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  Chapter 1




  This time, they were looking for a house. Rick sat in the passenger seat of their station wagon and looked over at his friend, King, who drove the car around sharp turns in the road. The squealing wheels penetrated Rick's mind, reminded him that he was tired of all this anger.




  “Where is this place?” King asked through gritted teeth. Rick released his grip on the door handle and watched as the hills north of Nice blurred by. It was night, and the land lay under a blanket of dim star light and dark shadows; the car’s high beams brought the only coherence to his world. High brush, trees and occasional gated fences gave way to a view of the valley twinkling below before turning back into a blackened blur. The car smelled of cigarette smoke and unwashed clothes. He was hit by the need to sleep.




  “Easy, King, we can’t be peeling out of every curve,” he glanced over at his friend, a man too large for the modern world. “You get it?” Rick waved his hand in the air. King peeled out of one more bend before easing up on the accelerator.




  “You see any numbers on these houses?” King looked at Rick.




  Rick took a deep breath and chewed on his tongue, releasing a sweet saliva. He swallowed. It was four o’clock in the morning. The moon peeked out from behind a cloud, outlining the treetops; it somehow added to the weight he felt on his head.




  Through a break in the trees he noticed the outline of a town below, most of its lights out.




  He could picture those homes with people asleep, pulling the covers over their heads to keep out the cold. He should have been with them. Instead he was here, trying to save a girl.




  He would rather have been with his own woman. Soft lips, soft curves, soft words; right now he couldn't think of a single thing he didn't appreciate about her.




  “Well?” King's voice had lost some of its ferocity.




  “What does the odometer say?”




  King leaned his large body in to read the numbers.




  “It’s two miles since we turned,” King said.




  “There it is!” Rick jabbed out his finger.




  King pulled on the hand brake, and switched off the headlights as he guided their vehicle into the bushes by the side of the road. Rick’s doubts flowed faster and faster. He reminded himself that this was no time for second thoughts. He repeated this line as branch tips scraped at the windshield.




  He slid on a pair of gloves over the scars on his hands, pulled a ski mask over his face. He checked his gun, making certain he could see the shiny ass-end of a bullet in the chamber. His synapses flashed to his past, the sight of twisted bodies, men, women and children. The clear image of blood at his feet, a small girl stared at spilled brains. He exhaled. His fingers ran over the car's upholstery, the material world taking the edge off his mental anguish. Slowly, he pushed out the idea that this time it was his turn to catch a projectile with his brain. Better to think he had luck, God, Allah, Brahma, inherent goodness, or training on his side.




  King had already taken the keys out of the ignition and was checking his handgun.




  Rick stared at the road. All was quiet. Too quiet.




  “Good?”




  “Uh huh,” said Rick as he stepped out of the car and stretched his skinny legs. They walked toward the house, through the open gate, and darted into the shadows. He couldn’t see any movement in the whitewashed house, its tiles glowing like dull blood in the moonlight. They walked past the cars parked in the driveway, checking inside and in-between for people. They came up to the front door. Rick glanced at King before he turned the knob and burst inside, switching his flashlight on and scanning his side of the room. There were passed-out bodies everywhere, none stirred to their intrusion.




  They examined each person with a flashlight, as they tiptoed past empty bottles, cigarette butts and limbs. With a hand signal they moved to the stairs, littered with more containers, joints and needles.




  “Fucking degenerates,” muttered Rick. He could smell the stale beer and weed, the pussy and perfume. It calmed him down.




  At the top of the stairs there was a narrow hallway with two doors. Only one leaked light from the edges. Rick walked towards it and watched as King moved to the other one. With a nod he twisted his door’s knob but it did not yield, so he stepped back and kicked it open. He was struck by a familiar organic smell. He took a look inside and froze.




  “All clear… What is it Rick?” King shuffled behind him.




  “Rick?” King brushed past him and stumbled past the dead man on the ground toward the dead girl on the bed. He fell to his knees and softly touched the girl’s face, as if he were trying to awaken a child from a nap.




  “Beth?” It was barely a murmur that broke into sobs.




