of Girl Scouts,” Carl said. The Mexican’s jaw parted at the unexpected answer. Carl shrugged and added, “I got a thing for thin mint cookies.”

“Cookies?” he repeated.

“Come on,” Carl grunted and gestured towards the Tahoe. He lowered the hammer on his pistol and holstered it, and then walked over to the Glock he’d used and wiped the gun clean with his shirt. He rose and turned to see the man watching him. “Get in the truck!”

“You just going to leave them?”

Carl nodded. “Coyotes will get them.”

“That’s a lot of hardware. You mind if—”

Carl grunted. It was a lot of hardware. They were in the middle of the Sonoran Desert, not far from the border of California and Mexico. Times weren’t like they used to be, with guards patrolling the border and deporting illegal immigrants twice a day. Then again, coming to America wasn’t as exciting as it used to be either, even if the country was slowly putting itself back together. It was up to the growing number of US Marshals and state and county cops who tried to keep things under control in America’s Southwest these days.

“Don’t need no stupid kids getting their hands on them,” Carl said and then started gathering the weapons.

“They took my pistol. Let me have one of theirs.”

Carl tossed the man the Glock he’d emptied and then quickly stripped the Uzi-style submachine gun down and removed the firing pin. He tossed it on the ground and put the gun back together. “You ready now?” Carl asked.

“There’s no bullets!”

“That way you don’t get to shoot me,” Carl said.

He shook his head. “You just saved my life, amigo—why would I shoot you?”

“You ain’t saved yet,” Carl pointed out. “Come on, get in the truck. I’ll take you back to Calexico and you can hook me up with your gang.”

“My gang? Hombre, you got no clue how this works, do you?”

Carl shrugged. “Do I look Mexican to you?”

“You think this is a Mexican thing? Fuck you, gringo! This has nothing to do with Mexicans!”

“You got the drugs and stealing cars part down. Ain’t seen you washing dishes or picking any watermelons yet,” Carl said.

“You racist motherfucker!” the man spat at him. He reached for the gun he’d tucked in his pants and then stopped. “You’re lucky there’s no bullets in this or I’d leave you for the vultures!”

“You’re lucky you’re not watering the dirt with your blood,” Carl reminded him. “That’s because of me. Remember that, cabron.”

The man glared at him and then gave him a short nod. He turned and walked around the front of the Tahoe and climbed into the passenger seat. “Hurry up, it’s hot in here,” he shouted.

Carl walked over and climbed in. “Thought your people liked the heat.”

The Mexican man stared at him and shook his head. “You are one ignorant hijo de puta!”

“Name’s Carl,” he said and extended his hand. “I’m from Wisconsin. Came out here with my kid to make a better life. Figured shit was getting rebuilt, why not start over with it?”

Carl’s guest stared at him and then reached across. “Ricardo,” he said. “You’re the strangest white guy I ever met.”

Carl nodded. “You’re probably right.”


Chapter 2

Carl backed out of the driveway and chirped the SUV’s tires as he pulled away. He’d left a significant body count in the desert and if what Perez said was even half true, he had to protect his daughter. He dug his phone out of his pocket and was about to call when he remembered Tanya’s call.

There was a problem with her father. Juri Kurkova, the billionaire responsible for saving Carl’s life. Both the surgery and the rehab had been extensive and costly, but both paled in comparison to the experimental hardware that had been installed in the man. The only way to repair the damage a bullet to his brain had caused had been to insert state-of-the-art technology. While they were at it, they decided to boost him to the next level and turn him into a walking and talking tactical computer.

Carl’s reflexes had been boosted and his nervous system controlled to enhance his body’s hormone and chemical systems. He’d even discovered during a trip to Las Vegas a few years back that he’d had a system wired into him that provided a neural compensator for damage that he received. He could get shot or stabbed and the chips in his head would make sure he was aware of it, but wasn’t handicapped by it. Or at least not beyond whatever physical damage was done to him.

Carl was the patient zero of a new breed of super soldiers. He’d been created to help track down Tanya and bring her back as much as to be a guinea pig they could gather data from. Now, nine years later, there were hundreds or thousands of men and women who were equipped to varying degrees with the tech inside him. Or, in many cases, they probably had even new and better stuff.

