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			More Praise for Erik Storey and 

			NOTHING SHORT OF DYING

			“A roller-coaster of a read, fast-paced with surprising twists and turns . . . Original. Absorbing. Suspenseful. Full of action. Plausible. Realistic . . . All this plus the author truly knows and loves Colorado’s wilderness and writes about it beautifully.”

			—The Washington Times

			“Nothing Short of Dying leaps at you like a wolf, sinks its teeth in, and won’t let go. . . . The writing is fine and fast, and the high country of Colorado is painted in strokes of brilliance.”

			—William Kent Krueger, author of Ordinary Grace and Heaven’s Keep

			“Beautifully written . . . The novel features great action scenes, fast pacing, and well-drawn characters, with sharp and blunt dialogue that always rings true.”

			—Nelson DeMille, author of The Lion’s Game, Night Fall, and The Cuban Affair

			“The book doesn’t just hurry, it hurtles.”

			—Huffington Post

			“Contains furious, nonstop action that paints the mountains and gorges of western Colorado red with blood. Clyde Barr—a modern-day mountain man crossed with ex-mercenary—is not a man to be messed with.”

			—C. J. Box, author of Badlands and Off the Grid

			“A whirlwind debut . . . Clyde Barr is not the typical hero—he’s skilled, loyal, tough, and beautifully broken. A must-read!”

			—Lori Armstrong, author of No Mercy, Snow Blind, and Blood Ties

			“Adrenaline-fueled . . . bushels of violence.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Grandly cinematic . . . What makes Clyde Barr great isn’t just that he’s haunted, driven, and lethal, but that he’s paired with a strong, independent, and capable woman who refuses to be a victim—Allie Martin is exactly my kind of gal. Together, they make a modern-day Bonnie and Clyde, out for their own kind of justice.”

			—Taylor Stevens, author of The Informationist

			“A thrill ride . . . Clyde Barr isn’t the usual protagonist—he’s a man who has been knocked down but keeps getting back up with a vengeance, so buckle up and hang on.”

			—Craig Johnson, author of the Walt Longmire Mysteries, basis of the Netflix drama Longmire

			“Immensely enjoyable.”

			—Booklist

			“Nothing short of thrilling . . . Erik Storey is a gene splice of Lee Child and Joe R. Lansdale. In this modern-day gunslinger classic, everyone is a bad guy and Clyde Barr is the baddest of them all.”

			—Scott Sigler, author of Contagious and Alive

			“Jack Reacher fans will delight in meeting the shrewd loner Clyde Barr, but it’s his fearless companion, Allie, who will sass her way into readers’ hearts. Highly recommended!”

			—Kira Peikoff, author of Living Proof and No Time to Die

			“Nothing Short of Dying is a relentless thrill ride that hurtles the reader into dark and interesting places. Erik Storey’s somebody to watch . . . and read.”

			—Robert Ferrigno, author of The Horse Latitudes and Prayers for the Assassin

			“Gritty . . . authentic . . . a terrific page-turner.”

			—Howard Roughan, coauthor of Truth or Die and Honeymoon and author of The Up and Comer
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			For Stephanie, for taking my hand and walking with me down the root-strewn path of life. Without you this book would not exist. 

			Love beyond words,

			E

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			It started with a phone call in the Utah wilderness, about a week after I’d been released from prison.

			I’d been enjoying one of those perfect spring mornings in the mountains. Baby-blue skies, soft breeze out of the northwest, sweet sage dripping with dew, and wildlife that practically ran from the trail into the frying pan. A great morning, I thought, on the way to many more like it in the Yukon, where I planned to live in the peace and cold.

			I’d spent the morning tracking and then shooting a young mule deer buck. He led me through creeks swollen with muddy runoff, across hillsides so slick with fallen aspen leaves that I took a few ungraceful dives, and into a meadow of young lupine, where I pulled the trigger on my big African rifle as he turned broadside with his nostrils flaring.

			The rest of the day was spent cutting the buck into steaks for dinner and strips to be smoked and air dried for later use. That night I built a small campfire out of wrist-size branches of juniper and sat staring at the flames as I fidgeted with the little hunk of plastic and wires I’d bought to contact my sisters as I passed through.

			I’d hoped for a storybook homecoming—me calling them and telling them I was home and them suggesting I come over straightaway so they could cook for me. In my daydreams we’d have a merry old time catching up and talking like the family we used to be. In reality Deb didn’t answer and Angie told me I could go to hell. Jen wasn’t in any phone book, so I didn’t call her. Odds were good that if I did, she’d tell me something similar, so I put the phone away and set about cooking the steak.

			I was sitting in a camp chair, listening to the crickets and the night wind, and had just finished rubbing salt and pepper into the meat, when the damned plastic contraption started chirping in my pocket. The sound was like an Atari video game, and I couldn’t push buttons fast enough to make it stop.

			“This is Barr,” I said.

			“Clyde.” It was Jen, her voice barely a whisper. “I need you to come get me.”

			I looked up at the night sky, pulling on my beard. As happy as I was to hear her voice, the tone scared the hell out of me and lured me back to a time of fear. It was the same tone and pleading I’d heard as a child on the bad nights. The nights that Mom and Dad—or Mom and some new guy—were fighting, or when one of those guys, drunk and out of control, chose to hurt us.