  Rick walked up to King and placed a hand on his shoulder. He recognized the dead man sitting on the ground as Beth’s boyfriend. Brain, blood and skull, had splattered across the white wall and streaked down, forming a puddle on the floor.




  Rick thought it was a horrible place to die. He didn’t know where he would want to be killed, perhaps somewhere under the open sky. He looked back at Beth who had each limb tied to a bedpost, cigarette burns all over her body, and a word carved into her belly.




  His attention was captured by a butterfly tattoo on her stomach. He felt overwhelmed and fingered his front sight post for solace.




  




  Chapter 2




  King and Rick woke up three young men downstairs with swift kicks. They dragged the teenagers upstairs to the room across from Beth. The kids, with faces of baby-fat innocence, were paralyzed with fear. They did the interrogations one at a time, leaving the other two facedown in a corner of the room.




  Rick held down the first kid as King grabbed his neck and asked him if he had seen the murder.




  




  “Non!”




  Rick could smell the shit from the room next doors and was hit with thoughts of Beth. He ground his teeth and inside him a beast arose. He grabbed the kid and pushed his gun into the kid's mouth. The teenager's eyes widened and Rick grew more infuriated.




  King tugged on Rick's shirt.




  “Let me at 'im,” growled King.




  Rick looked at his friend and pulled his weapon out. He picked up and shoved the kid to King. The kid started to stutter. King pulled out a knife from his pocket and pressed it against the kid’s throat.




  Rick felt a pang of regret as the kid's helplessness reminded him of Iraqi men corralled inside barbed wire with their hands tied behind their backs, staring on as their women were searched, tanks rumbling by and helicopters blaring bagpipe music.




  The teenager tried to stifle his cries. Rick suppressed the urge to tell King to stop.




  Instead, he pulled his friend’s knife from the young man’s neck. The kid poured forth with all he knew.




  After the questioning, King took each kid:




  “Are you going to tell anyone?”




  “No!”




  King picked the kids’ pockets and took their identification cards from their wallets.




  Outside the sky’s darkness was slowly losing out to the purple shards of dawn. Rick inhaled some of the cold air, fresh relief after the stuffy house. The kids’ eyes still ran through Rick’s mind as he thought of what they had done, what he had become and how to change.




  He got into the driver’s seat. The last thing that Rick needed to see was his friend trying to ram another car off the highway because of some small violation of road etiquette. The useful information they had gotten from the three kids had been minimal.




  Russians in suits. Now they would have to go back to Nice and figure out whom exactly they had to kill.




  “You ready?” Rick asked King, who stared forward at some unknown image and just grunted. The engine sputtered to life. They had left the bodies as they found them. Rick knew about King’s aversion to burials.




  “You gonna to help me get this bastard?” King spoke without his usual gruff tone.




  Rick knew the more time he spent thinking and not answering, the more it would reflect his uncertainty. He was, at the bottom of all these doubts, a soldier. A being that should never hesitate or waver when answering a friend like King, who had never hesitated or wavered when answering him.




  “Of course King,” he spoke the words that he didn't mean, that stagnated in the car.




  He saw King flinch and he wished he could swallow those words and spit them out like fire.




  “You don't sound certain Rick. If you don't want to, then don't. I understand about you and your woman.”




  Rick appreciated his friend using the softer noun for a female when mentioning his woman, Coralie. Usually King referred to her as a split-tail, cum-rag, bitch, cunt or whore. Never out of malice, just out of habit and the fact that he saw all women as split-tails, cum-rags, bitches, cunts, and whores.




  Rick swiveled his head to meet King's eyes. “Certain? What am I supposed to sound like?” he controlled his voice, making it sound as low as he could. “I said I would do it.




  So now we're going to get it done. We're going back to Nice and we'll start looking for whoever did this,” he held King's stare before looking back at the road.




  Now he had to explain to Coralie why he cared more about a man—who saved him from death in the past—than the promise he made her.




  




  He was lying with her after an especially breathless bout of sex, and in the moments where the animal gave way to the intellectual, he scraped his mind for something new to tell her.