The hardware was what helped Carl keep his edge. It also meant he was considered a living biological weapon. That was fine, as long as he remained a US Marshal, but if he tried to retire things might get complicated. Especially since Carl couldn’t survive without the hardware in his head, unlike most people.

So Carl owed Juri his life, even if he’d saved his son and daughter. He owed Tanya, too; she’d taken the training he’d given her and helped his wife and daughter a few years back. Not that any of that mattered: he’d have walked through fire for Tanya because she was as much a daughter to him as Allison was.

Thinking of Allison helped him make up his mind. He dialed her and felt the tension in his shoulders relax when she answered on the third ring.

“Hey Pops, how’s work?”

“Messy,” he answered. “Get your stuff together. I’m in a tan Tahoe. We’re out when I get there.”

“We’re out? What? You—okay, never mind. I’ll break things down. You can tell me later.”

“Good kid,” he muttered. He hung up as he heard her squeal in protest. She wasn’t really a kid anymore; she’d graduated with a dual bachelor’s from UNLV in computer security and computer science. Now she worked on his team for the US government.

Carl pulled up in front of the low-budget trailer they were renting fifteen minutes later. He tried not to slam on the brakes but the tires still grabbed on the loose dirt coating the cracked pavement of the parking spot. He left it running and hopped out. Allison met him at the door.

“Hey,” he grunted. “You ready?”

She lifted the two suitcases she held, one in each hand. “Yeah, got my must-haves. You need anything?”

“You didn’t grab my stuff?”

“Some of these clothes are expensive! I’m not leaving them behind for some drug lord’s flunky to steal!”

Carl shook his head and pushed passed her. “Get in the truck,” he growled. He saw his duffel bag had been packed and was sitting on the foot of his bed in the smaller bedroom. He suppressed his smile, grabbed the bag and did a quick check to make sure his special items were still stashed inside. Satisfied, he hurried back out and paused long enough to survey the area where she’d had her electronics set up. He nodded and made his way to the front door.

Carl flipped a broken light switch on and off five times and then flipped another switch on the opposite side of the door. He let the door shut behind him and heard the lock flip before he made his way out to the truck.

“Case closed?” Allison asked him after he put the truck in gear and pulled out.

“No,” Carl said. “Climbing up the corporate ladder.”

“Climbing up?” she asked. “I don’t get it. Why’d we bail? You set the kill switch on the trailer, didn’t you?”

“It’s complicated,” he said.

“Dad, you promised you weren’t going to kill people this time!” she scolded him.

Carl sighed. “I didn’t say I killed anyone.”

“I looked. There are a bunch of guns in the back. They all smell like they’ve been fired and one has blood on it.”

Carl scowled. “Can’t you go back to being the punk I pulled off the street who didn’t know how to read?”

Allison’s stern look faded into a soft laugh. “I was such a stupid kid. I thought I had it all figured out, too.”

“You still do,” Carl muttered.

Allison stuck her tongue out at him and earned a chuckle for it.

“You have to get old and crotchety to realize you don’t know shit.”

“Stop it! You’re the smartest person I know,” she said.

“Don’t tell Jessie you said that,” he suggested.

She grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t. She’d agree with me, though.”

Carl snorted and kept driving. “Anyhow, I gotta stash you somewhere safe and then I’m meeting up with a new contact I made today. Punk by the name of Ricardo Santana. Dig up what you can on him; he’s part of El Patron’s distribution network.”

“No kidding? That’s great!”

Carl grunted. It was one tiny step on a long road. Men like El Patron didn’t let new guys close for a long time. Sometimes years, if ever. Carl doubted he’d be able to get close to him but if he could get high enough to shut down some of the supply lines of drugs, guns, and money that were flowing in and out of Mexico, it would help.

“What’s your secret?” Allison asked. “I mean with Mom.”

Carl glanced at her and let his scrunched eyebrows ask the question for him.

“You pulled my scrawny butt off the streets of Houston ten years ago and you married a world-class babe a year later. She’s got more money and more class than you could make in ten lives, but she worships the ground you walk on. What have you got on her?”

