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        “Listen to me, boy! You can't out-punch this guy; you have to out-think him.”

        - Fred Williams

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I. An Awkward Acquaintance

          

        

      

    

    
      It's been a while since someone stuck a gun in my face. My line of work as a teenager had me looking at the wrong end of a pistol a total of six times. When I was eighteen I nearly killed a guy. Took his gun and beat his drug-addled head senseless with it. Drug related crimes on the Mississippi Coast haven't changed much in the nine years since.

      This meth shooter in front of me is no different than the last idiot, a scared to death addict desperately seeking a mark in this quiet place of opportunity, hoping to stick me for a nice wad of cash he can poke into his scrawny arm.

      I sighed with a sort of relief, trying unsuccessfully to suppress an eager smile. Held my hands up. I have been hoping, dreaming, for something like this to happen. Life has been BORING since I, myself, retired from crime. And the legit endeavors I've pursued in recent years are about as thrilling as watching two geriatrics drag race their electric scooters. This was the kind of danger I used to live for.

      What happened to that guy?

      He grew a vagina, my subconscious slapped me with. That nagging awareness has been too vocal for comfort lately.

      “Give me your money!” the man shrieked at me, pistol waving, shaking two feet from my face. His shrunken features were pale, sweaty, and unshaven. Hair long and greasy, shinning grossly under the lights of the parking garage. His voice echoed off the concrete walls, roof, and the cars that filled nearly every slot. “You want to get shot? Give me your fucking money!”

      I'm blessed with freaky-quick hands. Lethal weapons that were far quicker than the eye, and enabled me to live in the world of crime for over a decade without carrying a gun. To my mind, the gun in my face was just another punch mitt for my left-hook to strike like a viper, a move that I've perfected in numerous gyms and dozens of boxing tournaments. I had absolute confidence I could hit and stun his hand before he could pull the trigger.

      My upraised hands and shoulders relaxed a millisecond before my left hand darted at the side of the gun, fist tightening, punch smashing his fingers painfully into the steel, knocking the gun to my right, out of his hand. My other fist followed, a straight-right that drove into his fragile chin, two piece combo tapped out in less than a second. He must have been a career addict, body starved for calcium, because his jaw seemed to splinter into a dozen fractures, a crunch I felt and heard before resetting my stance, diving for the gun that clattered to the concrete.

      He cried out, landed hard on his ass, hands going to his chin, cheeks. He squealed loudly, a scream that couldn't be voiced properly because of the inability to open his mouth.

      I picked up the weapon and walked over to him. “Never stand that close to your mark,” I said, tilting the gun upward. I opened the cylinder. Six .32 bullets fell into my palm. I pocketed them, wiped my prints off the gun and tossed into his lap. “Lame bitch. You deserve worse for being so stupid.”

      He whimpered in response.

      I spun on a toe and marched off to the ramp leading to the next level up, feeling a supreme satisfaction that swelled my chest, arms, and Johnson.

      Just sitting on the Hayabusa made me a king. The Suzuki was a '99 model, but had been rebuilt and customized so many times I've lost count. I put the key in the ignition between the handlebars, turned it. The headlight and taillight glowed brightly. Hit the starter button on the right hand grip. The 200hp race-spec engine ignited to life, powerful exhaust vibrating my entire body. My jeans, white tee and gray leather jacket buzzed. My arm hair stood up excitedly. The full-face helmet matched the bike's paint, white and gunmetal gray. I pulled it over my head and closed the face shield, secured the chin strap. The raw fuel smell in the air from the warming combustion chambers elated my chest as I backed the beastly machine out and tapped it into gear. Deafening snarls reverberated throughout the garage as I raced down the levels and onto Highway 90, leaving Pass Christian, heading to the interstate.

      I had to hurry if I was going to be on time to meet my girl at our former trainer's house. I could picture her waiting in the yard, arms folded, foot tapping. I smiled broadly. She loved to have an excuse to fuss at me. Or smack me. I backed off the throttle, and decided to enjoy the cruise, helmet tucked behind the windscreen, relaxing on the top of the fuel tank, heading east in no hurry.

      Exit 50 leads to Washington Avenue and downtown Ocean Springs. I went south towards the beach and turned into Eddy's driveway a few minutes later. My coach's home was practically a mansion. The colonial-style facade, white and blue, had several columns and a decked-out second-story balcony. As I drove up the long steep drive, I noticed the flower beds were empty, and the bushes weren't as trimmed as they looked from the street.

      Guess it's hard to upkeep when you're dead, my subconscious told me. Idiot.

      I growled away maudlin feeling threatening to weaken me. Thoughts of Eddy's murder are the only thing that's come close to making me shed tears since I was a teenager. When I was fourteen, my mother was killed during a police raid at a bikers' clubhouse. I haven't cried since. I have Rob to thank for that. He was an old outlaw Harley mechanic that I hung with sometimes. I remember him grabbing my whiny ass, giving me a fearsome look, and declaring that my will is strengthened by Roxanne's death, a new sword pulled from a forge, emerging more mature, tempered and unbreakable. I loved the way that sounded, so it stuck with me.

      As a kid the only father figure I had was Eddy. He opened the world of boxing for me. We lost touch after I met Pete and decided to make crime my career instead of professional boxing. I haven't seen Eddy in years, and I didn't feel as close to him as I used to. Still, something was going on in that supermax neuronal prison I keep my weaker emotions locked in.

      Hmm. I simply did not care for this. FEELINGS are for the weak, the sheep, the lame.

      The house was lit up, flood lights glowing around the yard. I glanced at my Tag Heuer, 9:36 p.m. Yeah, Blondie was fuming. I'm over half an hour late. Good. A healthy argument, then awesome make up sex.

      I'll be sooo very sorry.

      “Yes, I will,” I murmured in anticipation, parking next to Blondie's truck, a '52 Ford. I killed the engine, extended the kickstand and doffed my helmet. With the helmet off I could hear a commotion that seemed to be coming from the backyard. I stilled my breathing, listening to the sounds of a…fight.

      It's a fight!

      “Ah, hell!” I ran around the house and came upon a scene from my dreams. Blondie was in a ferocious battle with another girl, their long hair flying out around their heads, blonde vs. brunette, ripped arms and legs flexing explosively as they grunted feminine expulsions, fists flying. The floodlights played over them like special effects, bright rays that contrasted with the darkness surrounding them. I stood and watched, frozen and confused. The scene became a nightmare as I realized Blondie was way out of her league.

      As a former world amateur champion, my girl has an advantage over most chicks brave enough to trade blows with her. However, this chick here was an animal, very obviously a professional fighter, strong and degrees faster than Blondie. I was debating whether or not to interfere. Blondie can't stand it when I save her, preferring to use her own very capable skills to take care of business. Fortunately (or unfortunately), the fight abruptly ended and made my mind up for me.

      The enraged girl caught Blondie with an overhand-right that knocked her to the ground instantly. Blondie hit and crumpled, fight completely taken out of her, and I winced. She sprawled next to some geek whom I only just noticed, who was holding his stomach in pain, though outside the cones of light in the dark.

      The girl spun in my direction, sensing a new threat, and my Johnson shrunk at the look she directed at me. An insane, feverish bloodlust had utterly consumed this girl. She was breathing like a rabid badger, growl-snarls that made her eyes lunatic wide. Nostrils flaring, veins standing up from her muscles like she was on every performance supplement known to man. She was about five-eight, one thirty-five, a couple inches shorter than Blondie, though ten pounds heavier. All high quality, highly trained muscle made her look like an Olympic Gold Medalist, showcased by her black tank top, running shorts, and compression sleeve covering her entire left arm.

      She lunged at me, covering the twenty feet between us faster than any human I've ever seen, fists raised to bring the drama. I felt the stirrings of uncertainty before I raised my own fists and stepped into a comfortable stance. Something about this girl was familiar, though I had no time to ponder the possibilities before she attacked.

      One-two-three-four! Her combo blazed at my head. I slapped down the first two punches, palms ringing from her power, swayed left, then back from the next two. Immediately I launched a counter four-piece combination. She caught and slipped, mirroring my moves.

      Wait a minute…

      She pivoted, feinted a jab, jabbing hard right behind it. I read the move, leaning to the right and forward, throwing a jab that slid down her arm and, POP! Smashed into her cheek. Before I could follow up, a right-cross came out of nowhere and crashed into my ear, incredibly hard, nearly knocking me down. I stumbled and she jumped all over me, landing several shots before I could get out of her range. I circled around the crazed woman with a new respect, in awe.

      You got to be kidding me. Where in the hell did she learn that? That was my move; take a jab to land a right-cross. It was like I was fighting, well, me.

      She shuffled her feet, planted her back foot and lunged at me with combinations to my head and body, punctuating them with uppercuts that whistled millimeters from my chin. It was all I could do to keep her off me. I was so astonished by her speed, power, and skill that I couldn't rightly get in fight mode. I've never fought a woman before. I've sparred with chicks numerous times, but never thought I'd be fighting for my life against a girl that could scrap so viciously. She was literally trying to punch holes in me, her boxing ability a match to the very best I've been in the ring with.

      I finally managed to land a right-hand. She didn't even blink, firing right back after my punch landed, nailing me with a right of her own. I shook it off, backpedaling. I sensed movement to my left and glanced over to see an enormous black dude standing over Blondie and the geek, a gun in his hand. He shouted to my opponent, “Boss! Move back! I got him!” He aimed carefully at me.

      The girl couldn't, or wouldn't, accept his help. She was in complete submission to her killer instinct. Her demeanor said she just had to take me out. She was mad that I could box.

      She darted inside my range and we began a slug fest, throwing as hard and as fast as we could, pummeling each other with hard shots, most caught by our arms.