  When he told her that they were traveling around Europe robbing people, she had gone silent. He felt a distance growing between them.




  Babe, it's just for a short while. Her back was to him and the roundness of her ass made him think of sex.




  I thought when you had got kicked out of the Army you were done with violence. I thought you were traveling around Europe to gather your mind. I thought it was spiritual.




  Instead you were robbing people? She pulled away from his arm that was resting on her shoulder.




  Rick didn't know what to say, he did not want to lose her.




  No babe, it's not like they're innocent. We're robbing drug dealers, and no one gets hurt. He was floundering and grasping at the lines of reasoning he had used on himself to start the ambitious robbing.




  Stroking her spinal column, he kissed her hips and could smell the flesh from between her legs. He was lying, especially about the last one.




  Baby, please talk to me.




  Coralie got up and looked him in the eye. You can't do this Rick. It's not something I want to be around. This sort of violence is worse. It's not for a reason like the Army. You need to stop it, promise.




  Rick stared into those big brown eyes and knew—even though she was an amazing woman who had been around the world—she had no clue what she was talking about. His experience had showed him that as long as he had a reason, or could explain the violence, he'd be fine.




  Yes Coralie, I promise, we're done. He didn’t know whether he meant what he said, or whether he was speaking as a spasm to stem the bleeding from her coldness slicing his heart. They tried to make love afterwards. He failed to get hard and they lay in each other's arms.




  




  A car passed by, precariously close to the dividing line, and Rick half-swerved to avoid it. It was almost dawn and he could see the twinkling lights of Nice ahead. He normally loved this drive from the mountains to the city of Nice; it was like a cliff jump into a soft abyss of sun, waves, bare females and kisses. In the back of his head a dark thought whispered that they were actually going to plan and kill someone, that this was unlike what they had done before. He pushed the thought away.




  King was sleeping, grinding his teeth. His pug nose, light brown hair, and grimaced face looked pleasant to Rick. In his sleep, King, didn't seem so large and barbaric. This was for his friend, Rick reminded himself. He remembered the thrill of facing off with someone in a fight. Pursuing was something he was good at and that fact filled him with pride. Now, the thought of chasing prey excited Rick; like a fat woman who had finally aroused him. He no longer wanted to lie down.




  He reached over to King, who was snoring, and held his nose.




  “Huh?” King gasped for air, as Rick laughed out loud.




  “Wake up princess, we’re near the city,” Rick could see King’s confused look on his blue eyes.




  “You’re nuts. You know that right?” King shook his head in disgust.




  “You love me and you know it you redneck bastard,” he glanced over and grinned.




  King sputtered out a laugh while shaking his head.




  “Come on bro,” he punched King in the shoulder. Let's get some sleep then we can start looking for this asshole and blow his balls off,” Rick let out a yelp.




  King smiled, his teeth tinged with yellow from the countless dips he placed in his mouth. He had only recently switched to cigarettes. “Jesus Christ, good to see you're back, I thought that French cunt had softened you beyond repair.” Rick swallowed his pride and continued smiling.




  




  Chapter 3




  Rick woke up in the hotel and realized that he was alone. It was dark outside and he could feel the buzz of the pedestrian sidewalk outside. He took in the smell of the sea and felt rejuvenated. He put on a sweater and peeked out at the walkway four floors below their window. The fact that someone had just died, and he was going to have to commit murder to avenge it, seemed a distant detail.




  He lit a cigarette and watched the people pass by. Most of them seemed to be tourists enjoying the act of walking and taking in a new environment. Some, who had a more direct air about them, looked like locals. Coyotes and dogs: he remembered an old Blackfoot in Montana telling him that tracks of a dog were never straight, they stopped at every curious object while tracks of a coyote went straight to whatever goal the coyote had in mind. Rick had felt like a coyote since he joined the Army, always charging forward towards some goal. If he gave up that way of life for his woman, would he be a dog?




  Rick ceased to think as a curvy slight woman walked by. He loved this town from the moment he saw it, six months ago, when Nice was in the middle of an orgasm at the hands of summer.