Carl laughed. “We talking about the same Jessie?”

Allison dropped her head enough to give him a withering stare. “Come on, she can’t get enough of you. She’s told me way more than any mother-daughter pair should know, but I want to hear it from you.”

“You been hanging out with her too much,” Carl said. “Way too chatty and nosy.”

Allison grinned.

Carl sighed. “I got no idea why she sticks around. I’m crude and difficult. I’ve treated her like dirt a few times, too, but she keeps acting like the sun rises and sets on my ass. I don’t deserve it and I told her that before, but that just makes her, um—”

Allison waved him off. “I know what it makes her do; she’s told me. And even if you’re not my biological parents, it still grosses me out.”

Carl laughed.

“Here’s a clue, old man,” she said. “You are kind of a jerk at times, but we know you do it because you love us. So keep being a jerk. Just not, you know, too much of a jerk.”

“Too much?” Carl asked. He shrugged.

“I had no clue until I got kidnapped by that freak Eddie,” she continued. “Then Jessie showed up and I saw what she was willing to do to save me. Then you showed up after we thought you’d been killed and I started to understand.”

“Understand what?” Carl asked. He had an idea but he wanted to know. They’d never had a talk like this before; it was always more casual or work related. This was awkward, but so far not in a bad way.

“What love and family really means. It had always been there, but I’d been too stupid to feel it and understand it,” she said. She smiled and leaned across the console to kiss him on the cheek. “I love you, Dad, but I don’t know how I’m ever going to find somebody who can compare to you.”

“Don’t bother trying,” Carl said. “I’d just end up shooting them anyhow.”

Carl’s phone buzzed in his pocket, jerking his attention away from his adopted daughter. He fished it out and saw that it was the number Ricardo had given him. He glanced at Ally and sucked his lips between his teeth. She nodded and watched while he answered the phone.

“Hola,” Carl said.

“That all the Spanish you know, amigo?” Ricardo asked him.

“It’s enough.”

Ricardo chuckled. “You take care of your errands yet, hombre? I got some people anxious to meet you.”

“Just about. At your place?”

“Si. Pick me up here. How long?”

Carl glanced at Allison. “Half an hour,” he said. “I’m looking for a new place to move my shit. Don’t want Perez’s goons waking me up with a bag over my head.”

“Goons?” Ricardo said. “You are old, Carl. That’s chill, though. Half an hour. Be here.”

Carl hung up the phone and glanced at his daughter. “Roach motel good for you?”

“Can’t wait!”

Carl smirked. “Use your card and get a room. I’ll get another one later. You can take my bag, though.”

“You can carry it,” she said. “What? It’s heavy!”

Carl rolled his eyes. “Fine. Hey, did Tanya try to get ahold of you?”

“Tanya? You mean your other illegitimate daughter?” she asked and then grinned when Carl sighed. “No, why? Did she call you?”

“Yeah, said she had problems with her dad.”

“Isn’t that how you met her in the first place?”

Carl chuckled. “I don’t think it’s the same problems. Besides, that had to do with the assholes running his security company. Give her a call after you get set up and see what’s going on.”

“What if she needs you? This doesn’t sound like a social call.”

Carl nodded and pulled into a cheap motel that looked like he could get hourly rates if he paid cash. “Tell her I’ll help if she needs me, but let her know what’s going on, too.”

“Okay,” Ally said as she opened the door and hopped out. She opened the back door and grabbed her bags and said, “Wait for me, okay?”

“Didn’t I teach you how to take care of yourself? Pretty girl like you can’t be too careful.”

Allison smiled and batted her eyes at him. “No wonder you won Mom’s heart,” she teased him. “And yes, I can take care of myself, but you never know. And besides, you have to carry your bag in, remember?”

Carl scowled as she shut the door and danced on her slender legs up to the door. She had dancer’s legs, long and lean and strong. The time he’d gone to Vegas to rescue her, he’d found out she was working at a club where the entertainment consisted of women dancing. They weren’t even nude dancers, as long as shoes were considered clothing. Allison, it turned out, was working there for extra money. It also turned out she worked as a waitress, not a dancer. The uniforms were similar, but at least she got to wear enough to leave a little bit to the imagination.

