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Chapter 1



 



Never sleep with someone you work with.



Words to live by. Words to die by.









Chapter 2



 



Some women didn’t care that Sidney Lambert had a face that gave children nightmares. They liked it, the scars, the nose broken a half-dozen times, the thick, Neanderthalic features. They liked the threat of him, looming large and mostly silent. They liked that he would fuck them into the mattress, not mean, not exactly, but taking them hard, like he was angry with them.



The woman under Sidney at the moment was some kind of beautiful. Olive skin, jet black hair. The kind of ass you see in high-class strip joints, the ones that don’t smell like cigarettes and old stale come never properly cleaned.



La’Shelle cost a pretty price, not in cash, but in a favor. Her ex cheated on her and wouldn’t let her go when she tried to walk away. While Sidney was nursing a beer with his feet on a chair watching the stripper go to town on her stripper pole, the asshole came in and tried to jump on stage to drag her off. Sidney finished off his beer, stood up, and knocked the man down with two hard, fast punches to the temple. That wasn’t going to be enough. Guys like him needed a permanent reminder not to lay hands on a woman. Sidney told La’Shelle to turn around, not to watch. She did, and winced when she heard the crunch behind her as Sidney broke her ex’s kneecap by ramming it into the floor.



She might have been afraid of him, but not so much she didn’t reward him by dragging him to her place and fucking his brains out.



This was go number three, a farewell tour after her experienced lips wrapped around his cock and drove him to burst inside her sweet mouth. Then had come a stint with her on top, riding him with quick rolls of her hips, slowing only when she came, her chest dropping to his, his hands on her terrific ass just like they were now.



La’Shelle had her legs wrapped around him. She couldn’t quite catch her breath, her orgasms stringing together every so often, sharp little double notes of pleasure. Maybe she started the night off in charge but now she was his, and nearing the end of what she could take from his big cock and limitless enthusiasm. Sidney fucked like he fought, until he collapsed or the other person did. And La’Shelle was about to tap.



“Big fella, I c-can’t…”



He nodded and pulled out of her. “On your hands and knees. I want to finish across that ass.”



She flopped over and folded her arms underneath her, pushing that delicious ass up. He smacked it, then yanked off his condom and fisted his cock over her warm skin. In a minute, his cream glazed her backside.



“Jesus, you still came so much,” she said, feeling at her ass.



“Mm hm,” he grunted. Sidney shuffled to the edge of the bed and went for the remains of a cocktail she made for him at the start of this. The ice was long gone, but the glass was still a little cool. He chugged it down and rubbed the back of his neck. “Thanks for that.”



“Thank you. Alonso would have hurt me.”



“You got a piece?”



She moved to sit beside him and reached across his chest to open a nightstand’s drawer. Inside was a lockbox just big enough for a pistol. He nodded and she fished out a hard pack of cigarettes and a lighter.



“Couldn’t hurt to keep it on you at the club.”



“Mm,” she said noncommittally. A click later and her death stick glowed red in the dying evening light. She let out the smoke in a long stream away from him. “Kind of hard to carry a gun on stage.”



He chuckled. “Suppose it would be. You know what I mean. Backstage.”



“The bouncers would have taken care of him if you didn’t get there first. Doubt they would have done much more than toss him out though. Can’t go breaking all the customers’ kneecaps.” She winked at him. “Bad for tips.”



He got the hint, and grabbed his pants off the floor. Wordless, he dug out his wallet and a couple hundred bucks in fifties. She took it without comment, tossing it in the same drawer as the gun and cigarettes.



There was no goodbye, nothing but La’Shelle getting up and heading into the bathroom. The spray of the water invited him, but there was nothing left for him there, so he dressed and left while she was still in the shower.



It was a long drive back to his place made even longer by his desire to amble. First he drove down the flashy, well-lit main thoroughfares downtown, past the skyscraper where his boss held court three-quarters of the way up the Cutlass Building. That was habit, born of a time when Sidney was a soldier working security instead of a trusted lieutenant. He always checked on the headquarters, even if he didn’t need to be there any longer.



The place was quiet. One of the doormen saw the C63, recognized it, and brushed his nose with his pointer finger. Sidney made the gesture back, and drove on.