  




  They had driven on the avenue by the Promenade de Anglais as night was falling and people grazed on each other’s energy outside. The warmth of summer infiltrated Rick’s skin as palm trees moaned to the wind blowing off the Mediterranean.




  Good choice Rick. King muttered as they waited at a red light. Rick watched some pretty girls walk by; thighs shining in the artificial street lights, hair blowing like the palm leaves, and smiles that personified the lust that oozed out of this city and every girl that he could see.




  Well, Rimbaud, nothing to say? King smirked.




  Surprised a redneck like yourself knows who the fuck Rimbaud is.




  We'll surprise you enough. These women are ridiculous, Jesus! Let's find a hotel and try to bang some.




  Yes.




  Rick, feeling mischievous, looked over at his friend and made sure he was paying attention.




  




  There’s nothing like a passionate woman who reacts like we want them to. And when they eagerly take that first lick of our manhood, as if that is what they have been waiting for since they were first spanked by their fathers, we know, we know my friend that we have arrived at the Promised Land.




  King looked around with his forehead furrowed then glanced at Rick shaking his head.




  You’re nuts Rick, I’m just letting you know that, where do you come up with this shit?




  They both laughed.




  Rick saw her in a bar that night, in a yellow summer dress. He hadn't had much to drink and until that moment he had been enjoying the visual moan that was every other woman in Nice. He liked seeing how they walked—as if they did it just for him.




  With her, however, he knew something was different. Her movements had a subtle confidence and shyness that filled him with such a strong desire it frightened him, as if she knew everything about him. He got up to talk to her.




  She wasn't the best-looking woman in the bar, that was obvious from a distance. Her breasts were small, though large enough to have a cleavage peeking out, like smooth tanned slopes over the top of her dress. Her lips weren't large, but they were naturally red.




  Her nose was slightly twisted but that didn't matter because more than all those other features, her eyes sparkled like the aurora borealis.




  Hi, I'm Rick.




  Hi, Coralie. She held out her delicate hand and he shook it. He felt the sweat on her skin and liked the feeling. After exchanging some pleasantries the conversation stopped.




  His mind raced for something to say.




  Do you want to take a walk?




  She looked at him and rocked herself in a weird nod. He liked it. She grabbed her purse and they walked outside. Rick told her that he had just returned from Iraq and was vacationing to unwind.




  I could tell you were military.




  How?




  Your scars. She ran her fingers over the scars he had on his hands.




  Your tattoos. She traced her finger over the tattoo of an Arabic inscription on his right arm. Her finger left a trail of heat that spread over his skin and into his flesh.




  My father used to be in the French Algerian war.




  Really?




  Yes, he rarely talks about it. I think he was in the OAS.




  Wow, that sounds like something out of a book.




  You know what that is?




  Of course.




  My, my, you aren't a normal American are you?




  He let out a smirk; he liked being distinct in her eyes. She giggled and he joined her while drinking her aura. With her laughing was like a life raft that provided him with refuge from the uncertainty of her true feelings. He wondered if she felt the same way.




  And your mother?




  Coralie looked at him with a vacant stare.




  She died.




  




  I'm sorry I...




  No, don't be. She touched his arm, again he felt the force of her touch.




  She died recently, it's why I came back.




  From where?




  I used to be a doctor in Medecins Sans Frontieres. I had been gone for quite some time. I got a letter from my father saying that my mother was ill. I tried to come back as soon as possible but I was too late. Coralie looked off at the sea.




  They had arrived at the main promenade of Nice that ran along the Mediterranean. It was a wide pedestrian walkway with a few tourists milling about, but Rick paid them no attention. All his focus was on her and how she was smiling, talking, pausing, breathing—what she did now fed his reason for being.




  I felt so bad Rick.




  She took his arm in her hand.




  Like the whole world was wrong. That everything I had done was for nothing. My father was a mess. He owed money to some people…




  She looked far off at some unknown figure.