      I heard a brief scuffle and noticed peripherally that Blondie had recovered and somehow managed to take the gun from the giant. She told him, “No, you're wrong you big fucker. I got you”. She waved the gun and he knelt down.

      I fended off a blistering attack, pushed my opponent away from me, and Blondie limped over and stuck the gun in the girl-beast's face. “Get on the ground by your friends, you freaky bitch.”

      Before I could warn Blondie, the girl raised her hands and threw a lightning hook into Blondie's hand that was holding the gun. The weapon boomed a tongue of flame over their heads before flying fifteen feet away, slamming to the ground. Girl-beast followed with a right-hand bomb that would have broken Blondie's entire face if she hadn't turned aside as it hit, lessening the impact. Blondie scrambled away desperately and I ran over and tackled our enemy, rolling over on top of her, without intending to harm her any further, a daunting revelation striking me.

      As I struggled to pin her down, I growled, “Stop! Wait a minute, you crazy motherfucker!” She grunted and strained, almost throwing me off. She was so strong. “We have the same trainer!” I yelled to get through her rage. “We had the same trainer. You were trained by Eddy, right?”

      She blinked in sudden confusion, tension momentarily leaving her body. Right at that instant the giant black dude tried to take my head off as he speared me to the ground. The grass crammed unpleasantly into my mouth and eyes, the strong smell of earth forced into my nose. I thrashed and rolled onto my back, but the man was too heavy for me to budge with my stressed arms. Fighting the girl-beast had zapped my stamina. I caught a glimpse of Blondie crawling away, and realized she was heading towards the gun. The giant gave deep, growling rumbles as he tried to pin my hands. I resisted with everything I had left in me, quickly running out of gas.

      The girl-beast was on her feet again, looking unsure of herself, as if the real her had returned and didn't know where she was. “Bobby!” she said. “Let him up.” He obeyed instantly and a deep darkness was lifted as his mass moved from over me. I lay on my back, panting. The girl-beast's face appeared above mine, red and sweaty. “Tell your girl to stand down,” she demanded.

      I panted, nodded, held up a finger. I rolled over and saw Blondie had reached the gun and had a look on her that indicated she planned to murder first and ask questions later. She raised the weapon, face distorted in god-awful hatred. Tears mixed with dirt on swollen cheeks, and pointed the gun at the girl-beast.

      I waved frantically. “Check yourself, Babe! It's a misunderstanding. She's one of Eddy's!”

      She pulled the trigger…
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      Eddy's living room was spacious. The vaulted ceiling was twenty feet at its peak. Rough-hewn beams crossing in pleasing geometric patterns, all dark brown and white. Four large skylights showing the beautiful night sky. We sat on couches of the same colors in a semi-circle, around a huge low table and entertainment system in the center of the room. Stairs to the upper-level rooms behind us, kitchen and dining room to our right. Ice packs crinkled in the silence, three of the five people present nursing inflammation on various body parts. I was one of them. The girl-beast, Anastasia, as she was introduced, had landed more than one shot on the left side of my head. It throbbed intensely.

      That's it. Back to the gym to practice defense…

      I grumbled to myself, plopped on the couch next to Blondie. She had her shoes off, legs curled under her, also nursing a swollen head with an ice pack. We glared at the others while they explained their reason for being here.

      “First of all, I have to say I'm glad you can't shoot worth a damn,” Anastasia told Blondie, who popped her eyes peevishly. Anastasia then turned her attention towards me. “I've known Eddy for years and he never mentioned either of you.” She crossed her arms with a stubborn expression, seated on a love-seat with her boyfriend Julian, the geek that Blondie had jumped on thinking he was a burglar.

      “Yeah, well, Eddy was disappointed that we didn't go pro,” Blondie responded. “He didn't exactly approve of our career path.” She tossed her long golden locks off her shoulder, shrugging as if it was no loss to her. But I knew better. I could see the pain it caused her to be reminded of it.

      “What career did you choose?” Bobby rumbled, the big black dude that looked and moved like a Super Bowl MVP. He stood in front of the TV facing everyone, gargantuan arms folded across a pink bodybuilder tank top, with a look that suspected he already knew that answer to his query.

      “Crime,” I said, trying to keep from baring my canines. Most people get all uppity when learning of my past. They preach. Anastasia and her guys had Do Gooder written all over them. Even their names sounded law-abiding. So I didn't expect their response.

      Julian smiled a little. Bobby pursed his lips and shrugged. Anastasia sighed heavily, Not this again. Her shoulders sagged, and I got the feeling she had long resigned to dealing with criminal types, or maybe had been involved in something illegal herself. She said, “Once, I would have looked down my nose at you.” Another heavy sigh. “Are you still in that life?”

      “Retired,” Blondie said sharply, defensively, and couldn't keep a subtle hint of regret from her gorgeous face.

      “Wait a minute,” Julian said. He sat up straight. I was surprised that he was a couple inches taller than my six-one. “Razor and Blondie. The Razor and Blondie?”

      “Umm?” Anastasia looked at Julian quizzically.

      He looked at her. “These guys are legends in the darker realms of the Internet.” He actually blushed with shame under her stare before looking back to us. Cleared his throat. “Criminals. You guys filmed your crimes and police chases and created an online show called Criminals, right?”

      He looked like a kid meeting celebrities, and I couldn't help myself from smiling. I haven't enjoyed the feeling of infamy in some time. “Guilty,” I said. Blondie gave a pretty smile of pride. I had to restrain my hand from pinching her boob.

      “Whatever,” Anastasia said unimpressed. I sensed she was going to scold Julian later for his enthusiasm over our old show. Blondie looked daggers at her. Bobby was deep in thought. Anastasia continued, “We are getting off-subject. Why are you here?”

      Blondie's body tensed, she unfolded her legs, and I grabbed her hand to calm her before she sparked another bout with the girl-beast. She hasn't acted this huffy in years. She must feel threatened by or competitive towards Anastasia for many reasons, and the girl-beast must feel the same about her. They were so different from each other it's unlikely they would ever get along. Even if they were paid to, I mused myself.

      I took a moment before answering, grimacing because I was unused to sharing personal information about myself with unknowns. I wasn't a Facebook kind of guy. But something told me I needed to connect with these people. Somehow I knew we would have met and connected strongly if I had gone pro and followed the law-abiding path. I felt like I could have just as easily had a life like Anastasia's, even though I had no idea what that entailed, and she could have easily had a life like mine. A simple choice of A instead of B could have seriously altered our paths. Maybe because her fighting skills were so much like my own that I felt this connection. I don't know. I sensed we were all here for a reason, yet another feeling that went against my norm. I didn't believe in destiny, fate, or karma. Things do happen for a reason, but the result is luck that you created with careful planning and hard work. Or the lack thereof. The rest was coincidence.

      This has to be a plan of Eddy's. The thought came unbidden, my subconscious speaking up to let me know it's okay to reveal my hand, the explanation is rational.

      “We are here because of this,” I said taking a folded document from inside my jacket pocket. Anastasia's breath caught and she pulled an identical paper from her own pocket, white and gold trimmed stationery. I felt my eyebrows rise slightly.

      “That old rascal,” Bobby muttered with a faint smile.

      “Of course. Eddy wanted you to meet them,” Julian said to his girl. He ran his fingers through his spiked blonde hair, over his angular face. A thinking tic. He frowned in incomprehension. “Why now?”

      She shook her head. “No idea. I didn't even know he had a will until I got this letter from his lawyer. All I knew was his brother was taking care of his house.”

      “What does your letter say?” I asked, eyes narrowed at her.

      She stood, put the letter away and crossed her arms. The compression sleeve glimmered, skin tight against her muscles, showing the rips in her forearm and shoulder. The engineer in me wondered what it was made of. “It said to be here today,” she said.

      “That's all?”

      She nodded, narrowed eyes daring me to dispute.

      I shrugged. Mine said the same thing. This was getting boring. “Well, here we are, brought together for some kind of social intercourse. What now?”

      “Intercourse?” Anastasia asked, eyebrow quirked.

      “I always feel like I'm getting screwed in settings like this.”

      “Ah.”

      Blondie rolled her eyes. “A drink and a joint for me,” she announced, standing and walking with a limp into the kitchen.

      “I think I'll join you for a drink,” Bobby told my girl, following her. “But I'll pass on the chronic. Makes me talk like Bubba on Forrest Gump.” Anastasia looked at him querulously, biting her tongue, as if he was supposed to stay by her side because they were still not in agreement with us. She gave Blondie a suspicious look. Julian rubbed her shoulders and stroked her hair.

      This was turning into an episode of Big Brother, a show I didn't particularly care for. I got up, deciding to do something about my boredom, following Blondie's example. Though I thought I needed something a tad more stimulating than a joint.

      I went into the hall bathroom and shut the door, Lysol prickling my nose as I flicked on the light, the wall and floor tiles gleaming blue, green, and white. Towel racks as bare as the shower curtain rod. I turned to the sink and looked closely at the person staring into the mirror. Intense is how people describe me while I'm in earshot. I had to agree with that, and couldn't deny being more derogatory descriptions. I've certainly been all kinds of motherfuckers with this face.

      My dark, almost black hair was swept back over my head, longish in the front, shorter on the sides and back, thick and shiny, thanks to Blondie's TLC. My mustache was perfectly trimmed. Skin tan and smooth. Eyes green like burning gas, one scheme after another flashing under dark brows, the skin around them shaded from too little sleep and too much speed.

      “I'll look like I'm wearing a ski mask after this,” I muttered, smiling, taking a small Ziploc from inside my jacket. I could feel the weight of the straight razor before it slipped into my hand from the sheath snug against my lower back. The five inch blade flashed chrome, silently opening from the gem-encrusted ancient silver handle, amethysts and rubies under my palm promising grip if I ever decided to use it for more than chopping narcotics.