With nothing going on, he prowled the back roads, the places the buses wouldn’t travel, the dark streets the city of Silver Ring didn’t like to acknowledge. They were his territory, his old stomping grounds. Kids playing ball at a dilapidated court stopped to stare at the car, the fastest thing on four wheels in their neighborhood. Big Wesley, seated out on his porch reading the paper under the glow of his houselights, gave Sidney a nod and the same gesture as the doorman. An Asian pimp with his whores watched Sidney uneasily. Not part of the Durant organization, then, and worried that the man in the Mercedes-Benz was going to stop for a tribute for pimping in their territory.



That territory, of course, being the entirety of Silver Ring.



Long past the point of being a collections man, Sidney ignored the pimp and drove on. He stopped for gas in a desolate neighborhood where the kids should have known better than to mess with him or his car. But three teenagers, too old to ignore, strolled down from the front of the store, eyeing the C63. One of them, in a hoodie too tight for his big gut, hooted and said, “How much did that cost?”



“A lot,” Sidney said.



Another one, as slim and small as his friend was big, walked right up to the driver’s side and peered in. “Give us a ride.”



“Not a chance.” Sidney’s phone started to ring and he pulled it out. He held up a finger on the other hand – wait – and answered. “Yeah?”



“We have a special delivery ready for you,” a smooth woman’s voice said on the other end. Valerie, one of the Durant family’s top dispatchers. A job, then. “Are you available?”



“Yes. I have nothing going on,” Sidney said.



The third boy, somewhere in between the other two in size, kicked one of the panels on the other side. “Oh, he’s got nothing going on,” he said to his friends. “How much cash you got on you?”



For an answer to that, Sidney said, “Hang on.” He turned towards the boys, punched up the camera on his phone, and snapped two pictures, the first of the stunned boy’ faces, the next one of their much angrier look. “Sending you a couple pictures of some kids. Put them out to all the soldiers and sergeants in and around 27
 th
 Street. I want to know who their parents are and I want a picture of them groveling on their knees.”



“The parents or the kids?”



“Finder’s choice.”



“Done,” Valerie said, amusement in her voice.



“What the fuck?” the heavyset boy said. Sidney looked up toward the store and saw three bikes locked into the rack. He leaned into the car, snatched out his keys, and walked to the storefront, the three boys following along. One of them tried to shove Sidney and he ignored them. His hand fell to his pants pocket and out came a switchblade. The boys fell away, muttering to each other, then shouted as he flicked the blade open and gutted three of the tires on the bikes.



He twisted around and said calmly, “Figure out who it is you’re fucking with before you fuck with them.” He pointed the knife at the middle boy. “You dented my car.”



“No, no, I didn’t!”



“Looks dented to me. You know how much that costs to fix?”



“No!”



“Kick off those shoes. Give them up.”



The boy did, hurrying out of his hundred-dollar sneakers and whimpering as he picked them up. Sidney took the shoes from him and carved through the heels before throwing them towards a dumpster. “Go home, little baa-baa-ing sheep. Tell Mommy and Daddy why they’re going to be getting a knock from the Durant family.”



The small boy’s eyes widened. “Oh. Oh shiiiit.”



Sidney waved at them like he would at a baby, opening and closing his fist, and headed for the car. The panel hadn’t been dented. He grinned.



* * *



Peyton Carr was a huge black man, a former linebacker who was kicked out of the league for violence on and off the field. He fell into employment for the Durant family after he hit rock bottom, becoming first a soldier before quickly working his way up to the same rank as Sidney, a lieutenant. A pair of knee surgeries ten years back killed any mobility Peyton might have had, so he was now pretty much a high-end manager, a paper pusher with a gun tucked away under the expanse of cloth he called a suit jacket.



Looking more like sewing needles, a pair of chopsticks in the big man’s hands stabbed at a dumpling among an island of dim sum as Sidney approached. A bodyguard seated on a stool nearby stood up, not as a precaution, but as a sign of respect. Sidney waved him back to his seat and slid into the booth across from Peyton as the big man threw down the dumpling.



“Did you even chew?”



“Go fuck yourself,” Peyton said cheerfully.



A waiter came to take Sidney’s drink order, a glass of Justin red – he wasn’t particular about the year – and Peyton waved a hand at the dim sum. Sidney picked up his chopsticks and plucked up a piece of rolled rice noodles. He finished it in two bites, and as each man went for a pork ball, Peyton asked, “What have you heard?”



“You’re closer to management than I am.”



