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CHAPTER ONE
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Dull morning light crept up oil tanks and rows of containers as Rico drove through the port of Los Angeles. He found a discreet spot, cut the engine, and lit a cigarette. The long arms of cargo cranes moved behind a warehouse, with seagulls on the roof watching.

Moments later, tires screeched and a slick, black SUV halted a few yards away in a cloud of dust. A sooted window rolled down, revealing a bulldog face beneath an even uglier comb-over. Andrew Phleck gave Rico a stare and a nod before opening his door. 

Rico waited a beat, eyeing the rooftops. Phleck owned half of the drug business in SoCal. He wouldn’t come alone. 

Straining to hear any unusual sounds, Rico pressed the door handle and stepped out, his polished shoes crushing gravel. He always showed up elegant and professional. So far, no one this side of the country had suspected he was the son of a poor Mexican immigrant and had spent most of his youth in a southeastern jail for dealing. 

They met halfway, the opulent, well-dressed Phleck taking his hand and displaying a row of teeth. “Rico.” He omitted the rest of his street name, el Loco, the Crazy One. Wise. 

“You wanted to see me,” Rico replied, not releasing the grip. Cockroach. 

“Well.” Phleck held his look, gaze dark and limpid like still water, but infamously sharp beneath the surface. “Word has it you’re planning to transport the goods by drone. A brilliant idea.” He pulled his fat hand back. 

Rico sucked on his cig and blew out a chain of smoke. “One has to adjust to new times.”

“Absolutely. Always a step ahead of the Feds.” Phleck paused. “I also heard you bought the biggest drone company in the US. A booming business.”

“Word travels fast.” No surprise. An informant’s loyalty went to the highest bidder. “So, I take it you came here to offer a deal.” 

Phleck cocked his head. “Something like that.”

“You want a part of the new market.” 

“The usual routes are becoming too dangerous.”

Rico nodded. “That, they are.” He took a last drag and dropped his cig to the ground.

“You and me—” Phleck started. 

Flapping sounded from the warehouse. Rico gazed past him and caught the reflection of flying gulls in the SUV’s backseat window. He didn’t believe in coincidences.

In one fluid move, he swiveled pulling his gun out of his suit and fired at a crouched silhouette on the rooftop. The bang! echoed between buildings, followed by a yell of pain. He spun back and aimed at Phleck’s sweaty forehead.

Eyes wide, the fucker threw his hands up and gulped a breath. 

“You and me, all right.” Rico’s voice vibrated with rage. He hated treason, hated set-ups. Why was everyone so greedy? There was enough cocaine for all the drug lords in the world. He alone couldn’t supply the entire US market.

He pressed his gun into the jelly-like skin of Phleck’s forehead. “Is there someone else?”

“Wh-what do you mean?” The cockroach blinked, sweat running from his comb-over.

“On a rooftop? Behind a building?”

“No, n-no one.”

“Liar.” Anyone with the audacity to cross Rico fed his boiling hatred. He hit Phleck’s nose with the hard gun barrel, crushing bone. Blood sputtered. 

Phleck squealed and brought his hands to his bleeding face. 

Not taking chances, Rico wrapped an arm around the fuckhead’s neck and, hiding behind his thick frame, half-strangled, half-pulled him backward to his car. “That’s not all, big baby,” he sneered to Phleck’s ear. “You’re going to cry a little more, and you’re going to suck my dick clean.”

* * *

[image: ]


About an hour later, in the Angeles woods, Phleck had done more than suck Rico’s dick clean. He’d swallowed his cum and said, “Thank you,” too. Then he’d crawled on all fours to a stream snaking between the trees, emptied his stomach like the vulgar son of a bitch he was, and waited, kneeling, for the mercy kill.

Rico chuckled at the dark, wet stain between Phleck’s thighs. The man had peed his pants, and his comb-over had combed to the other side of his head, revealing a glistening white scalp.

How to end this? Rico didn’t want to attract attention. There were always people in the woods, even on an early Friday morning. At least, the happy bird chirping from a tree nearby indicated he hadn’t been followed by any of Phleck’s assistants.

“You know what,” he told the pathetic excuse of a man at his feet. “We’re gonna do it the easy way.” He slid his gun back into the holder inside his suit and prepared to kick the man into the river, head first. Food for fish.

“Pl-please,” Phleck uttered, voice broken. “We can still make a deal.”

“Yeah? What kind of a deal?”

Phleck turned to him, face crumbling and nose blotchy. “I c-can buy shares in that drone company.”

“Not gonna happen.”

“Well, how many operators do you need to fly those things? I can pay instruct—”

“Nope.” 

This was getting boring. Rico already has his mind on tonight’s events. He was going to attend another movie audition in the warehouse connected to his night club. Just the thought of watching new acting talent undress for him had his cock jerking in his pants again. Phleck had done a good job sucking him dry, but nothing beat a young, handsome man from nowhere with stars in his eyes blowing the team of producers to get the part.

“I... I can whiten your money if you want,” Phleck offered, tone plaintive. “I know how difficult it is to make all that dough legal.”

Rico threw his head back and laughed. “You think I don’t already got that taken care of, estúpido?”

Phleck grimaced and turned to face the stream.

The bird continued chirping. No one had snuck up on them. 

“Since you’re gonna die anyway,” Rico said, kneeling behind him and ignoring the stench of piss that oozed from his clothes, “I might as well tell you. I’m investing in film companies. I pay parts of the staff wages legally and parts in cash. The same goes for the filming equipment, locations, post-production, distribution, marketing, you name it. The movie industry is huge, man.” His chest beat with excitement. “We’re talking millions.”

Phleck gave a slow nod. “Please don’t kill me. I have a son, and—”

No, not that.

“Shut the fuck up,” Rico spat. 

Venom seeped into his veins. He hated when someone pulled the family card. He didn’t have one. Years of unemployment and deportation threats had turned his poor immigrant father into an alcoholic and wife-beater. Papá had drowned in his puke one night, and the next day, Mamá had been interned in a mental institution. She’d withered there. Then while Rico, a young, stupid delinquent, paced a prison cell for the nth time instead of taking care of his thirteen-year-old sister, María, she’d started using like every other kid on the block and overdosed. Died. 

He would never get his loved ones back, and so it pissed him off to no end when cockroaches like Phleck used theirs to protect themselves.

“P-please,” the fucker wheezed.

Rico groaned in disgust. “Are you begging?”

“Um, yes.”

“Louder!”

“Yes!”

“What do they call me?”

Phleck winced, as if Rico had slapped him. “El Loco.” 
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