  And had to pay it off. He was a fisherman but business was so bad he starting taking tourists around. I think he’s doing favors for people. She shook her head. He keeps me out of his life as if I’m not his daughter.




  She stared back at the city lights with a mix of love and hatred.




  What kind of favors?




  Rick took her hand and intertwined their fingers so he could gain more of her touch.




  I don't know. It's hard trying to reach out to your parents when they don't want to do the same—you know?




  Rick paused at the inclusive statement and knew he could never take part in such a discussion.




  I wouldn't know, I never knew my parents.




  He wondered how she would take it. He felt a connection but in his nervousness nothing seemed certain.




  Coralie paused to scrutinize his face then hugged him. Rick held her close as he smelled her sweat mixed with the cool sea breeze. He wanted to hold her tight, become one with her. He could sense a passion of wild abandon—reckless like a gorilla’s dance—in her that he wanted to taste. He moved his face so that it was a few inches away from hers.




  Her eyes darted around his face, as if in anticipation for what he would do. He didn't know. She could tell him no and then every single touch, laugh, giggle, simultaneous look, stare, glance down her dress, coinciding rush of blood to his penis—would be for nothing.




  He leaned in and brushed his lips on hers. He opened his mouth and he realized that she was opening her lips as well. The exhilaration of succeeding was as strong as having her smell and taste so close to him. Taking her hand he walked with her along the promenade until they reached Le Port.




  Should we go someplace quieter?




  She smiled and took his hand.




  My place is pretty quiet.




  Sure.




  




  She led him to her apartment.




  Your father?




  He's not here. She opened the door at the street level and he followed her up. He sneaked peeks at her form breaking through her clothes, each glance an aphrodisiacal hit for his body. He made sure to look ahead when they were next to each other at her apartment door. She stared at him uncertainly, then certainly, before unlocking the door.




  The sexual possibilities that arose from the entrance to her place excited him as he took in the new surroundings. He felt a certain amount of attachment, even ownership, with her rooms and things they held. He wasn’t entirely aware of where this feeling came from—possibly her things had part of her soft aura in them—but it coincided with a fainter drumbeat that said take it take it take it from her.




  She took him to her room. After talking about topics he was certain they covered before, he kissed her again. His hands ran over her arms and he felt the goose bumps forming on her.




  He didn't know what to expect of her. There was still the possibility that she could slap his hand when it touched a breast and he would have to play it off like he never wanted that and continue kissing her, or talking to her; though it would be on his mind from that moment, like a scar.




  But she didn't stop his hands; in fact, she became more alive with each advance he made. She let him inside—with a gasp that made him feel like a man—and after countless thrusts gasps moans bites they lay besides each other like an old couple. They played with each other’s skin and laughed at silly stories in the wind. He slept, only waking when she twitched. The next morning he pushed his erection at her crotch but she pushed him away.




  You're out of condoms right?




  Yes. He murmured sadly.




  Then no.




  In the background the drumbeat started up, he fought it back down. Her actions were otherwise warm as she pulled on his cock. In turn he caressed her breasts and curves. The sense of calm that came over him was like being on top of a mountain; the world only existed as twinkling stars on the horizon.




  You ever think about who your parents were?




  No. He lied; then felt dirty.




  When I was younger I wanted to meet them, to have them accept all I had done and guide me for what I was to do. Now I think about meeting them, but mainly to vent my frustrations.




  She rubbed his shoulders and chest. He took in her fingers, white on his brown skin.




  They tried to match fellatio with cunnilingus but it ended in frustration. He stared at his limp penis in embarrassment and mumbled some excuses.




  




  Rick walked out of his hotel room with Coralie still on his mind. On the walkway outside his hotel he saw a shop with a host of carved statues and entered. It seemed out of place here in a touristy area that had nothing but cafes and clothing stores. He examined some dragons in a display case and recalled that Coralie loved them. One sculpture grabbed his attention. He paid for the statue and continued on to her place.




  Rick arrived at her building and climbed the steps to her apartment. Somewhere King was getting drunk in a bar, probably smashing someone’s head in, when Rick should have been there to hold him back. Rick chuckled at the image of his friend throwing a Frenchman against a wall; it wasn’t the violence that made him smile but the certainty of the act.