He glanced at his phone when she disappeared into the office. Should he call Tanya himself or let Ally handle it? He frowned and opted for the latter. Things were happening fast and furious now with the case he was on. Being pulled away would complicate things, maybe even ruin it. He hoped Juri’s problem was nothing more than a broken hip.


Chapter 3

Tanya let the door shut behind her and glanced at her assistant. Sarah jumped to her feet and hurried to catch up with the long-legged executive’s stride. It wasn’t until they reached the elevator and the door closed, leaving the two of them alone, that Tanya spoke. “I need to get away soon.”

Sarah nodded. “How is he?”

“He’s dying.”

Tanya heard Sarah’s breath hiss between her lips. Her tone was harsh and for a brief moment, she’d meant it that way. All the pressure of dealing with security and trying to figure out what her father’s estate was going to be was pushing her over the edge. It made her want to show she wasn’t being tossed around in the chaos. She needed to take control again.

“I know that,” Sarah said. “I meant is he comfortable, at least?”

Tanya considered the question for a moment while the elevator continued to drop. “I don’t know. As much as he can be, I suppose. He won’t take the pain medicine, says he needs to be fully capable at all times.”

Sarah grunted and reached up to scratch at her hair. She wore it up in a bun today. “Where do you want to go? Something tropical? European? Or are you thinking about a trip out west? Kind of busy right now, but after things settle down I can book something for us.”

“Just me,” Tanya said.

Sarah hesitated before saying, “Another of these? Tanya, you know that’s not a good idea. Now more than ever with your dad, um, ill.”

“Do you really think I need a bodyguard?” Tanya turned and asked her. “Seems to me there other reasons you barely leave my side. It’s not guarding you want to do to my body.”

Sarah met her brutal stare and shrugged. “That’s not news to either of us. You’re hurting right now, and even if you want people to think you’ve got a frozen heart, I know better. Every time something major comes up, you have to get away for a few days. Not a real vacation—I go on those with you—just a couple of days to drop off the grid.”

“Sounds like you’re jealous,” Tanya snapped.

“No, not jealous. Concerned,” Sarah said. “Maybe you buy into the belief that you’re a hot-shot executive with a seven-figure salary but I was there when you were dirty and bloody. I know you don’t have angels and cherubs dressing you every day. You put your pants on just like I do.”

Tanya glanced down at her knee-length designer skirt and raised an eyebrow. Sarah was right, though; she enjoyed the finer things in life but she also eschewed as many as possible. That was one of the reasons for her infrequent and secret sabbaticals. She needed to get away to remind herself how simple and primitive life really was.

Sarah had lived that way most of her life until Tanya brought her back with her from the trip to Las Vegas to rescue Jessie and Allison. Erica, Tanya’s original secretary, still had her job. Sarah’s job was much closer and more tightly meshed with Tanya’s life. More intimate, even if it was nowhere as intimate as Sarah wanted it to be.

“I don’t understand why you stay,” Tanya said.

Sarah’s answer was pre-empted by the elevator doors dinging and opening. She closed her lips and stepped out into the main floor of the hospital. Tanya followed the shorter woman out and realized that Sarah’s outfit matched her own. Three years ago, Sarah had openly laughed at the suggestion she should need to wear skirts and dresses. Now she wore them with a primal grace that was nearly sensual when she moved.

They walked without speaking while Sarah sent a text to their driver to pick them up. By the time they exited the hospital, the limousine was waiting for them. It pulled away smoothly and headed back for the office building before Sarah looked Tanya up and down and sighed.

“Because I care about you,” Sarah said. “Even if you’re too damn stubborn to realize it.”

“I know you do,” Tanya said. “You remind me all the time.”

“Not that kind of caring,” the slightly older woman said with a twist to her lips. “I mean as a friend and as a person. I had a shitty life and because of that, I ended up getting pretty busted up. It wasn’t Carl’s fault; it was mine for thinking I could play in his league. But you saved my ass. You saw something in me, and I won’t forget that.”

“So you do my dirty work out of guilt?”