      As I tapped out some powder on the sink, the aroma of the cocaine filled my nose strongly, a piquing that told my body to buckle up. My eyes widened in concentration, my bowels stirred restlessly for a moment, hand blurring to line it up. I licked the blade, cleaned it with toilet tissue and sheathed it. Dug some bills from a pocket and rolled up a Benjamin like a straw, staining his fat little bald head with quality speed as I snorted a thick line up each nostril, snorting and groaning loudly.

      The numbing, electrifying taste dripped into the back of my throat, and I cringed with the sickening pleasantness. “MMMahhh!” I roared, eyes darting, licking my lips. I cleaned up my mess, thinking I could deal with the women's drama now. I wouldn't be bored for a while.

      I walked into the kitchen to find my girl chatting up Bobby, explaining how she took the gun from him earlier.

      “Voodoo?” Bobby said skeptically, sitting on a bar stool, arms laying on an island counter. The kitchen made his huge frame look small, stainless steel appliances winking cleanly all around us, a dozen pots and pans hanging over the island.

      “Voodoo that I do doo,” Blondie sang with attitude, making her shoulders dance like a badass. She smoothed the front of her shirt, a purple and white blouse that showed off her fit tan stomach over Calvin Klein jeans. Black boots.

      Bobby said, “That wasn't an answer.”

      “That's your opinion,” she fired back, eyes squinting through pungent marijuana smoke. Bobby just shook his head and gave an exaggerated sigh, huge chest rumbling.

      “Her voodoo mind tricks are nearly as frustrating as her fighting tricks,” I said, smiling at them. She raised an eyebrow at me in warning. I left it at that before getting in further debt. I already owed her one for being late. A foot massage wouldn't cover that and talking smack about her in front of her new friend.

      “Voodoo is from my ancestors,” Bobby said. He looked at Blondie. “Never thought I'd see it whited-up. But you managed it.” He laughed, deep voice quaking like a stack of woofers. “Voodoo that you do doo? I guess. The magic you pulled on me would make anybody a believer.”

      “Thanks,” she said, then got up to get them more beers.

      I snorted, earning a huge, wonderful drip. My eyes darted with ADD. Blondie sucked in a breath, looked at me sharply, while closing the fridge, and shook her head in disapproval. I shrugged What the fuck? at her, turned and walked into the hallway, humming Cocaine by Eric Clapton as loud as I could.

      My mind couldn't focus on trivial issues. I craved something that would fully engage me. So I sought out the girl-beast to grill her about the science fiction-looking compression sleeve that, combined with her otherworldly physique, made her look like a cyborg.

      She stood in the living room looking at boxing memorabilia on a wall. Pictures of marquees and fight posters from four continents covered one wall entirely. A montage of some of the sport's greatest moments. Eddy had been intrinsic to so many major fighters and events, and had a world-class collection to prove it.

      Seeing all of it with Anastasia standing there suddenly made me realize why I've never met her until now - there are so many people Eddy worked with that I never knew. The wall of pictures slapped me with the fact that the girl-beast was just one of hundreds.

      I looked at her eyes to determine what she was studying so intently. A framed picture of Eddy and a promoter named Silvio Vittorio, flanking a female fighter I remember from the 2000s. The Shocker. Eddy had trained her not long after leaving the amateurs to make real money in the pros.

      A feeling of regret touched me briefly. That could have been you in the photo, my subconscious rubbed in my face. You could have been a world champion, even more famous than her…

      I snorted deeply, and was rewarded with a zinging sensation that silenced the voice of my feelings. Anastasia glanced at me, but I ignored her, resumed studying the photo. The girl's hands were still wrapped, her face and hair sweaty, cheeks red and puffy. She had an inhuman glint in her eyes, wildly flying on all those intense chemicals that consume a gladiator during battle. This girl was on the level.

      Recognition struck as if I had snorted a line through my dick. I managed to keep it from showing on my face. I looked at Anastasia and said with honor, “I fought the Shocker. That's the best thing that's happened to me in years.”

      A smile tugged the corner of her mouth, though she remained silent, still looking at the picture, as if waiting on me to complete the revelation.

      I was missing something here. I looked back at the wall and suddenly remembered another, more recent picture I had seen of the Shocker. On America's Most Wanted. I laughed out loud, then told her, “You are a brave motherfucker. You still look like your mug shot.” I held my fist out and she bumped it hard with her own, one boxer to another. I said, “So I take it you didn't enjoy the accommodations of Central Mississippi Correctional Facility.”

      She smiled. “I didn't belong in prison. My husband and I were innocent.”

      “What about the girl you killed in prison before you escaped?”

      “Didn't do it,” she replied, her smile gone.

      I looked at her closely. “I believe you,” I told her.

      She continued staring at the picture, seeing through it with unfocused eyes. “Julian and I were Alan and Clarice back then. We were set up by drug traffickers and put in prison. Inside, I was forced into a fight ring. I went along with it, hoping I could use the money to finance my escape. The ring got busted the day before I was able to leave. I lost everything. The whole plan was nearly ruined, and wouldn't have worked without the help of my friend.”

      “Forced into a fight ring?” I sniffed. “That would be like forcing a fish to swim.”

      She didn't know whether to glare at me for being contrary or take it as a compliment and blush.

      Normally I don't care for he-said, she-said drama. But this was an interesting discovery. She was a major fugitive, wanted by the federal government. She went on to tell me how Eddy died. He had helped her escape and was later shot while helping her rescue her son, who had been kidnapped by the traffickers. He took a bullet that was meant for her. She wiped tears from her eyes and I held back a grumble.

      Don't walk away. You can tolerate this. It's worth it. It's a good story.

      To refocus the conversation I said, “The traffickers were cops? Not surprising.”

      “Biloxi PD.”

      “They took your kid because you took six million cash from them. That was after you escaped?”

      She nodded. “We wanted revenge.”

      “Taking a criminal's money is certainly the best way to pay them back,” I said frowning, wondering what I would do if she had taken my stash. There was a lot more I wanted to know about her story, but she cut it short.

      “Enough about me. Let's pick your brain now.” She pointed to another wall and we walked over next to a trophy case full of Eddy's teenage achievements in boxing and football. Tall golden and silver awards filled five shelves, plaques on the mirrored back panel. On a shelf next to it were several framed news articles. The largest one, a walnut frame encasing an entire front page, headlined BATTLE AT THE FRONT BEACH! in bold. She said, “That was you and Eddy? I remember that.”

      “Oh yeah. I had forgotten about that. I used to have a framed copy just like it. Did Eddy tell you?”

      “Some of it. You know how reticent he can be.” She got a sour look. “Could be.”

      “Omerta. He followed the Italian code of silence.”

      “Don't I know it,” she muttered. I smiled. Eddy had the same effect on me.

      I was feeling loquacious. The drug had fully kicked in, promising great pleasure if I would only express myself, tell a feel-good story to reciprocate her sharing. I was beginning to like Anastasia for her personality as much as her accomplishments. It's not every day you run across the all-time greatest female boxer, who also happens to be on the FBI's Most Wanted list. And I like the fact that she's the obvious leader of a strong crew. Without a doubt she qualifies as a Badass in my book.

      It's possible you're also warming to her because you no longer resent her for besting you, my subconscious jabbed at me.

      I didn't argue. I felt privileged to have been punched by a legend.

      She pointed her chin at the article. “Says here you and Coach assaulted seventeen football jocks.”

      I smirked. “I was able to hurt five or six. Got lucky. Eddy slapped down the rest.”

      “Sounds like fun,” she said with that twinkle in her eyes, a mischievous predator lurking just beneath the surface. She was definitely on the level. Psycho.

      I wonder if we're related.

      She rolled a finger to prod me into giving details, and I began telling her about the incident that led to one of Ocean Springs' most spectacular stories.
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        * * *

      

      Anger used to control my life on a daily basis. Hell, sometimes on an hour-to-hour basis. I didn't have much restraint over it back then, and even now I had to struggle to bite my tongue or halt my hands from slapping people I considered idiots. Which was almost everyone, unfortunately.

      In '98 I trained my heart out for the Regional Championships. I made it to the final easily, and dominated some hillbilly for a clear victory. Only I was robbed. My hand wasn't raised. The judges favored my opponent because we were in his hometown. It was after that I discovered my anger issues made me a real danger to society.

      As a way of dealing with the unfair pressures thrust upon my teenage-self, I developed my own therapy. My own twisted anger management: I would find a crowd of men - old, young, redneck, or gangster - and jump them. By myself. The more the merrier. The brutal ferocity I unleashed on them was soothing in a way that I couldn't possibly experience talking to some therapist about how this or that made me feel.

      My trainer found out about my dynamic venting somehow, though I never knew how he did. I had never been caught. Turns out, he could relate to it. More, he encouraged it. It was the strangest thing. An adult telling me it was okay to hurt people to make myself feel better. But that was precisely what he did that day - after he made himself feel better, by giving the judges a scathing speech about screwing fighters out of a win because they weren't from Arkansas, didn't chew tobacco or fuck their cousins.

      Eddy's insults had little effect, but his menacing glare seemed to scald the three judges' faces. He was pretty scary looking when he was in a good mood; he was absolutely terrifying right then. He continued, “You tea-baggers are a disgrace to amateur boxing. Especially you.” His deep voice boomed in the emptying building, thick finger directed at a pudgy balding man in a cheap brown suit. His two hundred and fifty pounds made the ring creak as he stalked back and forth in front of the judges, who still sat ringside, sorting papers on a table. Some fans overheard and shouted agreement. I stood outside the ring by the steps, angrily cutting off my hand wraps with Eddy's knife. He looked at me, then back to the judges, his anger growing. “How could you give every round to that hobo?! He didn't win a single one! Do you know how much this boy has sacrificed to get here?” He pointed at me and demanded of them. “Look at me!” Three sets of eyes glanced up, then back down.