			Back then Jen would often crawl into my room and wake me with a trembling whisper. Together, we’d push the dresser against the door, huddle in a corner, and ride out the storm.

			“Where are you?”

			“Clyde, you need to hurry. He’s going to kill me. After I help him, I’m dead.”

			“Who’s going to kill you? Help who with what?” I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about or where she was.

			“Jesus, Clyde.” Even though she whispered, I could hear her panic. “After I help him get inside a week from now, I’m no use to him. Please, please get me the hell out of here. You owe me.”

			She was right about the obligation. “Okay. Tell me where you are.”

			“Promise me. Promise you’ll come get me.”

			This part was important, and she knew it. If I gave my word, nothing short of dying would stop me. It hadn’t yet. I stood and watched the constellations disappear, blanketed by invisible clouds. “I promise,” I said. “Now, where the hell are you?”

			Suddenly there was a muffled shout and what sounded like a crash. I heard a male voice, then silence.

			“Jen?”

			There was no reply. I looked at the phone’s screen. The call-time numbers were still running. “Jen?” I said, louder.

			Nothing.

			There was a faint click and the line went dead. I flipped the phone shut and shoved it in my pocket.

			As the night wind stirred the trees, I pulled a soft pack of straights from my flannel shirt pocket and shook out one of the last cigarettes. After touching it to a glowing ember from the fire, I stood in the darkness next to a sweet-smelling serviceberry bush.

			One of my resolutions had been to quit smoking when I went into the backcountry. It was reassuring knowing there’s no better counter to the bad habit than fresh air and open spaces. But this new development put my vow on hold.

			As reluctant as I was to delay my journey north, I’d made a promise. And this time it was to my sister—not some villager or desperate campesino in one of the many jungles I’d hacked my way through. My own flesh and blood—whatever the hell that meant.

			I limped back to the fire and tossed the butt into the flames. From the valley came the lonely cry of coyotes. The wind rustled up the smells of melting snow and slowly caressed the pines as I looked back up at the stars and wondered what Jen had done this time.

			Like me, and unlike our straitlaced sisters, she’d always been a troublemaker. She had a knack for finding the wrong people, the wrong times, and the wrong places. When we were young it had been us against the world. But then I left—left her to fend for herself, because I’d been selfish.

			Now I had a chance to make up for it. First though, I needed a direction. A track I could follow. I called Angie again.

			No answer, so I called Deb.

			I got another one of those mechanical voices telling me to leave a message, so I did. I wasn’t sure Deb would call back, so I went ahead and started breaking camp. The tent came down in the same amount of time it takes most people to strip their beds. It and my sleeping bag went in my big bag, a beat-up ruck I’d hauled halfway around the world.

			I limped over and shoveled dirt on the fire. As the last few embers suffocated under the soil, I silently said good-bye to the oak brush, aspen, and pines that had been my home this last week. I tipped my hat to Mount Lena, who’d let me sleep on her for the last couple of days. It was the closest I’d been to a woman in three years.

			The phone rang as I began climbing into the truck. I stepped back out into the cold mountain air and pushed buttons until the ringing stopped.

			“Barr,” I said.

			“This is Nick.”

			I didn’t know any Nicks.

			“Deb’s husband.”

			“Oh,” I said.

			“Stop calling. She doesn’t want to talk to you. Ever. Got it?”

			I nodded, watched the moon start to peek over the ragged horizon. Nick went on to tell me that I was a worthless bastard who’d abandoned his family. When his rant was over, I informed him what Jen had said. He told me that she was just as bad as I was and that he couldn’t care less what happened to her. I eventually prodded him into telling me that he’d seen her in Clifton with “her lowlife friends” and that she was using drugs again.

			“Okay, well, thanks for—” He broke off the call before I could finish.

			I got back in the truck, threw the phone on the cracked dash, then turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. I got back out, kicked the door, kicked the side panels, then slammed a fist on the hood. Satisfied with my mechanic skills, I got back behind the wheel and tried the ignition again. The dilapidated engine turned over, started, and made unhealthy grinding noises as I headed south.

			I drove off the mountain, under a brilliant moon, back toward the country I thought I’d left for good. I smacked my hands against the steering wheel and felt both it and the truck wobble. The grimy wheel was connected by an iffy steering rod to a junk pickup that I’d bought for two hundred bucks from the coyote who’d driven me across the border. Listening to the creaks and moans of the aging steel, I wondered if either of us would survive the trip.

			My eyes burned and the road blurred in front of me. I wanted to stop and crawl into my sleeping bag but decided on a drink instead. I grabbed the paper bag that sat on the passenger seat, pulled the bottle out, put it between my legs, and then took a big, long pull.

			After the liquor hit, driving away from my Yukon dreams and back toward the place I’d grown up didn’t feel so bad. But deep down I knew I was kidding myself. The truth was, Jen’s call had surfaced memories that I’d buried under many years and thousands of miles. With one phone call, she’d made me remember what I wanted to forget.

			When our dad left, and our mom died, I did something stupid that almost got me killed. Jen did something worse that saved my life. If anyone ever found out what we’d done, we’d both be serving life sentences. Jen’s keeping quiet kept me free. Because of that, and of what we’d endured together, I’d do whatever she asked.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			I awoke in a tangle of sweaty sheets. The screams of women and children and the popping of Kalashnikovs faded slowly back into the realm of dreams as the morning light filtered in through the slightly drawn curtains. Though I’d come to consciousness coiled for action, I relaxed when I spotted a cheap television perched on a nearby entertainment stand.