“Hardly!” Sarah said with a snort. “I see things in you that you don’t. The world sees a polished and perfect princess to a multi-billion dollar enterprise. I see a beautiful mess who doesn’t even realize how much help she needs.”

“Last I checked, I can tie my own shoes,” Tanya pointed out.

“You can wipe your own ass, too, but I’d still do it for you if you need it.”

Tanya scowled. “That’s disgusting.”

“Yes,” her assistant agreed, “and it’s also called unconditional.”

Tanya turned to look out the mirrored window and said, “I think you’re the one who needs help.”

“Probably, but that means I’m in good company. One of these days I’m going to be there when you need me and it’s all going to come together.”

Tanya glanced at her sharply. “We’ve been over this. I’m not a lesbian, remember?”

Sarah smiled. “That’s okay. I’ll be there for you anyhow. That’s what friends are for.”

Tanya turned away from the smiling brunette and looked out the window. Sarah had softened with her more pampered life. She kept in shape working out with Tanya, but the harsh life of hunting bounties and doing odd, and often illegal, jobs in Las Vegas had left her too skinny and looking like she was almost sick. Now she had a healthy and a happy glow to her that, when combined with a smile, made her sexy.

But Tanya wasn’t interested in women. They’d had a few intimate moments over the years but it was just a quick release, like stroking a trigger. It never meant anything more than that, no matter how much she suspected Sarah wanted it to.

She wondered if that might take the edge off. After being mean to Sarah for days straight, she had to admit that she was noticing her more too. The way her hips moved when she walked and how her hair fell across her neck and hid the depression just above her collarbone when it was down. She started to turn her head to suggest she let her hair down when she caught herself.

Tanya slid her hand around to the side of her leg opposite of where Sarah could see it and she jammed her thumb into her leg. The pain was her punishment for letting herself be distracted. Still, a night with Sarah was a lot easier than giving in to her need to get away for a few days and reset herself.

Tanya’s phone chirped in her purse, catching her off guard. She pulled it out, worried and hopeful at the same time. It turned out neither was an appropriate reaction; neither her deadbeat brother nor Carl was calling. Instead, it was Allison, Carl’s adopted daughter.

Tanya considered not answering it out of petty spite. She’d been there before Allison; if Carl was going to take anyone into his family, she should have been the first one. Maybe even before Jessie. Carl was a kindred spirit, after all. Except he didn’t have her urges. Or if he did, he had enough discipline to control himself.

“You going to answer that or just stare at it?”

Tanya jerked at Sarah’s question. She scowled at the woman and then answered the call. “Hello, Allison.”

“Oh, well, hello to you, Miss Kurkova,” Allison said in a voice that shifted from casual to very formal. Tanya could hear the teasing in her tone and knew it well from the times that she’d gone out to visit them.

“Sorry, Ally. It’s been a rough few weeks.”

Allison’s voice went back to her normal cheery self. “I heard. What’s going on?”

Tanya glanced at Sarah and said, “My father’s dying.”

Sarah winced and Allison squeaked loud enough for Tanya to hear her over the phone.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry. What’s going on?”

“Cancer. He’s been fighting it for years and thought he’d beaten it, but this time it turned into a tumor in his brain.”

“Oh damn,” Allison swore. “That’s so shitty! How can we help?”

“He wants to see Carl again. Can he make it?”

“Oh, don’t worry. And tell your father not to worry either. I’ll make sure Dad makes it,” Allison said. “He’s making some progress on a big case right now, but this is bigger.”

Tanya nodded. She smiled a little at the recognition of just what these few, rare people meant to her. “He won’t tell me what he needs to talk about, says it’s private. Man to man. Father to father.”

“Tanya?”

Tanya swallowed to clear the thickness out of her throat. “Yes?”

“I just, um, well, I want you to know that you’re not alone, okay? Is Sarah still with you?”

“Yes, I can’t get rid of her,” Tanya said and glanced at her assistant. Sarah winked in return.

“Good. How are you guys getting on?”

“It’s not like that,” Tanya snapped in spite. She felt her cheeks warm as she remembered her earlier thoughts and looked away from Sarah.