      They didn't answer. I felt an awkward rage, the stirrings of rampage. I was impatient to leave. I couldn't vent here. I would go to jail for assaulting these clowns. They know they fucked me. Well, I'm done with this shit. I lost. I was betrayed. They're not going to reverse the decision.

      They didn't understand that because of this loss people were going to look at me differently. Several sponsorships and endorsement deals just went into the same garbage can as my perfect record. They didn't understand that I would look at myself differently now. I believed that I could beat anybody in the ring. But as it turns out that bulletproof confidence was fallible, a bug under the shoe of a biased judge to be squashed at their whim. I've lost my first fight, and it felt like losing my virginity all over again. Only this this time it was a very BAD thing.

      I wanted to curse these people out. I wanted to hurt them. Why can't we just go?

      But Eddy wasn't done telling them what he thought of their corruption. He glanced at the crooks and stabbed his finger in my direction again. “I told this sixteen-year-old boy if he worked harder than everybody else, sacrificed more than anybody else, that he would win. He did work harder than anybody else, and he did win. Who are you three idiots to say otherwise, huh? Everyone saw what happened. The entire crowd booed your decision. I should come down there and slap all of you. You need to know what that feels like because that's what you've done to this kid: slapped him in the face!”

      That earned a few wary glances, but otherwise just made them speed up their paperwork. Experienced judges were used to disgruntled trainers, fans, or parents harrying them after controversial decisions. Eddy's outburst was nothing new, and would set no precedent.

      Coach growled vehemently, obviously holding himself back from making good on his threats. He abruptly spun around and ducked under the ropes. Stomped down the steps. He walked past me with a red face and could only jerk his head for me to follow, tense with emotion.

      In the parking lot people called out condolences, assuring us everyone knew who really won. We got into Eddy's car, a silver '74 Dodge Challenger, shut the doors. He started and revved the 440 Magnum, the big block bellowing a soothing roar. Gripped the steering wheel with both huge hands. His bulldog jaw stuck out in a smile, his French-Cajun features looking very Italian Mafioso. Chin beard and mustache dark and gleaming, eyes ominous under a thick brow. He looked over at me and suggested in a pleasant voice, “Let's find a nice crowd.”

      I smiled back. “A big one.”

      That night, around 2:00 a.m., we found ourselves on the beach in Ocean Springs, walking the length of the sea wall, looking for a large enough group of men to take our stress out on. It didn't take long. The beach was a favorite hangout for all groups of people, including the jocks we targeted and approached.

      I recall that moment vividly. The sky was clear and showed the stars far out over the dark water. The sand glowed with dim moon light. Cars and trucks lined the sea wall, doors open with interior lights showing couples kissing, drinking and grinding to the music. There must have been twenty football players in that crowd, all very familiar with free-weights, protein shakes, and any number of testosterone boosters.

      Perfect. I love a challenge. I realized some part of me was screaming suicide mission, but I bumped Eddy's elbow instead of thinking about consequences, and he grunted an affirmative.

      We walked right into the mix. At the time, I was five-ten and a ripped, highly trained one sixty-five. Eddy was five-eleven, two-fifty, a bear of a man with immense strength, and was capable of astonishing speed even though he was nearly half a century old. He had been a boxing trainer for over twenty years and that expertise made him a very dangerous person.

      We ignored the scantily clad girls that looked at us curiously. I grabbed a beer from a cooler, walked over in the middle of several muscle heads that towered over me, and shook up the bottle. Twisted off the cap, held my thumb over the mouth and sprayed Bud Light in all directions, soaking as many people as I could. Girls squealed angrily as the beer wet their hair and makeup. Guys cursed and yelled at me over the music, a Cypress Hill song that wanted you to believe being insane in the membrane was a good thing.

      I love it when the music fits the setting, don't you?

      Eddy pushed through the men that encircled me, turned and faced them with his hands up placating. “Excuse me for a moment, fellas. Before we do this, the old man needs a stretch.” He smiled and ignored the baffled looks he got, turned back to face me, and said, “Stretch my shoulders, boy.” I pulled his arms behind his back and he grunted relief. “I'm too old to chase these youngsters. Just keep pushing them toward me, okay?”

      “You got it, Old Man,” I obliged, grinning psychotically, mind already racing with moves I planned to execute on the three guys behind me. My heart stepped up the pace, eagerness consuming me.

      The loudest one in the crowd, a huge, angry dude in a Dallas Cowboys hat, stepped closer and demanded to know, “What the hell is this? Who are you assholes?”

      Eddy smiled at him. “We'll introduce ourselves in just a moment. Sorry for the delay. I'm getting old,” he said apologetically, sounding very sincere. I let go of his shoulders. He sighed, held up his big fists as only veteran fighters can. He told the hulking jock, “My name is Gonnakickyourass,” and drilled him with a left-hook that thunked an echo out across the sand, a monstrous blow that knocked the man sideways and to the ground violently, unconscious before he hit.

      I spun around and threw a right-cross in one motion, back leg straightening to push my entire body in the direction of the punch, right fist a block of iron that hit my target's chin sickeningly. He dropped, out cold, knees and head thudding on the sea wall, and I pivoted to my left, reset shoulders, driving forward with a right-hand, left-hook to the body of the closest man to me, fists biting into his soft belly like cannon shots, his warm breath spraying me from the exploding pain as I stepped to his side and behind him. I shoved two more guys, trying to make room to dance with them, but they had the misfortune to walk into Eddy's scything arms, both going down instantly. I got outside the circle, darting back in to tag a guy in the head, knocking him to his knees. I never stopped moving forward, finishing him with a hook to the ear. He collapsed, smashing beer bottles beneath him. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. I couldn't believe how easily these guys were going down.

      A tight-assed Asian chick popped up to my side, and my Johnson noticed her little boobies bouncing in a bikini top before she snarled like a thug and winged a full bottle of Corona at me. I ducked and it nailed some chick behind me, chipping her teeth. I laughed at her cry of anger then lambasted two, three more guys, punishing them with my assault. They went down, sand sticking to their bloody faces. I backed quickly out of the mix to let my shoulders recover and saw the Asian chick get punched by the girl with the broken tooth. I laughed again. I was having the time of my life.

      “Insane in the membrane/ insane, got no brain!” the music expressed in rhymes and thundering bass, fueling the chaos.

      Eddy was out on the sand, halfway to the water, half surrounded by jocks, some limping, most angry, all too wary to run back inside his range again. My trainer looked like a warrior of ancient times, a combat expert teaching the next generation how fighting men were supposed to conduct themselves in hand-to-hand. I judged he was just about to break a sweat, his white Mopar t-shirt and warm-up pants moon bright. He moved with the kind of relaxed confidence that marks a fighter with a lot of fight in him.

      I couldn't see his face clearly but knew he had a wicked smile. He feigned punches, causing his prey to jump. One guy yelled as if a quarterback had called hike and ran forward swinging wildly. He was silenced by a single uppercut.

      “Come on, boys,” Eddy said in disappointment, stepping over his victim. He shook his head sadly. “Do I need to tell y'all a story about how us old timers used to walk through snow uphill both ways? You guys fight like ninety-pound crack whores. Does anybody here have a set of balls? Raise your hand.” Several curses erupted at that, and five riled steroid freaks moved in on him. “That's right. Come to Papa,” he said, stepping in to meet them.

      Peripherally I watched and heard Eddy's concussive blows demolish the athletes as I ducked and dodged four guys that chased me back and forth between them, loosely in a diamond pattern. I danced away until my shoulders and legs had recovered, then lunged in with a four-piece combination that simply overwhelmed one of my targets, a dark haired man about my size, though older. My punches hit him so hard and so fast he couldn't react to defend himself. His eye, nose and chin compressed, head snapped back, and he wailed a gurgling sound that always follows a severely broken nose, throat filling with blood.

      I forgot all about him in an instant, relaxing to recover, lunging to my left with a feigned jab, jabbing hard right behind it at the next target's nose, dipping down and forward, twisting shoulders explosively to throw a straight-right into the soft area below the belly button, arresting his diaphragm. He forgot how to breathe and dropped, choking, gasping. One guy looked at his friends on the ground writhing in pain, looked at me, and took off running, leaping the sea wall, hurrying to his car.

      His buddy followed a second later, carrying an injured man with him.

      “Bitch,” I said, appreciative of the Odds of war. The enemy had been routed. I turned around in a circle to survey the carnage, inhaling with deep satisfaction. The concrete area around the sea wall looked like it had been in the path of a tornado. Lawn chairs, beer bottles and wrecked coolers, clothes and random accessories were strewn all over the place, around and under cars, out into the street. Most of the girls had dropped their shit and ran.

      I chortled merrily.

      Screams resounded from down by the water. Half a dozen men, and two girls, were lying in the sand in various states of pain and consciousness between me and the water.

      I hopped over the wall and followed the trail of knockout victims until a crowd of silhouettes materialized, white highlights of moon illuminating their aggressive faces, hair, muscle-bound shoulders. The football squad was determined to take down Eddy, a challenge they've rehearsed with their own coaches in a see-who-can-tackle-the-pro exercise. If Eddy had been just a ball player they would have tackled him by now. However, you can't tackle what you can't get your hands on, and Eddy's quick defense and mule kick punches were nearly impossible to get passed.

      The weak had been culled from the herd, the very strongest of the jocks the only ones still fighting. Eddy was in no hurry. He looked so calm and poised, fists held up almost casually. Then someone would bravely get inside his range and WHAM! Out of nowhere a single blow would crack. Another one bites the dust.