			It was the TV that told me what country I’d woken up in.

			The soft bed beneath me was another tip-off. I wasn’t surrounded by snoring people wrapped in dirty blankets and crowding all of the available floor space. And there were no chickens or goats. I scratched my flat naked belly, felt the reassuring cold steel of the rifle by my side, and shook my head, amazed by what the developed world takes for granted.

			Water heaters, for instance. I loved water heaters. Their existence meant I could take a gloriously long shower without any work. I was absolutely filthy. A week on the mountain swirled around my feet and down the drain in a black slurry. After toweling off, I wiped condensation from the bathroom mirror and used my scissors to trim back my unruly hair and beard. The sight of gray tufts mixed with black should have been depressing, but I had a slightly different thought—how much I’d changed in the years I’d been away. I was staring at a naked ape with wide straight shoulders, hard sinewy limbs, and hairy tanned skin. I actually looked too lean. If I didn’t get some calories in soon, I’d drop to under two hundred pounds for the first time since high school.

			After pulling on a pair of jeans and a denim shirt, I sat down and drew a little notebook out of my pack. I bit the inside of my cheek and flipped through the pages, staring at the phone numbers written inside. Who do I call first?

			I decided to call Juan. He was my only real friend from Riverside High. While other kids focused on geometry and biology, Juan taught me how to steal cars and pick locks. In return I taught him how to shoot and brawl. I hoped he still had his family connections.

			“This is Barr,” I said when Juan picked up on the third ring.

			“Barr?” There was a brief silence, then hushed Spanish. “Seriously?”

			“Yeah. I need some help.”

			“Well, I’m good, thanks for asking.”

			“Sorry,” I said. “How you been?”

			“Good, man. It’s been a lot of years. Where have you—”

			“I’ll fill you in later. Right now I need info.”

			“What kind?” Juan asked warily.

			“Jen’s in trouble—again. Maybe mixed up with somebody very dangerous.”

			“I’m not sure how much help I can be, now that we’re outside of it.”

			“We?”

			“Me and Maria.”

			I didn’t say anything for several moments, tried to ignore the punch to the gut.

			“Oh, man . . . you didn’t know?” Juan said.

			“You still live in the same place?” I asked.

			“Yeah, but, Clyde . . .”

			“I’ll be there in thirty,” I said, and hung up.

			•  •  •

			TWENTY MINUTES AND A STOP for smokes later, I pulled into Riverside, Colorado, and stopped in the public park. The cottonwoods were finally beginning to leaf out and the grass was short and green. On the far side of the park, protecting the town from the river, was the levee where kids played and rode their bikes on the crest. From behind it wafted the sweet, earthy scent of the mighty Colorado.

			The park nearly overflowed with very large families in the middle of various get-togethers, birthday parties, and picnics. I got out, leaned on the hood of my truck, and lit a fresh cigarette. Most of the folks were Hispanic, happy, and boisterous. I could have been standing in a village in any of the Latin countries I’d wandered through, but I wasn’t. I was home, staring at the central gazebo that had changed my life. Memories of this place came flooding back, as if the levee had suddenly given way.

			Down the street, Juan’s house sat next door to the one Maria had grown up in—Maria, the girl I’d dated all through high school, the one who’d taken my virginity with relish and let loose feelings I’d never had before.

			Sixteen years ago, I’d sat with Maria under that gazebo, my arms wrapped tight around her thin waist, and told her I was leaving. She didn’t cry, just looked into my eyes and nodded. It was inevitable, she’d told me. She said I needed to escape, run away.

			Is that what I’d been doing all this time? Running away? I crushed out my cigarette, got in the truck, and drove to Juan’s.

			•  •  •

I WAS SITTING IN HIS backyard, in a flimsy white plastic chair, my chukkas propped up on a cooler, drinking a Bud Light, and trying to pretend I wasn’t uncomfortable as hell.

			“So, I can try to help, but like I said, we’re out of the life now,” Juan said.

			I took a sip of beer. “About this we—”

			“Sorry you didn’t know. We would have invited you, but no one knew where you were.”

			I looked at the ground.

			“Really,” he said. “You can’t be that mad, right? I mean, you’ve been gone for almost . . . When did you leave?”

			“A year after high school,” I said.

			Juan shook his head. “Sixteen years, then. So, you gonna hit me or just drink all my beer?”

			“You happy? Is she happy?” I asked.

			“Of course, man. Especially now. Two little ones running around, her finally finishing nursing school. I just got a raise at the shop.”

			“Then that’s all that matters.” I reached into the cooler for another beer, popped the tab on another can of Bud. “I thought you guys only drank Coronas?”

			“That horse piss? You probably assume we eat burritos three times a day, too.”

			“You mean you don’t?” I said.

			Juan laughed. “Well, that’s what we’re having tonight.”

			Maria came out then carrying paper plates loaded with food that smelled of cumin and pepper. Flies flitted around the burritos. I couldn’t meet her gaze, stared at the top of my beer can instead. She and Juan exchanged love sonnets in a fast Spanglish that I had a hard time following. I told her thanks, but she ignored me and walked back inside. My eyes followed her soft retreat, imagining a past that could have been. I took one bite, then finished the burrito in three more.