“In terms of business, sure. But they trust you more.”



Sidney took a bite, chewed, swallowed. Much better than the rice noodles. “I hear what everyone else is hearing. Both sides are tired of the killing.”



The other side in this case was the Sovereign Blade, the Durant family’s rivals for power not just in Silver Ring, but all across the Southwest and West. The Sovereign and the Durants warred for the better part of a decade now, stemming from a high-up in the Sovereign revealing a crucial network of Durant underground tunnels to Mexico, leading to the near strangulation of the Durant family’s drug trade. The family rebounded by giving over the drug trade to lesser rivals and investing heavily into real estate and construction, following the mafia’s lead, but it took years. In that time, Lance Durant demanded blood, and blood, he got. They eradicated the Sovereign out of Texas and drove them back to California, Washington, and Oregon. New Mexico and Arizona now bore the brunt of the bloodshed, but as of late, things hadn’t been quite so violent. Either the war of attrition finally took its toll or it was true the higher-ups were finally talking.



Peyton studied Sidney as he speared a piece of water chestnut cake. He didn’t speak again until he finished the bite and guzzled down a mug of black tea. Then he said quietly, “Charles did a very dumb thing.”



Sidney sat back. “Fuck.”



There it was. The real reason Sidney was called out to dinner. Not to gossip about their boss or the Sovereign, but for something darker. There was no need to ask which Charles Peyton meant. Charles Kim, once part of the crew Sidney ran with when he was younger. A knee-breaker like him, but without Sidney’s talents for getting things done quietly and professionally. Charlie saw him out of a few jams, and Sidney saw him out of a dozen more. They were brought up as sergeants together before Charles screwed it up and was pushed back onto the street as a soldier. Despite his problems, he was a friend.



This was a test. Sidney knew that immediately, and fury welled up inside him. Someone wasn’t sure about his loyalty, and they were going to send him after Charles to prove it. There were a dozen other killers in the organization just as capable of this. They were handing it off to Sidney specifically because he was friends with Charles.



“Who did I piss off?”



“It’s not like that,” Peyton said.



“Bullshit.”



Peyton leaned in close, his eyes cold, lizard-like. “Management wants you for something, yeah. And it’s big. But it doesn’t change the facts that this needs to be handled quickly and quietly, before Charles starts to get some ideas about talking to the wrong people.”



The wrong people being cops. “What happened?”



“He was drunk. Hit and killed an elderly woman, clipped her daughter. He panicked, came back, shot her. Right out in the street.”



“Damn it,” Sidney snarled again. He banged his head back against the booth’s cushioned headrest. “Where is he now?”



“An apartment building on Falconer.” Peyton gave him an address. Sidney knew the area. “He has a hostage.”



“Fuck fuck fuck.” Sidney reached out, filled one of the empty mugs on the table with still-hot tea, and drank it down. He dropped the mug on the table and stood up.



“You want some of this to take with you?” Peyton asked, but Sidney was already going.









Chapter 3



 



Training won out over emotion. Sidney drove around the block twice, examining the entry points and every car in the lot and on the street. If there were cops, they were watching him from within one of the buildings. Still, no sense doing this loud. No gun, then. That might be stupid but he didn’t think so, and after over twenty years doing this, he trusted his instincts.



He parked the Merc in a guest parking spot and stepped out into the hot, humid night. His fury still welled inside him, clawing at his usually stoic façade. How dare the family doubt his loyalty? Had he ever turned down a job, except those that were tactical lunacy? Had he ever given Lance Durant a reason to doubt him?



He should quit. Every five years serving the family, a soldier drew a fat bonus that expanded exponentially the next five years. At fifteen, a ground level soldier could comfortably buy a house and retire. At twenty years, like Sidney, he could move to the Bahamas. Hawaii. Maybe buy a cabin somewhere isolated, spend his days hunting and fishing. Maybe a condo in Vineport or New Bainbridge.



And that was only the money he was entitled to as a bonus. With his position and all the work Sidney did for the family throughout the years, he was now comfortably a millionaire, with investments in crypto and stocks that were only rising ever higher. More still, squirreled away in overseas bank accounts no one knew about. He could walk away from all this. He didn’t have to do this.



But if Sidney didn’t, someone else would. And they wouldn’t take it easy on Charles.



Fuck.