      As I ran up on them, I realized the determination emanating from the athletes was part denial; they refused to believe they couldn't take down this one old man. Surely all of them together could get this geezer on the ground. I laughed because I've had the same frustrated anger on my face numerous times, while sparring with the same master that tormented them now. The pugilist guru could be infuriating because he could hit you so easily and block everything you throw at him. These guys had thrown everything they had and more at him, and have yet to land a clean blow. They were seeing red.

      Knowing they couldn't hear my approach, the soft sand and loud wind masking my steps, I crossed the distance quickly. Eddy saw me, jerked his head up and grinned. I grinned back and shoved the two guys in front of me. Startled and off balance, their flailing forms stumbled forward like two logs tumbling down the chute of a wood chipper, BZZT! BZZT! ground into refuse where Eddy's whistling fists impacted, traumatizing skin, blood vessels, muscles and organs. Bones were fractured. They flopped around on the wet sand, hurt badly. The other guys, six left, circled away from me to avoid getting shoved into the meat grinder, who stepped over his latest work and moved in their direction.

      Blue, red and yellow lights whipped back and forth across the sand, our faces and arms, accompanied by sirens blaring from the street. Our prey seemed to gain confidence now that the police were here, as if the danger had lessened because everyone was about to be arrested. They became cocky, but not stupid. With the clock running out of time and no significant points earned for their team, they left Eddy alone and turned towards me, the lesser threat, hoping to score something for the little pride they still possessed.

      The sand made my mobility nearly non-existent. Without swift foot movement the odds of me getting hit increased. I didn't care. In a very disturbing way I looked forward to feeling a few hard punches. I still had some anger and stress built up, a ball of burning emotion sitting high in my stomach, feeding my will all the juice it could handle. I wasn't about to abort my mission for a few cops. I just had to get this out of my system. Stopping now would be like masturbation without the reward.

      Two muscle heads bounded after me, sprinting for spear tackles, which told me that's the only training they've ever had, the only way their bodies know how to attack. The first one reached me and I waited until the last instant, his outstretched hands and snarling face right there, before pivoting to my right and throwing a right-uppercut under his arm, crunching my tightened fist into his chin and throat. A half-second later, my left-hook smacked solidly into his eye, closing it indefinitely. He landed on the sand screaming madly and a Mack truck hit me from the side, smashing me straight to the ground. The pain was voiced eloquently by my exploding breath and groan, sand silencing my open mouth. He held on, breathing hard, and I sensed he was either out of gas or surprised to have gotten me down, no further plan beyond the tackle, no further training or instinct.

      I pushed my face out of the sand, blind, but happy that there was an idiot on my back instead of a fighter. Spat before inhaling, struggling with his weight. The sand burned my eyes, sucking the moisture away, replacing it with bits of clay and sea grass, a concoction I could taste and smell because the fucking shit had crammed into every hole in my face. My muscles had trouble working without air, and I couldn't break the hold the guy had on me. Wrestling and grappling wasn't my forte. I had to get him off and stand up to be effective at fighting.

      I bit him. I don't mean a bite like a normal human bite. I lit his ass up like a big dog, sank my teeth into his arm like it was a warm, salty ham and snatched a plug of hairy, sweaty skin out. Blood squirted between my teeth, flooding my mouth. The acidic metal, warm redness triggered a frenzied response from my inner wolf, and my muscles swelled as the feeling of violent desire spread through the rest of me. Suddenly, I had retard strength, roaring primitive power that demanded to be channeled for one purpose: Destruction. My eyes flooded with tears. I could see again.

      The jock felt lighter, a mere irritant to be swatted away, and I spun while throwing an elbow into his ear, continuing the movement to wrap my arm around his head in a headlock. The blow and lock were very unexpected, making him panic. I took advantage of the moment. Getting my feet under me I held the lock until I was sure I could spring away from him. I let go, jumped back, planted my back foot and immediately brought it forward with a heel strike that rammed into his collarbone, breaking it audibly. He screamed and thrashed around. I took a huge breath and felt a little closer to the Satisfaction line.

      Flashlights traced beams of orange through the pulsing red, yellow, blue. Keys jangled loudly as several officers ran at us from the sea wall, screaming for everyone to get down. Eddy walked toward me from the water, dark silhouettes on the ground behind him, moon making him glow like a nightmarish specter.

      The cops reached me, flashlights illuminating my face. They froze. One said, “Holy shit!” Then, “Don't move!” and pointed a gun at my head.

      The blood was still warm on my face, sticky, spots on my shirt. My fists were held up in their direction, and I decided that was fairly stupid before realizing they must see a retard in truth, and I would be dead from a fusillade of bullets any second now.

      “Razor! Get down, boy!” Eddy bellowed, jogging quickly, waving to divert their attention from me. He stopped, hands up, and two cops flanked him with aimed pistols. He got down.

      I considered my options as the frightened policemen continued to yell at me. I could try to fight, but would likely take a bullet. I usually run from the cops. However, it's unlikely I'd make it ten feet before getting dropped by the giant Taser a policewoman just pointed at me, hands shaking.

      I felt an emptiness in my gut where the ball of dense emotion had sat like a tank of nitro. I was certainly well past satisfied, with a reserve of satiety that should hold me for quite a while. I was pleasantly exhausted. A nap on a jail cell cot sounded terrific.

      I'm good, I determined, shivering in fulfillment. I nearly shook my coat out. No need to die today. And I'm not terribly eager to feel the bite of that Taser. No fan of electricity am I. I got down.

      We were cuffed and herded back to the sea wall. Two ambulances had arrived, adding more uniforms and blinding lights to the scene. People were being treated everywhere. Cops stared at me as we walked by. I became aware of the blood again, having to exercise great restraint in not licking it from around my lips. Stepped over the wall and got shoved into the back of a police car. They put Eddy in next to me. Shut the doors. The interior was cramped for me, so I know Eddy's bulk didn't like it, especially with his hands cuffed behind his back.

      With no wind blasting me, I became more aware of myself. Both hands ached like a bitch, possibly fractured. My ribs were cutting up as well, pains I couldn't feel minutes ago as the aggressive emotions pumped me full of Fuck the World Indestructibility. I sighed, missing the feeling already, and wiped my mouth on my shoulder before I did something disgusting, like I was thinking a minute ago. I need a joint in a bad way.

      I looked over at my trainer and new partner in crime and smiled, overall pleased with the outcome of our endeavor. “I feel much better,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “Me, too. But let's not do that again, okay kid? That felt too good, and I'm too old to start new habits.”

      I laughed, then cringed in pain. “Cool,” I gasped.

      We slept like the dead in the Ocean Springs jail, a small area of cells inside the police station off Dewey Avenue. The next morning we were told we had an initial appearance scheduled in court for 9:00 a.m. We were cuffed and led into a small courtroom that was filled to capacity, several people standing. All of the football jocks were there, some bandaged or in casts, several had parents with them. Pandemonium ensued when we entered, curses and demands for explanations, fingers and fists of angry parents thrown around emphatically. Shouts for quiet were ignored. Eddy and I were seated in front of the judge's bench, and I had to swivel around for fear of being assaulted from behind.

      An air horn sounded, freezing everyone with its piercing blare.

      “Quiet, I said!” the judge thundered, a late sixties gent in a black suit, black robe hastily thrown over it. He put the horn in a desk drawer. “Sit down and be quiet!”

      The main entrance opened and Eddy's brother walked in. Everyone was stunned because Perry looked like Eddy's twin, huge and dark and dangerous in appearance. His glare made everyone think he intended to start trouble, but I could tell it was affected. Perry's a jovial dude.

      He spotted us. I nodded, What's up? and he swaggered over to us. Stopped with hands on waist of his dark slacks. I admired his Cruisin' the Coast tee. He looked around at the victims, shaking his head. Everyone watched him, his presence eye-commanding. He looked at Eddy, at me, trying to hold a stern expression without laughing, and said in a scolding tone, “I thought I told the two of you: when there are seventeen of them, one of you has to sit out!”

      Laughter erupted from several of the jocks' fathers. Their sons' faces turned scarlet. Perry barked a laugh that evaporated the spell he held on the court.

      Perry took a folded newspaper from his back pocket and lay it on the table as he sat down between us. The judge began the proceeding, but I couldn't focus on his words. The headline of the Ocean Springs Record proclaimed BATTLE AT THE FRONT BEACH! and had a blown-up photo of the carnage. Police and EMT and hurt people were everywhere in the foreground, beach, water and sky dark in the back, moon bright. It was a beautiful picture. I decided to buy myself a copy and frame it.

      “Did you really have someone's blood around your mouth?” Perry rumbled next to me. “Tell me they were exaggerating.”

      Eddy laughed loudly. The judge frowned at him. My grin felt like it would split my head in half.

      “Would you like to share your humor, gentlemen?” the judge asked us, leaning forward with a scowl.

      I looked up. “Not really.”

      His scowl deepened. I almost commented on how un-judge-like he looked. He shook his head and sighed. Looked around at the jocks and their parents. He said to the room, “I find this whole situation unbelievable. A star boxer and his trainer assault seventeen star football players on our very beach.” He closed his eyes to show exasperation, but I could tell he secretly thought differently. As if he remembered some incident during his prime that held a special place in his heart. I could see he had been athletic once, and maybe knew what it felt like to take on impossible odds and win. There's no better feeling in the universe. He said, “I think I'll charge the lot of you and send you to the county jail.”

      Several people complained loudly.

      “Quiet!” he screamed. “One more outburst and I will do that. You young men don't realize how fortunate you are no one was seriously injured.” He ignored the looks of outrage from the men wearing casts. He looked at me, at Eddy. “You two will each pay two thousand dollars to the city, and you are ordered to compensate these young men and their parents for any hospital bills that resulted from your shenanigans.”