			“I’ll call my cousins,” Juan said. “My brothers, too. They still got a hand in all that. See what they can find out.”

			I nodded, not really paying attention. The house, the kids, the jobs. They were living the American dream, one I could have had if I’d stayed.

			“So I’ll call you,” Juan said.

			“Sure,” I said, draining the dregs of my beer.

			When I finished, I crushed the can, tossed it into a steel drum set out for that purpose, and stood. “Thanks, man. And, uh . . . tell Maria she’s beautiful, okay?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The sun finally gave up for the day as I cruised down the interstate toward Clifton. In the rearview mirror I could see the tired old ball of atoms settle down in its bed of rocks and sand, pulling its pink-and-red blankets over its head, then finally turning off the light. It would be a while until the moon arrived to take its place. Both windows were down and I could feel the temperature drop immediately, as it always does in the desert. In the cool air I smelled the faint river scents start to push away the god-awful gasoline smog that had been plaguing my nose all day. 

			The lights of the city were glowing now, overpowering the stars and making the world look upside down. The truck rattled and squeaked off I-70, and together we stopped at the first motel we came to. It was one of those leftovers from an era when car travel was exciting. It even had one of those names: Travel Lodge. All dark brown wood with a small faded sign that showed they had all the modern conveniences, like air-conditioning and color TVs. My kind of place.

			Juan called after I’d checked in and unloaded my bags.

			“I asked around,” he said. “Found out some things. They reminded me why I decided to get out of this shit. My oldest brother, Alejandro, remember him? He’s still running a crew in Clifton. Mostly sells pot and a little crank. He used to sell it out of a place on F and Susan called the Cellar. Know it? Anyway, about a year ago a new guy came to town, some white dude with a lot of muscle, and he ran Alejandro out.”

			“What’s this got to do with Jen?” I asked with a sinking feeling. Getting involved in stuff like this was the reason I’d wound up in prison.

			“This big honcho, he disappeared a week ago. And the last time he was spotted he was with Jen.”

			“Oh,” I said.

			“Yeah. And everyone is looking for him. He stopped the flow of good meth. Word is, he’s making something even better, but he’s cut off any trade in it until it’s done so that the ­tweakers will be jonesing real good when the new batch comes out.”

			“What’s this honcho’s name?”

			“Didn’t ask. I don’t want to know specifics, ’cause I’m out of the life, remember?”

			“Yeah. So I should start looking at the Cellar?”

			“That’s what Alejandro said. The big honcho is missing, but his little brother runs the place, slings crank out of there when he has supply. Alejandro suggests you try talking to the main bartender there, a pretty brunette named Allie Martin. Just be careful.”

			“You know me,” I said. “Safety first.”

			“I do know you. That’s why I said to be careful. Don’t go stepping on rattlers, Barr. You might get bit.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“One more thing,” Juan said. “Chopo got out a while back and he’s heading this way to help my brother. I know you guys did some business years ago. He might be willing to lend a hand.”

			“I got it for now, Juan, thanks. And tell—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I’ll tell her. Stay alive, man.” He hung up.

			•  •  •

A HALF HOUR LATER I paused at the front entrance to the Cellar and felt under my Carhartt jacket, first to my right and then to my left, for my six-inch Green River butcher knife and my compact .40 caliber. I walked in slowly, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom. The place smelled of piss and mildew and stale beer. There was something else, too: the acrid sweat of the strung out—a smell that reminded me of the little cantinas in Bolivia where people in the coca trade use booze to come down from the powder cloud that gets them through the long shifts. If broken souls had an odor, they’d smell like the Cellar.

			 A single bar on the right ran the entire length of the building: twelve bar stools, five occupied by men. And to the left of the bar was a group of tables, one of which propped up three people—two women and a guy—who looked like they were passed out. The bartender, a good-looking young woman with a ponytail, was yelling at a man whose elbows were propped on the bar. He stomped outside after the reaming, and I headed toward his abandoned seat.

			The four men who remained on the stools glowered as I walked past and sat down. The bartender pretended to ignore me. After she waited the predetermined time it took to show the four men whose side she was on, she walked over and took my order. A Canadian whiskey with a cheap beer back. My version of a boilermaker.

			The four men fidgeted, animated about something or other, eyes constantly searching, seeing and cringing at the spiders on the walls and the mothmen in the corners. All four tweakers were white, thin, and tall. And close to the same age. All wore baggy shirts and baggy pants, and their flat-brimmed ball caps were crooked. When they spoke it was clipped and fast and they used hand gestures that looked like bad karate. Occasionally they’d look my way, make a gesture, laugh, and sneer. One spit at my feet. I smiled, nodded, and held up my whiskey.

			The three at the table must have been coming down from “a long time on the moon,” as the meth heads called the time they spent tweaked. Their heads were cradled on skinny folded arms and one, the guy, snored.

			“You Allie?” I asked the bartender as she pulled a bottle down from the top shelf and wiped an inch of dust off it.

			“Maybe.”

			“You know a girl named Jen Barr?”

			She smiled, a strange smirk that told me she knew a lot of things. After putting the bottle back on the shelf, she said, “I might. You a cop?”

			I pulled up my coat sleeves, showing her scars and green ink. “Do I look like a cop?”