* * *



A couple people were home in their apartments down the hallway where Charles was hiding out. From one, Sidney heard either a movie or a video game, something brash and medieval judging from the sounds of metal clashing against metal. From another came a conversation, even in pitch, monotonous. Someone sitting in on a video conference maybe, or watching a how-to video. He registered all this, filed it away, and kept moving. Good to know where the warm bodies would be if this broke out into something more violent than he anticipated.



He dug out his switchblade and stopped shy of the door. He reached out and rapped it, then moved away back down the hallway, half expecting a gunshot.



Instead, he heard a frightened woman ask, “W-who is it?”



“It’s me, Charles. Open up.”



Murmurs from inside, and the door opened to a morbidly obese Latina woman, her makeup streaking down her face. She whimpered at the sight of Sidney. Beyond, seated on the couch with a .45 on his lap was Charles. He looked good, all things considered. More muscle than the last time they spoke, his hair now shorn into a buzzcut. It looked good on him, though the daffy prison-style tattoos were a bad touch.



Sidney gripped the woman’s shoulders. “What’s your name?”



“Tisha.”



“Tisha, you never saw me. This never happened.” Sidney reached into his wallet and she shivered, crying again. He pulled out a roll of hundred-dollar bills wrapped in a rubber band. She took it with trembling fingers and stuffed it away in her pockets. “Walk away, if you want, or wait for me down on the first floor and I’ll give you a ride home. Okay?”



“R-really?”



Sidney chuckled. “Yes. Really.”



“I’ll wait down there.”



He watched her go, and closed the door after her. Charles reached for a can of beer on an end table and gripped it in both hands. “You always did prefer honey over shit for attracting the flies.”



“She’s terrified. Terrified people break.”



“Bullshit. You feel bad for her,” Charles said, scooting aside so Sidney could sit beside him. “That’s going to be how someone gets you someday. An innocent woman caught in the crossfire’s going to distract you.” He made a finger gun and aimed it at Sidney. “Pop.”



“Maybe,” Sidney said disinterestedly. He sighed. “Fuck, Charles.”



“I lost my shit.”



“I heard.”



“I got drunk, I… I… I…”



He sounded like a Chihuahua – aye-aye-aye. “It’s too late for explanations and excuses.”



“I know,” Charles said, his voice small and very quiet. “Ah man. Do you remember the New York trip?”



Sidney closed his eyes for a moment. “Don’t. Let’s not do that.”



But he did remember. The Durant family specialized in assassination and hired muscle for other organized crime syndicates. A construction company out of New York made the mistake of fleecing a mafia capo for ever-increasing amounts of money and a message needed to be sent. The mafia, then at the time trying to keep a low profile and avoid major hits themselves, contracted it out to the Durants. The out-of-town shooters sent up to New York? Sidney and Charles. Killing the contractor took all of two hours. They swapped the plates on their rental, drove to his work, and popped him right on the sidewalk, Sidney putting two bullets in his abdomen before stepping out, wearing a medical mask and sunglasses, and putting another two in his head. They swapped the plates again, and celebrated that night with seafood and a double-team of the sexy clerk from their hotel. It was a good trip.



Charles asked, “Why would they do this to you? They know our history.”



Sidney grimaced. “They want me for something. Something big.”



“Like what?”



“Peyton implied none too subtly he thought it was something to do with the Sovereign.”



“Durant sending you after Montfault?”



Gilbert Montfault was the head of the Sovereign Blades. A former Marine and a cold-blooded snake, Montfault was based somewhere out of Oregon or Washington. He was also a paranoid fucker and they were never able to draw a bead on him accurately.



“That’d be my guess.”



“Damn. Suicide mission.”



“Most likely,” Sidney said.



“You going to do it?”



Sidney scratched his chin. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m kind of pissed about this. You and me.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Not what I meant.”



“I know. I’m sorry I made this necessary. I’m sorry they picked you. This is a really shitty day.” Charles drew a deep breath. “Do me a favor?”



“Yeah?”



“Don’t drag it out. I probably don’t deserve that, but… please.”



Sidney nodded. “Got another beer?”



“Yeah.”



Charles stood up and started for the kitchen. Sidney rose up, flicking the switchblade out. Charles heard it and felt his presence behind him. In the moment before Sidney slid the knife home, he closed his eyes and chuckled, “Fuckin’ New York.”