      He looked thoughtfully at the people that obviously wanted to protest. Looked back at us. “Because of your status in our community and the good you have done for our youth through boxing programs, I am lenient. I won't be next time. You understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Eddy and I said together, suppressing grins.

      “Good. Dismissed! All of you get the fuck out of my courtroom.”

      “Did he really say 'fuck'?” Bobby asked me, sitting on a couch behind me and Anastasia, Blondie and Julian on either side of him. They shared a bowl of popcorn, and from the looks of it had been there a while. The bowl was nearly empty, empty beer bottles on the table between us. My dry mouth told me I had gotten carried away, talking for a long time. How long? Damn cocaine trance…

      Anastasia looked at me quizzically. I realized she wanted me to answer Bobby's question.

      “Yes. He said 'fuck'.” I took a breath. Snorted. I need to get re-keyed. I talked away my buzz.

      Bluh!

      “Damn good story, Babe,” Blondie said, crunching popcorn.

      “I'd buy a ticket,” Bobby agreed and tossed a kernel in the air. Blondie's arm flickered deftly, catching it right before it hit his open lips. She crunched it loudly, looking at him with her Shall We Duel? look. He chuckled in high spirits.

      “I thought you said you had forgotten about that,” Anastasia said, smirking. “I doubt any story that has Coach in it is boring. All mine are unforgettable.”

      “Can't wait to hear more of yours,” I said as a courtesy. She smiled. I turned around and muttered, “Big Brother” before maneuvering around her. I've had enough social intercourse for now. I went into the hallway, intending on revisiting the launch pad, and remembered something.

      Shaking my head, I spun back, stuck my head around the corner and glared at my girl. She lounged on the couch like a supermodel. She noticed me and I amped up my glare. I said, “Popcorn? Really, Babe? I'll twist your blonde pubbies for that.”

      She squawked in a very satisfying manner, and just like that I was out of debt. No foot massage for her. Bobby and Julian hooted laughter. Anastasia gave me a look that said, Why I never!

      Blondie smiled sensuously to acknowledge my one-up, gave a slow, foxy wink that promised unspeakable pleasures and tapped her nose, bright green fingernails gleaming. My Johnson took note. I waved for her to follow me to the bathroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            III. A Dying Wish

          

        

      

    

    
      “Before I tell you, I want you to call me Shocker,” Anastasia said when I asked her what the hell that thing on her arm was.

      “And I'm Ace,” Julian said, smiling at me and Blondie. He and Shocker sat on the loveseat facing us. Bobby kicked back in a recliner with a Michelob and listened, all of them pretending they hadn't heard my girl cry out in orgasm minutes ago. Blondie's face was still flushed, an interesting shade that differed slightly from Shocker's prudish embarrassment coloring her cheeks.

      I looked at Shocker and Ace, shaking my head. “Good. Now my Lame Detector won't go off every time I hear your names.” I blew out an amused breath. “Anastasia and Julian. Geez.”

      Blondie and Big Swoll laughed, but Shocker and her guy didn't think it was funny. Hey, they shouldn't have chosen names that invited ridicule. If I knew them a little better, I'd roast their asses.

      “Murderize,” Shocker blurted.

      “Huh?” I turned my head to the side.

      “Sometimes I hear voices. They like to create words for the moment. The fight junkie in there just suggested 'murderize.' ” She smiled, showing too many teeth. “I like it.”

      “Me too.” I returned her canine smile and her entire body flexed, looking every inch the freaky-built athlete, her so-called inner fight junkie straining to come out. My head throbbed in warning, perhaps to remind me of her ability to make murderize a real word. Blondie unconsciously gripped my arm, and I thought, Okay. I'll have to check my candor around her. Until I brush up on my defense, anyway…

      “The compression sleeve is a recent creation of my husband's,” she said after taking several calming breaths. She inclined her head towards Ace, who adopted a proud squint at her words.

      “Uh,” the geek said, getting his thoughts together. He was definitely of the intelligence elite. He knew most people couldn't follow his train-of-thought, so he simplified his prose for us. “It's electroactive polymers.”

      Blondie jerked up straight, staring at him in disbelief. “You work in materials?” she asked, referring to the engineering field.

      Now it was his turn to stare in disbelief. Maybe I don't have to dumb down my explanations, his raised brows expressed. He looked pleased and confused.

      Blondie chortled, said, “You actually figured out how to control an electrical response from polymers? I thought that was only theoretical.”

      “Technically it is. This prototype is unknown to the scientific community.”

      “And we have no plans to advertise,” Shocker added, watching Blondie, baffled that this girly-girl was knowledgeable on the subject.

      “Understandable,” I said. Everyone nodded.

      Ace went on, speaking excitedly. “The polymers bend and stretch just like muscles. The inner layer has sensors that intuit muscle fiber movement, telling the material how to contract or stretch to assist. The sleeve adds substantial speed and power to her punches.”

      “Power source?” Blondie quizzed, standing and walking to study the sleeve intently. It looked like liquid metal, black-silver, reflective. A small ribbon containing wires came out of the top of the sleeve at the shoulder and plugged into her tank top.

      “Surprisingly, it doesn't require much voltage. So I designed this tank top that converts core body heat into direct current. It powers the sleeve. The hotter she gets, the better it works.”

      I chose to ignore that straight line, humor the geek didn't seem to understand. Everyone but him snickered. I looked at Shocker's black tank, which was tight against her torso but showed no outward appearance of being comprised of anything special. It looked like a thick, expensive shirt you'd see on a rack at Macy's.

      Blondie sat next to me again. Looked at Ace. “Power Felt?”

      He nodded, impressed. He must now realize she was a student of engineering. With her Giselle-like looks she fools everyone. He looked at her hands, perfect long fingers that were unlikely innovators, appearing more suited to creating hair styles than mechanical or electronic inventions. He looked back to her expectant face. “Carbon nanotube based fabric. It creates a voltage from a difference in temperature between the skin and the outer layer of the shirt. Heat energy on one side of the material sets electrons in motion. They slow down and accumulate on the cooler side, generating a voltage.”

      “You could probably charge a cell phone or run a flashlight with it, huh?” Blondie ventured, tapping a finger on her bottom lip.

      “Sure. Maybe power a laptop. All sorts of accessories.”

      “Why only one sleeve?” I asked.

      Shocker looked at me. “I was shot in the left shoulder while rescuing my son.”

      “Ouch,” I sympathized. “Bullets are a bitch.”

      “For sure.” She rubbed her shoulder. “Thirty-ought-six. Shattered my humerus.” Ace squeezed her other shoulder and she gave him an appreciative smile. She told us, “Ace thinks the titanium in my arm is boss. Don't you, sweetie?” She stroked his hair.

      “Yes dear,” he murmured like a dork.

      “Big Brother,” I grumbled in reflex, though for some reason didn't quite feel the disgust for their drama that I felt earlier.

      What are these people doing to me? I care nothing for them, I told myself, not believing it.

      I snorted loudly, and like a yawn that's contagious, Blondie sniffed next to me. I looked at her. She smiled, teeth bright and perfect. Pert nose turn up slightly at the tip. She wore only lip gloss today, no other make-up. She didn't need it. Her face, even tweaked out on coke and just-fucked-flushed from our bathroom snort-and-hump, would be the envy of any girl if it were on the cover of a magazine. I looked down at her blouse, perfect round boobies swelling out of a black lacy bra. I hung my tongue out, panting, leering at her chest like a perv at a strip club. “Babe, I like how your boobies are presented today. It's like they are making a speech, informing the haters that there's a new standard to hate, and demanding double attention from all who admire the aesthetics of a quality bosom.”

      She rolled her eyes, lips twisted to hold in a smile. “Raz, the score is even. We settled that on the sink. Stop trying to start more shit just so we can fuss then fuck again.”

      “Worth a try,” I grinned. She smacked me for my effort.

      “Uh,” Ace uttered, looking like he was going to ask if we needed privacy.

      “Whoa,” Bobby said. “You guys are crazy even for white folks.”

      “Yeah. They should have their own reality show,” Shocker said sarcastically, suddenly impatient.

      “We did,” Blondie shot back.

      “You should watch it,” I suggested, ignoring her attitude.

      Shocker glared at me. I gave an exaggerated glare back and she laughed. She looked around at everyone. “I don't know about you people, but being here has made me emotional. All I want to do is go home to my kids.”

      “You have kids?” I asked. That was unexpected.

      “Two. A boy and a girl.”

      Blondie squirmed. I grimaced, recalling our recent conversation about our future and the possibility of having kids. She wanted one. I wasn't ready. She didn't exactly demand that I play her or trade her, though it was close. Thankfully, I've been able to distract her with sex toys and drugs (Yes, I realize this is wrong. Fuck you for pointing it out. I'm just not ready to commit yet, okay?).

      I could tell my girl wanted to grill Shocker for details on her rug rats, but was reluctant to engage her in girl-talk. Worked great for me. I was about to put on some music and suggest everyone get up and shake their ass, guzzle some more beer, when Eddy's brother walked in the front door.

      “Good. You're all here,” Perry said, closing the door. He walked in, stopped next to Shocker and Ace. He was six feet, nearly three hundred pounds, dark hair short on a massive head, chin beard, enormous arms holding several bags of groceries, which crinkled against Levi's jeans and a simple green shirt advertising the Beau Rivage Casino. He was probably the finest cook I've ever known, his under bitten smile and dark, twinkling eyes excited about creating some gastronomic extravagance that weighed heavily in the Winn Dixie sacks. He took his time scrutinizing the five of us, his presence as eye-commanding as ever, once again bringing to mind that day in court that made local history. Smiling in genuine cheer, he told us, “If you want to eat, get your asses outside and unload the groceries,” then walked into the kitchen, knowing we would do as he bid.