			She laughed. “Everyone has ink. Cops too.”

			Which I couldn’t argue. When I left, only sailors, bikers, and cons had tattoos. From what I’d seen since I’d returned to this country, everyone and their grandmothers had something scrawled on their skin.

			“I don’t care much for the law,” I said. “I’m just a brother looking for his sister Jen.”

			“You should ask the owner,” she said with that same strange smirk. “He’s outside smoking, but he’ll be back soon. He might know her.”

			“Care if I sit here and wait?”

			“Be my guest.”

			So I sat and sipped and waited. “Who owns this dive?” I asked after I finished the whiskey.

			“Brent. Everyone here calls him Spike.”

			“Spike?” The name made me think of a cartoon bulldog.

			“Yeah. He got the name when he stopped smoking and started using the needle.” She pantomimed someone sticking a syringe into a vein. “It’s a stupid name. Fits him well.”

			“Got it.” She either believed that I wasn’t a cop or she hated her boss. Or both.

			She walked over by the till, shook the empty tip jar, and glared at the four restless men next to me. Grabbing a rag, she started wiping down the bar and made her way back to me.

			“Brent’s not going to like someone coming into his place and asking questions,” she said. “It’s not the kind of place where you get answers.”

			I nodded, not showing any worry, but I was getting restless. This was taking too long. I thought I’d just ask a few questions, then hit the road with a direction. Hunting people was much more frustrating than hunting animals, because it involved talking, which I wasn’t very good at. I sipped my beer, resigned myself to a long night, and thought about all the dirty little dive bars I’d been in over the years.

			Allie kept wiping, trying to push a puddle of liquor off the bar. I said, “You do know her, though?”

			She folded her arms and stared at me with a look of defiance that told me she was done with annoying men for the day. On her the expression looked cute.

			“Maybe you should ask him,” she said, looking over my shoulder.

			I turned and watched a short guy with fussed-over dusty-brown hair who I assumed was the owner come back into the bar like he’d forgotten something. He strode quickly across the room, quickening his pace further when he saw me. He wore green slacks and a brown T-shirt that was too tight. There were track marks on both of his Popeye arms. The gold Rolex on his wrist wobbled as he cracked his knuckles.

			“And who the holy hell are you?” he asked, his voice high-pitched and angry.

			“You must be Spike,” I said.

			“You didn’t answer my question, asshole. This is pretty much a private club. No outsiders. You’re going to tell me who you are, and why you’re here, then you’re gonna get your ass off that stool and out of my bar or I swear to God—”

			“The name’s Clyde Barr,” I said, pushing back on the stool a few inches. “I’m looking for someone and thought you could help. Want a beer?”

			“No, I don’t want no stupid beer. And I don’t talk to no cops, either.”

			This cop thing was getting old.

			“He’s not a cop, Brent,” Allie said. “And don’t take out your being pissed at me on him. He’s looking for his sister.”

			“Shut up, bitch, no one asked you. We’ll deal with our thing when this is done,” Spike, or Brent, said.

			Allie threw the wet rag at Brent and walked to the other end of the bar.

			“You should watch the language,” I said. “But she’s right. I’m not a cop and I’m looking for my sister Jen. Know her?”

			“I might. She may have been that slut my brother was—”

			I’d had enough. I leaped off the stool, grabbed the mouthy prick by the neck, and shoved him up against a carpeted pillar. My eyes caught movement as the four bar-stool guys rushed toward me. I’d forgotten how fast tweakers can move.

			So I popped Spike on the ear—hard with a cupped hand—then swung him down and at the feet of the four guys. He dropped, tumbled, then rolled on the floor and caught the feet of three of them. They went down. The fourth moved like a Benzedrine cat and hopped over Spike, came down, and tried to get me with a big right. I stepped inside it and chopped my forearm onto the side of his exposed neck. As he started falling I hit him in the face with my palm and stuck my knee into his ear. He crumpled as the other three got up.

			They were fast but not fast enough. I reached back, grabbed a shot glass, and crashed it into the nearest one’s temple. Then I smashed my palm under the next guy’s jaw, lifting him off his feet and onto his back away from the others. The last man stood and warily came at me in a cage fighter’s stance, faking jabs and ready to take me down wrestling-style if I gave him a chance.

			I didn’t. I faked a big right, stopped it as he started to duck under, then hit him with my left elbow. It rocked him a little and I moved in, hammer-fisting the back and side of his head until he went down. Spike was starting to get up, not very well, clutching his ear, so I stomped on his ankle as if crushing a beer can. Something cracked and Spike passed out. No one was getting up.

			I went back over to the bar, sat down, and sipped on my beer. Allie stood wide-eyed by the beer taps, staring at the fallen men.

			“You going to call the cops?” I asked, pointing my chin in the direction of the phone on the back wall.

			Instead of answering, she started laughing. Sort of. Not girlish giggles, but mirthful mumbles. Then she shook her head and said, “Hell no. We get fights in here all the time. Not like that, but if anyone deserved a beating, it was those assholes.”

			Other than the sound of her voice, the place was relatively quiet: snoring from the three people passed out at the table, and an occasional groan from one of the men on the floor.

			I finished my beer, thought about getting another, then decided against it. I asked Allie, “Should I leave, or can I ask you a few questions?”