  Coralie opened the door.




  “Hi babe,” Rick gave her a kiss and she kissed him back smiling. He pulled out the dark brown dragon from his pocket and handed it to her.




  “I was thinking about how you liked dragons,” he said, as she looked it over.




  “Baby! It’s perfect,” she hugged him and rubbed his head, beaming. “I'm glad to see you. I missed you so much,” she closed the door behind him. Rick trailed his hand across her stomach as he passed her, she tilted her head down and looked up at him.




  “You're dad's not here, is he?” he pulled her by her dress up against his body. She looked at him with those sparkling eyes, pouted her lips and shrugged to his question.




  “Maybe,” she unbuttoned his shirt and he forgot about Beth's murderer and all he owed his friend. His shirt off, she kissed his chest and he lifted her up and tasted her lips again. The smell of her sweat, sex, melting hit his nose—the drumbeat started.




  After they had fucked until the bed was a sweaty clump of sheets, Rick lay on his back with Coralie on his arm. He shifted as his arm was going numb and she moved over.




  “Baby,” he faced her. He was feeling comfortable enough to broach the subject of Beth. King. Loyalty.




  “Remember what we talked about last time?”




  “Yes,” she furrowed her forehead in anticipation. “That you were done with robbing people, no more violence,” she paused to allow the thoughts run through her head and he could feel her scrutinize him. “You promised, right?”




  “Something has come up.”




  She stared at him, like she was ready to slap him, Rick could tell her curiosity had changed into disbelief and hurt. “What?”




  “I'm going to have to help King out. Just one last time and then that will be it.”




  “With what? A robbery? You promised!”




  “It's not a robbery,” Rick hissed, even though he knew that wasn't going to help his case.




  “I just need to help him out, it's important.”




  “With what?”




  He hesitated as he weighed the consequences of telling her.




  “I probably shouldn't say babe.”




  “I don't believe this. You are breaking a promise and on top of that you won't tell me why?” she hit him on his arm and turned away from him.




  “I… I… I don't want you to be in any danger,” he lied.




  “No! You just don't want to tell me.”




  She wasn't going to take his parrying much longer.




  “Listen, if you want me to tell you, I will. All I'm thinking about here is you, okay?” he looked at her, lying there naked before him. With her breasts slightly covered by her light brown hair and brimming with rage. He pulled her closer to him, took her hand and grasped it with his own.




  “Well?” she softened her voice while giving him a piercing stare.




  “I'm going to have to help King get back at someone. I have to. He's my best friend.




  




  There is nothing else that I can do,” he looked away with the last word. Placing what was on his mind and heart before another made him feel ridiculous, like a child throwing away the erudition of his forefathers.




  “What do you mean get back at someone? Do you mean… hurt someone?” as she said the words and, when Rick didn't reply, her eyes immediately dulled. “Do you know what this means? You cannot be serious? Kill someone, for what?” He regretted what he had said. He remembered how Beth had reacted to King talking about the blood and gore of dead Iraqis. It was silent and disapproving. King had immediately pretended like he was joking but an uncomfortable tension settled between the three of them. To Rick that spoke volumes. Beth was a perfect all-American girl, someone who loved everything about her country, supported the troops.




  As the distance he felt with all civilians became apparent even in this room, he could see Coralie turning him over to the police.




  “No one can know about this, okay? Please, this is why I didn't want to tell you.” He wondered what it was that made him open up to her. He should have listened to that prostitute in Germany.




  “I won't tell anyone Rick. Please, that's not what matters here. You are going to kill someone. This is not war. You cannot just go about killing people. That's not how things work in the world. Okay?”




  Rick ran his fingers over her lips and she went silent. “They killed his sister, Coralie.




  Tortured and killed her. This guy won't get arrested for what he did. There is no other way around this,” he looked at her eyes and wondered if he had gotten through to her.




  He understood what King was going through—even though Rick never had a family—and why his need to avenge a death in the family was basic to remaining human.