      With a stomach full of cocaine drip I wasn't hungry at all, but knew I should eat something. I usually eat six small meals a day, a regimen that keeps my metabolism soaring, burning fat and processing nutrients much more efficiently than a traditional three meals-per schedule would. It was a job to eat while flying on speed, but necessary. I was thankful that Perry offered to break bread. It's been too long since he, Eddy and myself sat in this very house gorging on ridiculous amounts of food. I couldn't forget the quality of Perry's and Eddy's cooking if I had Alzheimer's. I ate here for years as a teenager.

      “Chow time, Babe,” I said, slapping Blondie's thigh, standing quickly to avoid her counter. Her hook blurred inches from my stomach, thumping hard into the back of the couch. She squawked at the miss. “Ha,” I said with malicious delight, dancing away as she flipped me off. I turned, heading outside to grab some grocery bags. Everyone followed. The load from Perry's truck, a tricked '49 GMC that nearly glowed in the dark from the orange paint, emptied in minutes.

      With a satisfied chuff after the groceries were laid out on the island counter, Perry scrubbed his hands at the sink and moved around the kitchen like a mentor on Master Chef. He picked through cabinets and drawers, grabbing various pans, utensils and in minutes the mélange of heating sauces, marinating meats and chopped fresh vegetables intoxicated us.

      Music began jamming in the living room. My Girl by the Temptations accompanied by Bobby's snapping fingers. They sounded like .22 rifle cracks. He stepped around like the legendary band members did on stage, swinging arms, tilting shoulders, humming, fresh beer in hand. Blondie giggled, watching him for several minutes before joining in his harmonizing hum and dance.

      I looked back into the kitchen. Ace and Shocker chatted while washing lettuce and tomatoes, handing them to Perry, who chopped them for salads on a huge wooden cutting board mounted on the island counter, blade blurring tat-tat-tat-tat in his tremendous hand.

      I was not used to what was going on here, beginning to feel extremely uncomfortable. The only time I ate with a group of people was at restaurants, and they were all complete strangers, not people I liked.

      Thought you didn't like these people, my subconscious mocked.

      “Sorry bastard,” I grumbled at myself and the situation. I didn't like being outside my comfort zone. It wasn't just the eating together. It was the camaraderie, the friendly-feeling-and-goodwill bullshit. I prefer to spend my life in the company of my bitch and my bike. I like parties and clubbing on occasion - who doesn't like dancing, drugs, and a herd of marks - but this was something entirely different. There was no percentage for participating in this. It felt high-maintenance, filled with drama, and, the worst part, these people were not expendable witnesses.

      “But I can't ditch them now,” I sighed.

      I looked around at my new acquaintances, reluctantly submitting to the alien feeling elating my core. Ugh. Feelings. Then, relenting the last of my cynicism, At least they aren't posting every minute of their lives on Twitter.

      Perry caught a break while waiting on things to cook. He waved to get everyone's attention and announced, “I have a surprise for everybody. Including myself, come to think of it.” He chuckled. “I haven't seen it either.”

      Everyone murmured in pleasant surprise, crowding around Perry as he turned on the TV in the living room, a fifty-five inch Sony plasma screen. He loaded a DVD into the side of it, used the remote to start the video. Suddenly my trainer's enormous head filled the screen, ten-times life size. It was fairly disturbing. He looked healthy, slightly older than the last time we spoke twelve years ago, though basically the same dynamic bulldog with gorilla strength that I used to love like a father. Seeing his face on video made me miss him more than the obituary photo had.

      You know that feeling? Shitty.

      Eddy smiled, jaw kicked out as if to say, You ready for this? He looked straight ahead, seeming to know Perry would be standing in the middle, having started the video and stepped straight back. “Thanks for handling this, Perry. If things work out this crew may become part of your life. God knows they need you.”

      Eyebrows around the room rose at that, lips pursed or frowning. It was a bombshell. The idea of us becoming familial hadn't been thought of, much less voiced. And wouldn't have. Eddy, always putting people on the spot, just slapped all of us with planet crushing pressure. It's actually hard to make six people uneasy with a couple of sentences. Eddy did it as if reiterating something he had studied in the Book of Destiny, an oracle only accessible to those that are as worldly and knowledgeable about humanity as my trainer.

      He resumed. “No pressure, or anything.” Another smartass grin, then he addressed the girl-beast. “Clarice. The Shocker. You are my most special achievement. My legacy as a trainer is extraordinary because of what you accomplished in the ring. My pride as a mentor is extraordinary because of what you've accomplished as a woman, a wife and a mother. A business owner.”

      He went quiet, groping for words. Shocker sniffled, tears streaming down her cheeks. Everyone grew more uncomfortable. I felt like I wasn't supposed to hear all this endearment BS, and wasn't exactly thrilled to be part of it. I snorted, shifting foot-to-foot.

      Eddy looked to his left, right at me, and barked, “Razor! Boy you need your butt beat for so many reasons.” Heavy sigh. “But regardless of all the STUPID in your life you're still a good kid. You made the Old Man proud countless times. We had a good run in the amateurs, didn't we? Lots of memories that I cherished. I hope your kids and protégés make you as happy - and as frustrated - as you made me. You worked hard, son.” He smiled, then shadowboxed a few combinations.

      I grinned back until I noticed Blondie looking at me pointedly. She quirked a brow, inclined her head at the TV, hint-hinting, and it dawned on me she took Eddy's mentioning of kids to heart. Jolted as if stuck with an ice pick, my smile vanished. It was hard not to glare and curse at Eddy's virtual presence. That old bastard!

      “You were a sore spot in my life,” he told me. “But Pete Eagleclaw taught you well. Turned you into the criminal mastermind you are today.” His jaw kicked to the side, and I remembered the expression as being the one he wore for exaggerating or sarcasm. “The infamous hustler known by every crime family and street gang from Florida to Texas.”

      I groaned, ignoring the odd looks I got. That old bastard!

      Eddy turned serious. “Even though I got away from that style of life two decades ago, the crook in me grew fond of your achievements in the underground. When I heard you quit I didn't believe it. I wanted to, but… couldn't. I just knew you were going to end up in the joint. For once I was glad to be wrong.” He gave a sigh-hum of satisfaction, a wan smile.

      I glanced at the others, feeling embarrassed. No one has ever talked to me like that. Eddy sounded like some soap opera father gushing after reuniting with his estranged son. My system wasn't wired to process this shit. My fists balled, and I swear I would have KO'd anybody that tried to hug me right then.

      I growled, tried to relax. Blondie wisely kept a neutral expression.

      Eddy looked to my side, at Blondie, his uncanny knowing of our positions unnerving. The man was dead, yet here he was talking to us like we were really standing in front of him. “And my beautiful Blondie. I had high hopes for you after you won the World Championships. With your jab and knockout looks you could have been a celebrity among celebrities.” He shook his head wistfully. “You were another disappointment though. At first I thought your love for Razor blinded you, that you were under his influence. But I changed that view. It was I who was blinded; your appearance and sweetheart personality has probably fooled countless old geezers like me, huh? Who'd of thought you were a natural born crook. I must apologize for trying to convince you to leave Razor.”

      “He told you to leave me?!” I sputtered to my girl. I couldn't keep the shock off my face. She had never mentioned it.

      She waved me off, wiping tears from her big glistening eyes. The shock registered full-tilt upon seeing this. She never cried. Still looking at Eddy she said, “He thought I would end up in prison if I stayed with you.”

      Everyone but her gave me suspicious looks. I scowled Mind your own fucking business at them, pointed at the TV.

      Eddy said, “Now that I've told my children how I feel, all hard feelings aside, we can get to the meat of this sandwich.” He cleared his throat of emotion, clasped his hands in front. All we could see was his head, his shoulders in his U.S. Boxing jacket, and a white wall behind him. “A couple years ago I began working on a project with far-reaching implications. It became dangerous, and I knew there was a chance I would be killed. Hence the will and this pleasant video.” He gave a lopsided smile, turned serious again. “This job needs to be done. I can't think of a better crew to punch this out than you guys. I could handle it solo for the most part, gathering intel and pulling strings here and there. But I'm dead now. Forget about it.” He shrugged. “I felt confident my kids would pick up where I left off. All of you are well-off to the point monetary gain holds little interest to you. You are all retired from your various professions, and likely bored stupid. You are far too young to travel the country in an RV or play out the rest of your days on a golf course.” He made a sound of disgust at that thought. “So what better inheritance could I possibly give you? I asked myself. A chance to make a difference in the world. You can do that with this job.”

      “What the hell is the job, Coach?” Shocker shouted, frustrated in a way I could relate to. I smirked.

      Eddy pointed at her. “I knew you'd ask that.” He laughed. I looked at Perry, briefly thinking this was some kind of prank, that Eddy was alive, in the next room screwing with us. My conspiracy theory faded. Eddy said, “Serious business now. The organized crime on our Coast is rarely anything major, but it affects nearly everyone, if only indirectly. The problem is, it's becoming unorganized. And that means serious trouble for everyone from politicians to soccer moms.

      “The Vietnamese street gangs are the culprit, encroaching on everyone's territory, taking over rackets and squandering them carelessly. They are making it hard for the old Viet Mafia to keep the peace. It's Bad Business,” he growled, then looked at me. “As the Alpha criminal in this group I'm sure you're wondering why I give a rat's furry ass about the Vietnamese. The answer is complicated. I care about my home, and that includes all the good and bad of it. The entire economy of the Coast. Think about how many businesses the Viet Mafia has their clever chopsticks in. It's substantial. If they lose control of that empire to these saggy pants, water-head thugs, it will collapse, taking everyone connected down with them. Hundreds of jobs will be lost. Maybe thousands. Kids will be homeless. People will be killed. The ramifications are impossible to calculate.”