			She stood still and calm and collected, then leaned over the bar and studied me. She waited a few beats, then said, “Shoot.” She didn’t look anything like the tweaker patrons. Instead of being a ghostly white stick figure, she was tan and healthy. There were no signs of the usual mannerisms that went with meth: no shaking, no grinding teeth, no picking at the skin.

			“You don’t use the stuff they sell in here, do you?”

			“Nope,” she said proudly. “I’m only here because Brent pays real well, and I have a lot of bills.”

			For some reason this made me feel as if we were on the same side. I continued admiring her. She had long black hair pulled back and wore a gray sweatshirt and jeans. No makeup, no jewelry, but she didn’t need them. Juan had understated how pretty she was.

			“So you know Jen. You’ve seen her?” I said.

			She nodded and said, “She’s a regular, day crowd. Works nights. I always wondered how she didn’t get fired. Guess if you’re a janitor, they don’t care if you’re drunk, or maybe she used enough of the shit Brent sells to stay awake.”

			I nodded, even though it hurt to think of Jen back on that path. At least she was trying to work.

			“I heard that she was last seen in here, hanging out with some big-time guy.”

			Allie turned and walked to the back bar, and I thought our conversation was over, until she returned with a new beer. When I reached for my money roll, she waved it off and said, “This one’s on me. For taking out the trash. Even if it means I might have to find a new job.”

			“You know the guy she was last seen with?” I asked, sipping on a beer I didn’t need.

			More silence while she decided whether she could share with me. I hoped she felt she could—that the two of us were different from the others on the floor.

			Finally, after another couple of seconds, she said, “Brent’s brother, Lance. The infamous Mr. Alvis. Your sister was here the last time Lance graced us with his presence. He bought her drinks, and they left together, but I didn’t pay too much attention because it was a busy night. We pulled in two thousand in a couple hours, and I made three hundred in tips. I haven’t seen Lance or Jen since.”

			“Do you know where they went? Where they’d be now?”

			Allie shook her head. “Nope. But either your sister has horrible taste in men or she’s in trouble.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“You haven’t heard of Mr. Lance Alvis?”

			I said, “If I had, I wouldn’t be asking dumb questions. Who is he?”

			“You must not be a cop,” she said, nodding in approval. “Lance is the man when it comes to getting something to snort, shoot up, or smoke. In three states and growing, from what I hear. Story goes that the asshole used to run private security in Iraq, and when he came back he checked out what Brent was doing and decided to change professions. Lance has more talent for the business than his little brother. Some people say there’s no bigger supplier.”

			“You believe them?”

			“From what I’ve seen, yeah. He has three or four of his friends with him everywhere he goes, and they’re all mean, hard-looking. Plenty of scars, and scary eyes like yours. They throw money around like it’s candy at a parade. I’m pretty sure they roughed up someone in the office a month ago. The jukebox was loud, but I could make out the screams.”

			I nodded. Brent started to move, then moan, then cry.

			“I need a glass of water,” I said.

			“What for?”

			“To pour on Spike, get him to wake up. I need to ask him about his brother.”

			Allie shook her head, swishing the ponytail across her shoulders. “Won’t do any good. Lance keeps Brent in the dark on most things. He gives Brent just enough dope to keep the place running and put some extra cash in his pocket. And even then, the stuff is passed through a middle man. Lance is too smart to actually touch the drugs or the money. No one knows exactly what Lance does or where he goes, except maybe whatever woman he’s screwing.”

			I took out a hundred-dollar bill, pushed it across the bar. “Tip, then,” I said. “I’ll be poking around town for a while, trying to get a lead on Jen. If you hear anything, or if Spike gets cranky when he wakes up and tries anything, give me a call.” I wrote my number on a coaster and stood up. “Want help closing?”

			She looked at the men on the floor, some of them now slowly moving. Sighing, she pocketed the hundred and the coaster and shook her head. “Those guys are pretty bad. I’m going to have to call an ambulance.” She went back behind the bar, popped the till, took a couple twenties out, and shoved them in her jeans. “I’ll wait five minutes after you leave before I do.”

			I offered my hand, and she took it, surprising me with her workingwoman grip. “Clyde Barr,” I said.

			“I heard. Five minutes.”

			I pushed away from the bar, and she shoved the till closed, walked ahead, and opened the door for me, and then I was out in the dark and on the street. Driving back to the motel, I wondered about this girl’s cool demeanor. I figured she’d seen her share of ugly people and events. When you’ve been to hell and back, watching a few tweakers get laid out by a big guy asking questions probably qualifies as just another day at the office.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The morning was rung in with church bells. Not the kind that clang out from deep inside mossy stone towers. Rather, loud speakers in fake steeples blasting tinny facsimiles. I tried pulling a pillow over my head, but it made me claustrophobic. Then I was conscious of my full bladder. Damn. I shuffled into the bathroom and took a long, glorious piss. 

			My hands were almost too swollen to button my pants. I’d learned years ago that you shouldn’t hit with your fists if you make a living with your hands, so they were less sore than if I’d cracked a knuckle on a skull, but they still ached. My whole body did. Probably not as bad as Spike and his friends, but everyone gets hurt when they fight. The winner is the one who hurts less.