* * *



Sidney didn’t stick around except to clean the switchblade carefully in the bathroom sink, the water so hot it nearly boiled his hands. When he was satisfied it and his hands were free of any blood, he headed down to the first floor, where Tisha waited. She followed him out into the night like a timid puppy. He held her door open for her, and she slid inside, clutching her skirt like he might want a peek.



When they pulled out into traffic and she told him where she lived, he did his damnedest not to stare too much into the rearview mirror at the SUV that now followed him.



Tisha thanked him over and over and over again when they neared her house. Sidney said little, but watched her into her house before reversing out into the street. He waited for the SUV to pull in front of him, then followed it downtown. Back to the boss’s building for the second time that night.



God, he was tired.









Chapter 4



 



Four elevator banks dotted the Cutlass Building’s sparsely decorated lobby. Two led to the public floors, full of analytics teams, accounting and legal firms, and the headquarters for a few minor corporations. A third elevator went up to the penthouses and upper floor offices, most of which were purchased solely as investment properties. A few did some legitimate business up there, namely the stateside PR and gladhanding team of an oil company, but by and large those offices sat empty. The fourth elevator bank? That belonged to Lance Durant.



That third and fourth were only accessible through a security gate with metal detectors and a pair of guards on duty at all times. That wasn’t including the doormen outside, all of whom belonged to Durant. More of Durant’s security people roamed the rest of the building. He might not have owned the actual building, but everyone essential to its day-to-day operations was his.



Not even a man in Sidney’s position could go upstairs without shedding all the metal on his person. After he dropped his keys, watch, and phone into a plastic tub, he held out the switchblade to one of the soldiers guarding the gate.



“That needs to disappear and I need a new one.”



“At this hour?” the soldier asked.



His cohort froze, and Sidney turned. “Maybe things have changed,” he said, watching fear seep through the young man as he realized what he’d said – and more importantly, who he said it to. “But this is the second time tonight some young asshole has mouthed off to me. When I worked stints in your shoes and a lieutenant came through, we addressed them only with a yes sir and a no sir. Did that change?”



“No sir.”



“Then maybe I’m going deaf. Am I going deaf?”



“No sir.”



“Then when I say I need a new switchblade, what should your response be?”



“Y-yes sir.”



“You call Marco Rollins. He’ll make a delivery. Normally he’d comp me, seeing as how he respects a man of my position. But tonight, I’ll expect you to pay.”



“Yes sir.”



Sidney nodded, suddenly weary of bullying the young man. He turned, went through the metal detector without a beep, collected everything but his phone, which wasn’t allowed upstairs, and headed into the waiting elevator. Would he have given the kid shit if he wasn’t so angry about Charles? No. Probably not. Christ, he had another couple switchblades at home, and probably six other knives of assorted types, not counting what he had in his kitchen. He needed to keep his cool.



The doors opened on Lance Durant’s floor. A short hallway lined in handcrafted wood paneling brought in all the way from Japan led to a pair of ornate double doors. Dividing the doors was a large beam. Supposedly from Durant’s childhood home, it was carved with the Durant organization’s emblem, a bar-shot with one cannonball decorated with a coyote’s head, the other with a boar. The coyote signified Lance, the boar his brother, Malcolm, killed in the early years of the organization under their leadership.



The doors were open now. Lance’s two huge bodyguards waited inside, and greeted him with handshakes, the closest they came to joviality. Sidney started to ask after the wife of one of them when he saw a woman out of the corner of his eye, seated facing one of the windows, her back to him.



Devon Durant. One of the most beautiful women in the world.



At twenty, when she married the then fifty-year old Lance, she took Sidney’s breath away at the wedding. That creamy skin, the dark tresses of then curly auburn hair, the generous but not obscene curves, the royal way she held herself… she belonged on magazine covers, in movies, on a stage.



Now, at thirty, slightly softer, fuller, she was even more intensely attractive. She wore her hair longer, straighter, and darker. Her makeup was darker as well, giving her something of an elegantly sultry vibe.



She turned, saw Sidney, and blinked twice. Her eyes were liquid and he fought the urge to walk to her and find out what was the matter. Flashes of moments throughout the years flicked through his mind. Dinner at the Durant mansion. Her smile. A caress of his arm once after he lost two friends in an ambush by the Dallas police. An hour of waiting with her in the garden, overwatched by a security camera so Lance would know they didn’t get up to anything. An hour of soft, easy conversation.