  “Yes there is, you let the police deal with this. I'm sorry for your friend's sister, but the police will find the person,” she had crossed her arms over her breasts.




  “That's not how the world works baby. I read the newspaper today and the police have no leads and no eyewitnesses and no evidence.” She didn't seem to believe him and she had pulled the sheets to cover herself, as if she suddenly cared that he could see her naked, or that her nudity would take away from her argument.




  “No Rick, that's not how it works. You wait for the police to do something.”




  “And if they don't do anything?”




  “Then… no the police will get him.”




  Rick knew this wasn't going to get through to her.




  “Who is it?”




  Rick paused, he wasn’t certain yet. Information had been given about Russians, before and after they found Beth’s body. Beth’s boyfriend had worked for one name.




  “Possibly some Russian named Vladamir.”




  Coralie's face paled like the word had grabbed her guts. “I’ve heard that name before.”




  “We have to check, but we think it's him,” Rick stopped himself from saying more as he remembered King, but her eyes were prying into him. Every time he held something back from her, it was another tick that would sap the energy out of what they shared. He didn't want that. Yet the more he allowed her to dwell on this issue, the more he allowed her to peel back the layers to expose him as a savage.




  




  “Just let the police deal with it Rick. Let the police deal with it,” she repeated it as if she didn't expect him to listen so instead she was convincing herself that it was a good idea.




  Rick chose to ignore the plea. He reached for her shoulders and pulled her towards him for a hug. She didn't fight him off, nor did she hug him back. He tried to look into her brown eyes, but she didn't look back at him, she just stared through his chin—




  defeated like a child beaten by its drunk father.




  She didn't move and though he was uncomfortable with her silence he felt safe, as if they were each other’s prisoner. Could it have been this sense of an ugly-holiness that made him spill his heart so effortlessly and betray his friend’s secrets?




  Outside the walls, past the narrow roads of Old Nice, across the orange tiles and in some bar sat King. Knowing that King was far away across town made Rick’s betrayal seem less horrendous, but he still felt weak for doing so. Rick could remember a more innocent time when nothing made him lose his loyalty to anyone or anything. How distant that felt.




  Coralie lay back down and Rick did the same as she turned her back to him. Having told her was enough to show that he cared. She would have to get over this. His mind drifted to Beth's head, his friend crying over her lifeless body. It had been a tough moment to swallow. But another thought wormed its way through his flesh and he fought it back.




  Coralie didn’t react to his strokes on her shoulder and collarbone. He kissed the back of her neck goodnight. He looked at the small of her back and his cock shifted, touched her. She held her breath and moved away.




  The rejection took him into his thoughts again. Beth had been a smart girl. How could she have been caught so easily? These Russians—if it was in fact them who did it—were brutal, fast. He just hoped they weren't good. If they were good they would anticipate this reaction by King and him. If that were the case Rick and King would'nt stand a chance against the mob. These men were used to killing in this environment. King and him, on the other hand, had only honed their skills in Iraq. When they had killed—




  that one time in Spain—it had been by mistake.




  Rick slowly drifted to sleep wondering how things were in fact going to go in the coming days. He was scared, not of death, but of losing. He had to go and talk to Mattheus before he met up with King again. Mattheus always helped to set the world right.




  




  Chapter 4




  Rick awoke to some dishes banging about in the kitchen. He reached over and looked at his cell—still no text from King. Perhaps it was best to wait a couple days. The police would be asking questions around town and interrogating Pierre's friends. Rick was certain all of them would be too scared to say anything. Once the police work was finished, King and he could start their own line of inquiries.




  The dragon sculpture he had given her grabbed his attention from where she had placed it on the night dresser. He picked it up and looked at it. He hadn’t studied it carefully before, only buying it because of how it would affect her. Here in her room it seemed especially harsh, violent, and he couldn’t fathom how someone could look at it as benevolent.