			I carried my big bag out and threw it in the back of the truck, returned to the room, tossed the room key on the bed, and checked my little bag—a beat-up and scarred Duluth, all leather, with little straps that bit into my shoulders if it was packed too heavy. An old African hand had given it to me when I was young and working on a game reserve in Kenya. Along with the pack, this friend of mine, Cecil, had also given me crucial knowledge of who and what to avoid.

			Inside the Duluth I carried my little notebook, my pistol and knife, ammo for my .375 Holland & Holland rifle, a plump first-aid kit, and a couple Nietzsche and Haggard paperbacks. The reassuring bulge of the bag’s hidden pocket told me that all my cash was there. Thinking about the money made me suddenly cautious, so I took out the pistol, press checked it to make sure there was a round in the chamber, and placed it in my jacket pocket. I was about to throw my flip phone in the bag but decided to check my messages first. There was just one call—from Allie.

			“Hey, Barr, remember me from last night? Brent’s awake in St. Mary’s and he’s called me twice saying he’s going to kill me. He thinks I helped you, that we had a master plan or something. What an idiot. He’s calling his big brother for reinforcements. Let’s talk.”

			I rubbed my chin and stuffed the phone back in my pocket. Then I sat down on the bed, let out a sigh, and started cleaning my rifle. I didn’t need to—I’d cleaned the gun after dressing out the buck on the mountain—but it gave me time to think.

			I replayed the phone message in my head. This was another wrinkle in my plans—another person to worry about. But there was no denying that I was the guy who’d put Allie in jeopardy. This was a problem I had to fix.

			I finished cleaning and put the supplies away, relishing the sharp smell of gun oil, then stared out the window. Those who needed help always managed to find me, no matter where I hid. They tracked me down and pleaded. And I never refused. Somehow, that always caused bigger problems.

			•  •  •

THE DOOR TO MY ROOM clicked shut, and a minute later I was in the lobby. The bored teenage boy at the desk looked at me, carrying the rifle, and at my face, and quickly shifted from bored to nervous. His pimply face trembled and his shaking hand reached for the phone on the desk.

			“Don’t, kid,” I said. “I’m only here to check out. Room 104.”

			“Oh.” Instant relief. He looked at the computer, told me I was good to go, and then asked, “So, you going on safari or something?” His gaze shifted from the rifle to my head. I wore a battered and brown felt hat, with a big crown and old bloodstains speckled on the large dusty brim. A raven feather stuck out of the leather band.

			“Or something,” I said, then walked out of the motel and got into my truck.

			As I drove east, I brooded more on Allie. I had to call her back soon, but I needed to get away from the motel and out of Clifton. It sounded like she did, too. But if we were to meet again it had to be somewhere I chose, somewhere out in the open where I could watch for the people who’d be pursuing us.

			The drive was pretty, in the way irrigated land can be. Closed fruit stands, old Victorian houses, peach orchards, and massive leafy vineyards. The road widened, signaling the town proper, and I turned right and drove back down toward the river to a big sprawling park with wide sidewalks, lush green grass, and tall, tough tamarisk that blocked my view of the river.

			Next to the main parking lot was a cleared dirt area surrounded by trees with a better view of the river, used occasionally as overflow parking. I drove in and backed the truck into a shady space between two cottonwoods, well away from the main lot. I sat in the cab and returned Allie’s call.

			She answered on the first ring. “Barr? Where are you?”

			“In my truck. Have you seen any of them yet?”

			“No. I’ve been in my car, driving all around town, waiting for you to call.”

			“Okay,” I said. There was a firmness in her voice, a sense of resoluteness in the face of fear. All in all, she seemed to be handling it pretty well. It was the second time she’d impressed me.

			“I want you to head to Palisade, Riverbend Park, and pull into the main lot on the west side. I’ll come get you. What type of car you driving?”

			“A white Ford Escort. I should be there in . . . let’s see, twenty minutes.”

			“Good.”

			“Hey, Barr . . .”

			“Yeah.”

			“When Brent was threatening me he said something weird about your sister. Something about her being ‘disposable.’ I think maybe you’d better find her fast.”

			Allie’s words scared me, but as soon as an image of what Jen might be facing appeared in front of my eyes, I willed it away. I’d been in enough scrapes over the years to know that you have to solve one problem at a time.

			I walked to the paved parking lot to make sure my truck wasn’t visible. It wasn’t. Then I checked the park. Just one little red sedan parked close to the gazebo. An elderly overweight man with red suspenders, shorts, and long white socks sat on the bench in the gazebo reading a paperback.

			No threats yet. Allie wouldn’t be arriving for another fifteen minutes, so I walked over to the river’s edge.

			The Colorado wasn’t at its peak, not yet, but it was well on its way. Most of the bank was submerged, and the level of the milk-chocolate-colored water would rise every day. The standing waves built and crashed but appeared to move neither up- nor downstream. The actual water never stopped though, just pushed and slammed its way toward the Pacific without thinking. That’s what I loved most about the river—its constant motion.

			It would be nice, after this was over, to take a long raft trip. Maybe Jen and I could paddle through Westwater and its ass-clenching rapids, then lounge on the banks in Moab for a week or two. That would be heaven: a raft trip with a beer in my hand instead of a rifle.

			I heard flapping and looked up. A heron drifted down from one of the tallest trees and settled onto a muddy flat by the shore, shook, then extended its little head up on its long neck. It stuck its thin beak into the air, looked left and right, then suddenly flapped immense wings, sucking both feet out of the mud, and headed west.