      “I could calculate it,” Ace muttered. Shocker elbowed him into silence, as if he were revealing a secret. Bobby nodded at him with a Damn Right frown. Blondie and I looked at them curiously, back at the TV.

      “There's quite a lot more to this story. The bottom line is, the old Viet Mafia knows how to take care of business. Sure, they run dope, work prostitutes, launder money and evade taxes. All the goodies. But they do it economically. Everyone benefits. These new kids don't have a clue. And, to add gas to the fire, they are breaking truces with the black gangs. Banging, doing drive-by's and nonsense like that. They have no respect for what's left of the Dixie Mafia or the Italians, and are on the verge of outright war with La Familia, the latest crime family to claim a chunk of our turf.” His sullen grimace showed what he felt about that.

      “El Maestro's people?” Shocker said uneasily. Ace and Bobby both looked like deer caught in headlights. Shocker glanced at me. “I'd hate to be in the middle of a war with them.”

      “You know El Maestro?” I queried. This girl really gets around. I wasn't really surprised she knew the leader of a major drug cartel. She boxed professionally all over Mexico, and a dozen other countries run by organized crime.

      “Unfortunately,” she grumbled.

      “The Two-Eleven are the main instigators,” Eddy informed us. “They have allies of similar brands. All of them lack brains, though they have the muscle and audacity to cause serious damage, possibly even take over the Mafia. We can't allow that to happen.”

      Eddy paused to consider a conclusion to his dying wish. I pondered how any of this could affect me, my bitch or my bike, and if I even cared. With stunning clarity I realized that I did care. This was my home. My stomping grounds. The thought of it becoming more dangerous bothered me not in the least - that was perversely exciting. Though I knew in the long run it would be too much to deal with. We had more than enough winos, crackheads and idiots around already. And I didn't want to see any kids suffering, hungry or traumatized because their parents lost their jobs or homes or were scuffed by some gangster with an AK and no I.Q.

      You wouldn't want to raise your kids in a place like that, right? my subconscious threw in my face.

      Goosed, I couldn't keep my expression neutral. Blondie looked at me, similar thoughts running through her pretty head. We stared into each other's eyes, no words necessary, our minds churning the same gears. She saw that I was worried, a rarity for me, and knew it wasn't apprehension over thugs with guns. She deduced that my concern was about our future, and everything that entailed. She turned and hugged me, assuming far too much for my comfort. My fists balled autonomously. I wanted to curse her for the pressure gnawing at my bones. I wanted to spank her. But in the end I just sighed acceptance and squeezed back.

      She smells so good, my Johnson noted.

      We let go and turned back to the TV. Shocker and Ace were holding hands. Eddy had a devious look, a master in front of a camera, showing off his years of experience of being filmed at boxing promotions. In a formal tone he said, “Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to neutralize the Two-Eleven, their allies, and restore the old Viet Mafia to power. As always,” he chuckled, “if you are apprehended, I will deny any association to you or the mission. This message will self-destruct in five seconds.” He stepped closer to the camera and suddenly punched it.

      The screen went black and we all laughed. Except Shocker. She darted forward, hit OPEN on the DVD player, waited impatiently for the tray to eject, and snatched the smoldering disc out, shouts of surprise echoing off the tall ceiling as she frisbeed it into the hallway. It landed on the tiles, barely missing an expensive rug, smoking, burnt plastic filling the air. The cordite in the disc would have ignited the carpet under our feet. The girl was a quick thinker. My esteem for the legend rose a little further.

      She sighed, wiped her hands on her shorts, turned to look at us. Shrugged. “Coach never left behind any incriminating evidence.”

      Blondie and I shared a surprised look. “Pete Eagleclaw,” we said together. Our engineering mentor made that DVD for Eddy.

      What the hell?
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      It was entirely too much food. The table sat twelve in the spacious dining room, white floor shining, dimly reflecting the dark green walls, plain except for a seascape painting hanging behind Perry at the head of the table. The six of us were spaced out evenly, Bobby facing Perry at the other end, Blondie and I facing the girl-beast and geek. 70s rock played from the living room, the guitar riffs making my foot tap and head nod without thought. Pans and bowls mounded with steaming delights were picked over with gusto by a dozen hungry hands. Crab claws and asparagus were passed politely, melted butter summoning much appreciated saliva to my coke-cotton mouth. We munched chopped rib eye steak in pita wraps, crunchy fixings of salad and strong cheddar falling to my plate after every bite. I wolfed it down. The food overpowered the drug, and I began to feel privileged for being here.

      I sipped a tall glass of sweet tea, unable to keep from comparing the women's eating habits. Blondie took her time between bites, talking and laughing with Perry, Bobby, and would eat maybe two-thirds of her plate. The girl-beast was all business, no talk, having eaten her steak wrap as quickly as I had, eyeing another as she cut asparagus into bite-size pieces. Perry and Bobby, both giants, were able to talk while consuming inordinate portions.

      Perry stood and excused himself, returning a moment later with a stack of manila folders, important looking files an inch thick. I realized what they must be right as he said, “Files on Eddy's project.” He flipped through one at random. “Looks like photos of individuals, homes and businesses. Lots of detailed notes. This was a year of work, at least.”

      Shocker and I reached for them at the same time. We grabbed an end of the stack and pulled, neither willing to let go.

      Perry grinned, swatted at our hands. “I'll hold these for now, until you figure out an arrangement.”

      I looked at her, trying to project reason. “It's unlikely anyone in this room knows more about the Viet underground than I do.”

      Blondie folded her arms, looked at Shocker, lips pursed in a Let my man run this shit attitude. Bobby and Ace seemed indecisive, evidently used to following the girl-beast, though knowing what I said was true. Shocker looked like she had eaten something foul. She nodded to Perry, who chuffed amusement before setting the files in front of my plate.

      I wiped my hands. Took up the folder on top, opened it, not intending to read it just yet. “What Eddy said about the OGs was correct. They take care of business and make sure no unnecessary BS results from their enterprises. But I don't agree with what he said about the Two-Eleven and their allies.” I closed the files.

      “What do you mean?” Bobby said, pushing his plate away, wiping his mouth and hands.

      “They aren't all water heads. Some of them are very smart.”

      “OGs? That's the Old Viet Mafia leaders, right?” Ace wanted to clarify.

      “Right,” I said. “I know one of the OGs. He can help us. But I can't go see him without an escort.” I looked at my girl.

      “Big Guns?” Blondie raised a perfect brow, tapping a napkin to her full lips.

      I nodded, balling my fist to keep from slipping my hand under her shirt. “Text him, will you? We need to set up a meeting with Trung.”

      Shocker frowned. “That name sounds familiar.”

      “Trung is one of the more common Vietnamese names, though there's nothing common about this guy. He runs the Dragon Family.”

      “Sounds like a big deal,” Shocker said.

      I looked at her. “The Dragon Family is huge, with many subsets and thousands of members in most major cities. Their counterparts, the Tiger Society, are equally as powerful and ubiquitous. The Two-Eleven are a subset of the Tiger Society.”

      “That sounds like something you'd see on TV, not around here,” Perry declared.

      “Oh, they're very real. Those organizations are largely in legit business, but have numerous factions involved in every criminal activity you can think of, and then some. Think about all the cocaine, marijuana and ecstasy on the Coast. These guys have been the main suppliers and distributors for over a decade, yet you rarely hear of them getting busted. They're smart. They pay off the Narcotics Task Force to avoid raids, and can usually get their guys off the hook, if they do get popped. They take care of their own.”

      “So, they're organized with vast resources and manpower, and us five are going to spank them and clean up their mess?” Shocker said in a tone that was more playful than skeptical. Bobby and Ace looked at her and smiled.

      “Us six,” Perry corrected. Shocker grinned at him.

      “I've got nothing better to do at the moment,” I replied, trying not to show how excited I was. This promised to be a complicated bitch of danger, and I couldn't wait to get started. I rubbed my hands together. Blondie, an addict for peril herself, smiled and wriggled next to me. I stuck my hand on her leg, squeezed. She pinched it merrily.

      Perry raised his glass of tea. “To Eddy's project. May that bastard's mission not get us all killed.” Smiles and glasses raised around the table.

      Shocker drank, looked at her guys. “I hope I don't regret this. I'm still not sure about following the President of the United Streets of America.” She jerked a thumb at me.

      I pushed my shoulders back, smoothed the front of my shirt, straightened an imaginary tie. In a tone dripping with ego I said, “President, bitch.”

      Perry insisted on cleaning the dishes, and we all thanked him for the exquisite meal before heading out the front door, the girls hugging him, guys gripping his hand. He held it for us. “Keep me informed. When you guys need first-aid or some extra muscle you know where to find me.”

      “Will do, Unc.” I said shaking his hand. Turned to walk to my bike. Recalling something, I spun back around, face apologetic. “The hall bathroom?”

      “What about it?” Perry scowled.

      “Sanitize the sink.”

      “Damn kids,” he muttered, closing the door.

      The driveway looked like we were getting ready for a Cruisin' the Coast event. Shocker, Ace and Big Swoll rolled out of the garage in a bad ass '59 El Camino, red and gray with 20” custom wheels. The garage door cycled down, shutting. The sound of the engine made me want to run over and hump the hood. The big block monster under there, breathing at least 550hp, caressed every part of me that loves to go fast.

      Blondie admired Shocker's ride with that jealous-envious glower I was unused to but was beginning to like. Reminded me of days before I knew her, when girls competed for my attention, doing everything short of cutting each other's throats. Ah…lovely memories.
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