What would you do, Sidney, if you didn’t live this life?



Probably go crazy.



Her unexpected laugh, liquid, silky. It touched him in ways that made him feel like he was betraying Lance and it was her he thought about for weeks afterwards when he would handle himself.



Her presence in the office was unusual. Sidney tried to think of any other time he came up here and she was around, and couldn’t. Something strange was happening that night.



“Mrs. Durant,” he said, dipping his head.



“Sidney,” she said, her tone listless and distant.



Beyond that big, wide-open space, Lance’s inner sanctum felt more like a boardroom to Sidney. A large table ringed in six chairs faced a smaller, taller desk. The height difference was a nod to Lance’s power. There were few other furnishings in the room. Fewer places for someone to hide a bug.



Seated at the big table was Gina Nicchi, Lance’s second in command. She was a stocky woman, formerly a collegiate wrestler in another life, and had a face like someone used a cheese grater on it, scarred and ruddy. Someone once upon a time tried to torch a house she was staying in, trying to get her to come out guns blazing. Instead, she wrapped herself up in a blanket soaked in the guest bathroom, then duck walked to the stairwell and upstairs. As the house collapsed around her she crawled out onto the balcony and dropped down into her backyard. With her hair smoking and most her face singed black, she tore into them, killing three and coughing out ashes as the rest of them fled.



The fire did enough nerve damage that, like Peyton, Gina now worked mostly behind the scenes, but she was as ruthless there as she was with a gun in her hand. It was thanks to her they turned the loss of the drug trade into a net profit by investing into real estate and lucrative construction companies in Silver Ring and Austin. It was her contacts too that opened up the floodgate of recruits from the military disenfranchised with how little they made after their service. When Lance died, she would be a clear frontrunner to lead the family afterwards.



Across from her, behind his desk, was Lance. In his early sixties, he sometimes looked so much older to Sidney. He was handsome once, a lean man with a scholarly look to his eyes and a sad natural cast to his lips. That natural intellectual intensity was still there, but his leathery skin was now dotted with liver spots and there was a permanent dark cast around his eyes. His big bony hands were folded in front of him as Sidney entered the inner office, but they unlaced and he pushed himself upright.



“Sidney,” Lance said, his voice a quiet growl. “It’s good to see you.”



“Sir.” Despite the frustration over Charles, Sidney stepped forward, first to shake Lance’s hand, then Gina’s. “Gina,” he said.



“Sid.”



Lance sat back down and folded his hands again. “You’re pissed.”



“Yes,” Sidney admitted. “I don’t like my loyalty questioned.”



“For this, for the magnitude of what I’m going to ask you to do, it was necessary.”



Sidney shifted his jaw side to side and finally nodded. “Okay.”



Gina raised an eyebrow. “Okay? That’s it?” she asked.



“It’s done,” Sidney said simply. “Let’s hear what it is you need.”



Lance nodded at Gina. She started without any further preamble, “We’ve reached an agreement with Sovereign. Terms for peace.”



Sidney was startled by that. Peace was not what he was expecting. A kill order, yes. He said nothing, letting her continue.



“We get New Mexico, Arizona, Los Angeles, and San Diego. Most of Southern California. The parts that matter. The Sovereign will keep themselves to Northern California, Oregon, and Washington if we allow them inroads into Idaho, which we don’t have a problem with.”



“That’s putting the power well in our favor,” Sidney said, nearly making it a question.



“They don’t have the people to continue a contracted war,” Gina said. “But as rooted in as they are in Oregon and Washington, we would probably never eradicate them completely. We’re not interested in those territories anyways, at least, not yet. Long-term, maybe, but that’s a conversation for another day. In any case, we can stop this ahead of any more bloodshed. But there is a cost.”



“My wife,” Lance said quietly.



Sidney didn’t mask his shock. “What?”



“Gilbert has decided if he can’t have my power, he’ll have my wife,” Lance said. “We get the territory, he gets Devon.”



Jesus.



Gina smiled tightly. “We’ve agreed. There’s always more pussy in the world.”



Lance looked pained at that but didn’t disagree. Sidney, fighting to not clench his jaw, asked, “What do you need from me?”



“You’re going to escort Devon to Seattle and you will be dropping her off personally to Gilbert Montfault. I’ll give you the address before you go,” Gina said.



“When?”