“Oh! I didn’t mean that!” Allison responded after a short delay. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure you had somebody there for you before we get there. Mom will want to come too.”

Tanya nodded and then almost laughed at herself. Allison couldn’t see her nodding. “I’m sure Jessie will.”

“Tanya?”

Tanya sighed. Allison was an adult but she was younger than her. She’d known her as an uneducated kid struggling to make a future for herself. She’d done amazing, but she’d still always be a kid who could find a way to bother her just like a little sister at times. The hesitant questions she was asking was just one more way she reminded Tanya that there was a silly rivalry between them that was childish and immature. “What, Ally?”

“We love you,” Allison said in a rush. “And you’ve got as much right or more to Dad as I do. Just in case, you know, you need him. Now or down the road. Whatever.”

Tanya’s lips parted and she heard her breath gush out. She clamped her lips back together and turned to stare out the window. The passing cars and buildings were skewed and distorted by the tears in her eyes until she blinked them away.

After several seconds of silence, Allison spoke again. “Tanya? Are you there?”

“Yes,” Tanya mumbled. She cleared her throat and added, “Sorry, we’re in the car and we just arrived. Thank you, Ally. I’ll, um, I’ll remember that. I love you guys too.”

Tanya hung up before she could say, or worse, hear anything more. She slipped the phone back in her purse and turned to see Sarah staring at her. Her assistant had a curious twinkle in her eye and a knowing smile on her lips. “Shut up,” Tanya muttered without meaning it.

Labels be damned, she knew she needed someone to be close to tonight. It wasn’t about sex or release; it was about just needing someone. Maybe it wasn’t healthy and maybe it wasn’t fair, but she was going to use Sarah tonight and she wasn’t going to deny it anymore. As long as Sarah knew she was being used it made it all right, didn’t it?


Chapter 4

Carl climbed out of the stolen SUV and walked up to Ricardo’s door. The Mexican met him at the door and pushed it open. “Half an hour, hermano. You said half an hour!”

“I ain’t your brother,” Carl grumbled.

Ricardo stopped and looked at him. “You know Spanish?”

“I try not to,” Carl said. “But I hear things.”

“Yeah, I bet you do.” Ricardo chuckled. He shook his head and gestured around to the carport around the side of his house. “Give me your keys.”

“Why?”

“That’s Perez’s truck, right?”

“Yeah. Mine’s at his place. Don’t figure I’ll be headed back for it.”

Ricardo laughed. “Good idea, hombre! You give me the keys and I take care of that truck for you. Otherwise somebody’s gonna recognize it. Maybe a cop. Maybe one of Perez’s—what did you call them? Goons?”

Carl’s lip twitched as he fought a sneer. He dug into his pocket and tossed them over the top of Ricardo’s Dodge Challenger. “Just remember what I done to Perez.”

Ricardo caught them and narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean? You threatening me?”

“Maybe,” Carl admitted and opened his door. He slid into the seat and pulled the door shut behind him. “Might be I don’t like going somewhere I don’t know without my own wheels. Makes me think somebody might have decided they don’t like me so much. I done my best to leave all the people I pissed off behind me.”

Ricardo laughed again and started the car. The engine rumbled with a beastly noise that made it sound like it was a lot better looking under the hood than it was on top of the hood. “The way you talk and act, you should get used to pissing people off. You’re in a tight spot, amigo. You might want to remember to treat people who can help you with the respect they deserve.”

“Fucking Mexicans always wanting respect and not doing a damn thing to earn it,” Carl grumbled.

Ricardo swore and jerked a new pistol out of the waist of his pants. He brought it around towards Carl but before it came close to pointing at his head, Carl’s hand slapped into Ricardo’s wrist and drove it up into the roof of the car. Ricardo cried out as the pistol and his wrist hit the ceiling and the gun dropped. Carl caught it with his other hand before it hit his lap.

Ricardo jerked his hand back as Carlo ejected the magazine and cleared the action. The Mexican rubbed his wrist with his other hand and looked up at Carl with parted lips and wide eyes.

“You want respect, muchacho? You don’t get it waving guns around you don’t know how to use.”