			Someone was coming.

			I drifted back to the truck and leaned on the hood, watching the parking lot and the single road leading to it. A white Escort zipped down the road and made the hard right turn, sending up a spray of gravel as it came to an abrupt stop at the edge of the parking lot. Allie got out, cell phone in hand, and I felt my phone buzz. I didn’t answer it.

			She walked around the car, looking anxiously at the phone and around the park. My phone buzzed again. I watched the road. No one right behind her, no one parking equidistant to me and the town, playing the same game as me. I continued watching Allie to see how she functioned under fire. She paced furiously around the car, walked toward the park, turned around and headed toward the trees, then returned to the car and sank down, her butt in the dirt and her back to the door. She held her phone now in both hands and stared at the screen.

			Today she wore shorts and a tank top. It was obvious that she’d never been on the junk. Her body was toned, athletic. I watched her for a little while longer, then surveyed the park. The old man was getting into his car and leaving, so, seeing no new threats, I decided to let Allie off the hook. I pulled out my phone.

			“Allie.”

			“Jesus, Barr, where the hell are you? This doesn’t feel—”

			“Relax. I’m here. You got a bag in the car?”

			She hesitated. “Yeah, but—”

			“Get it. Walk west, away from the park and into the trees. I’ll be there. And hurry. I’d bet good money you were tailed.”

			She wasted little time popping the hatch and grabbing her little day backpack. No big suitcase, no duffel bag. Instead, something she could run with. She even put both straps on before marching in my direction. She’d barely made it into the trees—had just spotted me and my truck—when they finally showed up.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			A sleek blue sports sedan with tinted windows appeared, moving too fast toward the park. I stepped out of the shadows and motioned to Allie, who started running toward me. “Get in the truck and stay there,” I said quietly. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

			 She hesitated for a moment before opening the passenger door. Her look asked for an explanation.

			“We have visitors,” I said.

			“Barr, we should just go.”

			“If we leave now,” I said, “they’ll be on our ass the whole time. I’m going to make sure we get a little head start.”

			“They probably have guns.”

			“So do I,” I said.

			•  •  •

AS I SLALOMED MY WAY through the brush toward the parking lot, I checked the pistol in my pocket and considered how I might use it. I decided to try stealth instead. At a point about ten feet from Allie’s car, I went to one knee and crouched behind a leafy cottonweed tree. At my feet lay a long branch. I snatched it up and waited for the right moment.

			The blue sedan slowly pulled alongside Allie’s car and crunched to a stop. Three men got out—two from the back and then the driver. All three were late twenties. The driver, a short man with slicked-back hair and a very full mustache, barked orders. The other two strutted over to Allie’s car, one on either side, and peered through the windows. They both had their hands free but kept checking the back of their belts. The driver turned around slowly, carefully looking at the whole park. He kept touching his belt buckle. So he was armed, too. But he carried it in a spot I never really understood. Better hope that pistol doesn’t accidentally fire.

			Eventually he turned back toward the car and started yelling in Spanish at his buddies, telling them to look around, to go search the park. They jogged away, the driver’s gaze following them. His back was toward me, and both his buddies were soon out of sight.

			I leaped up and ran at the driver, already swinging the branch. He was quick and wary and had turned and pulled his gun halfway out of his pants when the wood connected solidly with his neck. He crumpled to his knees and tried to get his gun up, but I swung the stick down on his arm. The gun fell from his limp fingers and he turned, looking for his friends. I hit him in the ear with the branch, swinging with both hands and putting my hips into it, driving with my legs. There was a crunch and he fell over on his face.

			The two buddies had heard our little scuffle and were racing back toward me, as I’d hoped. I ran toward the river and dove into the brush, crawling on my belly to a spot next to a deer trail that led to water. I heard their footsteps, then their accented yelling.

			“Where’d he go, man?”

			“To the river, I think.”

			“He got Fernando good, man. That fool is mine.”

			A starling exploded out of the brush beside the trail.

			“That him?”

			“I don’t know, didn’t see nothing.”

			They entered the path in front of me with their guns out, black poly pistols in the low-ready position. They walked to the river’s edge, scanning the shoreline, the surrounding willows, and the weedy brush, then came to a stop on a small cutbank about four feet above the water. They were shoulder to shoulder, guns held in both hands, when I rushed them.

			Holding the stick two-handed at chest level, flat in front of me, I crashed into them, sending both of them sprawling into the foamy brown water. Their heads came up within seconds of each other, arms flailing, already fifty feet downstream. I heard them sputter, then swear, and watched as the roaring river carried the two bobbing heads around a bend and out of sight.

			I quickly hurried back to Allie’s car. The driver was still motionless, lying facedown in the dirt. I picked him up in a fireman’s carry and, staggering forward under the man’s weight, made it back to the river, where I set him down by the water’s edge. I cupped both hands into the water and threw it on his face. Nothing. I did it again, then again, and he finally came to.

			“You!” he said, his eyes focusing. “I’m gonna kill you. Where is she?”

			“Allie? She’s long gone now. How about you tell me where Lance is?”

			“I ain’t gonna tell you nothing, man.” He tried to spit at me but only managed to eject a small bit of spittle over his lip that slowly ran down his chin. He put one hand on his head and moaned. “Where is Diego and Jorge? How come you ain’t already—”
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