  Through a slit in the door Rick could see Coralie working at the oven. The smell of olive oil, onions and green peppers combined to form some edible garden, making his stomach rumble. He was going to have to eat and not get into a fight with her before he left. He hit his morning wood with his hand, thinking about what they had to do to find Beth’s killers. They had to find Phillippe; he was the key. Rick texted Mattheus and got out of bed.




  He tried to talk to Coralie but she barely murmured to his words. He gobbled down his food, kissed her pursed lips good bye and walked out. He left without offering to clean up since he wanted to be out of her sight. He wandered the streets of Nice as the food settled into his belly. It was like his drill sergeants in basic training told him: eat it now and taste it later. Two minutes to eat an entire meal. Rick had only recently learned to slow down when eating.




  It was a warm and sunny day and he watched the women going by. He didn’t know what to do; King hadn’t called him yet so he was probably still out marauding in the city.




  He got a text from Mattheus saying he could come over before he headed back to his hotel room.




  “Shit, King, how long have you been here?” Rick walked in the hotel room to see King sitting on the windowsill smoking and staring at the pedestrian walkway. King didn't look up from his perch. He stared at the people like only a veteran in a strange city could.




  “Only a few hours, just thinking you know?”




  “Ahh... so you got your dick wet?” Rick walked over to his friend to take in the walkway.




  “Not really, I had a couple broads that seemed to be into me, American college chicks too, but I was drinking too much and come closing time they were gone. Of course by then I was going to fight the entire bar.”




  Rick laughed out loud, reached to slap King's back. He knew how his friend’s eyes could captivate or scare away women.




  King laughed back and shook his head. Rick's chuckling subsided and he felt better now that King seemed to be breaking out of his depression.




  “Christ, did you smash anyone's face in?”




  “No, actually this really hot French girl started to flirt with me just when I had broken a bottle and was threatening to cut up the bouncer.” Rick laughed again. “That's when she decided to talk to you?”




  “Brave bitch, eh?”




  “Very.”




  “Beautiful too, blond hair and big perky tits,” King spread his fingers on his chest.




  “She led me out and told me to take care. I asked her to take me to the beach. She actually did. I bought her some food and we talked about my tattoos. It was great Rick,” King looked at him earnestly. “I was in love, I can see why you’re so pussy-whipped by your French woman.”




  “Then what happened Romeo?”




  “Then she left. But before she left she looked at me and asked if I was going to be okay. I said of course, no one on the beach could harm me. She smiled and said she wasn’t talking about the people on the beach,” King shook his head. “Smarter than I was, I have no clue what she was talking about.”




  Rick had an idea, but remained quiet.




  




  “Then I jumped in and swam.”




  “Drunk?”




  “From what I can remember.”




  “Jesus King, you know...”




  “Yes mom, I know,” he waved Rick’s concern away with his hand. "I swam for hours. At one point I lost track of the city lights and I swam back. When I saw them again I swam up and down the coast until daylight hit me. Then I came here.” Rick stayed silent, he wondered if his friend had lost his sanity.




  “You doing all right?” Rick placed his hand on King's shoulder—that massive piece of muscle—and looked his friend in his blue eyes. He had been hoping that King managed to get inside a woman. Perhaps swimming for hours might have had a similar, if not better, effect.




  King looked out at the crowd and didn't move for so long that Rick thought he was ignoring him, but he finally looked up and locked into Rick's gaze.




  “No, not really.” King clinched his fists. “I've stopped being sad about it. What's done is done—right?” He flicked his cigarette out onto the awning of the cafe beneath the hotel below. “Now all I want to see is the world burn. Everyone, all these people, these fucking Frenchies, this entire continent. Then I want the fire to leap across the Atlantic and burn America too. The whole world I want them to... Not feel my pain but just to suffer rather than see it go on like nothing happened. That’s fucked up—isn’t it?”




  “No.” Rick thought about the many times, since Iraq, that he had wanted to see something similar.




  “I've thought of the same thing,” he left it at that, not wanting to expose himself entirely to his friend—not in matters of his craziness. They were men, after all, men from the testosterone drenched environment of the military. And they wouldn't share such thoughts. Even here, far away, that military training was an eye watching him.
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