“I know how to use a gun, motherfucker!” Ricardo spat at him.

Carl tossed the empty weapon onto his lap. “Let’s go. I’m too old to argue with you.”

Ricardo stared at him a few seconds longer and then cursed again before grabbing his pistol and shoving it back in his pants. He muttered under his breath in Spanish while he backed out of his driveway and pulled out on the street. They drove in silence with Ricardo glancing at Carl every few minutes.

“You get my age, you’ve thought about things so much your body doesn’t need to think to do them anymore,” Carl offered as the silence stretched on.

Ricardo glared at him for a moment and then asked, “What?”

“You keep looking at me and wondering how I did that. I told you. It don’t matter how young and talented and lucky you are, experience and treachery will kick your ass every time.”

A laugh burst out of the Mexican’s mouth before he could stop himself. He shook his head. “You’re a real piece of work, old man.”

Carl nodded. “That’s what my old lady used to say.”

“Used to? She dump you?”

“Dead,” Carl said. “Car accident.”

“Shit!”

Carl shrugged. “Been a year now. We’re doing okay.”

“This is doing okay? What are you, seventy?”

“You want me to hit you with my cane?”

Ricardo laughed. “Look, hombre, you’re good. I’ll give you that. But don’t be a dick here, okay? These cabrons got no tolerance for that shit.”

Carl appraised the younger man for a moment and asked, “Why do you care?”

“Because I’m bringing you in. That reflects on me. If you piss them off, then that means I’m not much better than you.”

“Big risk,” Carl observed. “Why?”

“I don’t like debts,” he said with a shrug. “You saved my ass and if this is what you want, then I owe you. Who knows? If you don’t get yourself killed, maybe it’ll help me out too. Just need a big score or two, enough so I can get out of this shit. This ain’t the way to live, hombre. You think I want to end up like Perez or one of the higher-ups who got to always be on the move and hiding? Maybe the cops ain’t as bad as they used to be, but the rivals are worse now. There’s nothing stopping these people from grabbing and taking what they can. Once you got it, the only way to keep it is by force. Sooner or later, everybody loses.”

Carl raised an eyebrow. “Wisdom from a drug runner.”

“You grow up the way I did and you learn things,” Ricardo said. He glanced at Carl and grinned. “It’s a different world than it was when you was watching I Love Lucy.”

Carl snorted. The kid had some grit to him, even if he was a piece of shit wannabe drug dealer. They fell into an easy silence as Ricardo drove on until he drove outside of El Centro and up to a large property surrounded by a low cement wall styled to look like it was made of adobe. The driveway in had a heavy-duty gate made of iron bars that Ricardo pulled up to.

“Que pasa?” Ricardo greeted the guard when he rolled his window down. “I brought a friend Mr. Vasquez wants to meet.”

“Heard Perez was after you,” the guard said.

Ricardo chuckled and looked at Carl. “Perez is looking for St. Peter now.”

The guard’s eyes widened and then he chuckled. “That’s one way to do it,” he said as he backed away to the guard shack and pressed a button inside. The gate pulled apart and he motioned them through. Ricardo waved and rolled his window up before giving the gas-burning hemi a rumble that started it down the driveway towards the large estate ahead of them.

Carl studied the Mexican style house as they drove up to it. It was big but not massive. A few guards sat in the shade of the covered porch and watched them drive up. Both had bulletproof vests and submachine guns hanging from straps while they played a card game.

Ricardo took them around on a drive that wound through the flat desert yard to a small parking lot on the side of the house. He parked and glanced at Carl. His mouth closed and he smiled, and then opened his door. “Let’s go, hombre. And don’t get me killed.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Carl said and then got out of the car to join him.

One of the guards rounded the corner of the house and walked towards them. “Hey!” he called out at them.

Ricardo waved. “Heading to see Mr. Vasquez.”

“No shit?” the gun-wielding Mexican said. “Come with me,” he said.

Carl followed Ricardo and the guard around the side of the house towards the back. He watched how the guard had his hand against his gun, pressing it against his side, but he wasn’t gripping it. It was a mistake that would cost him seconds if a threat broke out. Seconds that would cost either him or somebody around him their life.
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