“Tonight. The handoff will take place tomorrow. I have the jet and accommodations ready for you.”



Lance looked up at Sidney. “Can I count on you?”



You have no idea what you’re throwing away.



“Yes.”



* * *



Devon rose when the three of them came out, tears glistening on her cheeks. Lance went to her and she slapped him hard enough that it made Gina wince. Her hurt eyes fell on Sidney, and she walked towards the doors. Sidney, without a word, followed her.



In the elevator, faced with the silence of her tears, Sidney looked away from her, but that didn’t help either. In the reflection of the metal around the door, he saw both of them, twisted, strange globby shapes, one still beautiful, one still a monster.



On the first floor, he collected his cell phone. The young man he gave a hard time to earlier tried to press a new switchblade into his hand, but Sidney said faintly, “Keep it.”









Chapter 5



 



The jet was obscenely overkill for only the two of them, the captain, and the copilot. There was no flight attendant, no other Durant family members. Just Sidney and Devon.



The flight crew was still prepping the plane when they arrived, so Sidney fell into a padded chair and watched Devon do the same. She buckled in and stared out the window. He turned his head away, unable to take in any more pain at that moment. Instead, he closed his eyes, and surprised himself by dozing off.



When the engines started up, he woke with a start, half expecting the whine to be someone’s scream. Devon looked over at him, her eyes dark, angry now.



“You know what Gilbert will do to me,” she said.



Sidney nodded.



They said nothing else the rest of the flight.



They landed sometime near dawn, the world still pitch black. A white SUV waited in the private airfield’s parking lot, keys inside and no one else around apart from the flight crew.



Eight hours until the meet. They drove south, away from Seattle, away from the upscale suburb where the meet would happen. Gina gave him the location of a safe house, a small place in the middle of a wooded but highly populated area. It felt terribly lonely and isolated, even if the nearest house was only maybe fifty yards away through a thicket of dense foliage and trees.



Sidney gathered up Devon’s garment and overnight bags, the last of her possessions from ten years of a life in Silver Ring. She walked to the door, head down. She hadn’t cried since the early minutes on the plane. Resigned, he thought, and he hated that worse than the tears.



The key to the place was under its porch in a fake rock. Sidney fetched it and opened the door, He gestured for Devon to go in first, and only then realized how badly she was shaking.



“I’m sorry, Mrs.-” he started.



“Don’t call me that. I stopped being his wife the moment he heard the proposition.”



“All right.”



“And don’t say you’re sorry. If you were sorry, you’d stop this.”



Charlie’s words flashed through his mind.
 That’s how you’ll go.



They walked through a sunroom into a proper living room, just a small stretch of hardwood with a couch and not much else. That was true of much of the house. The only other nod to comfort was a king-sized bed in the sole bedroom, neatly made in a cheap comforter and white sheets.



“I’ll take the couch,” Sidney said.



“How noble.”



That surprised a snort of a laugh from him. He left her bags on the kitchen counter – there wasn’t another surface in the house – and settled onto the couch. He didn’t undress. If Devon made a run for it, he would need to be ready, but he didn’t think she would. That was a woman who realized how close to the abyss she was and knew she would soon be toppling in.



Devon disappeared into the bathroom, The shower ran for a while, and he hated himself for a brief fantasy of her naked in there under the spray. For what was about to happen to her, he shoved the thought aside, disgusted with himself. When the water shut off again, he closed his eyes to give her what little privacy he could afford her on the way back to the bedroom.



He didn’t open them again for five hours until he heard her speak his name.



* * *



They both looked as tired as they felt, sitting across from each other in a bakery. It was too late in the day for breakfast, so she was tearing pieces of bread from the top of a bread bowl and dipping it into a broccoli cheese soup.



“I shouldn’t be hungry,” she said, her voice completely devoid of emotion. “I should be sick. I should be… anything but hungry.”



Sidney looked at his tomato basil panini and pushed it towards her. “I’ll be not hungry for the both of us.”



Devon hesitated, then lifted a half of the panini and tried it. “No. Still hate tomatoes.”



Then she started to cry again, only a few drops trailing down her cheeks. They came and went like that all morning.



Later, in the SUV, not moving, just the two of them staring out over the parking lot, she asked, “Sidney?”



“Hm?”



“Would you do me a favor?”



“What?”



“Check in on my family. They’re why I… why I married him in the first place. He promised he would never hurt them if something happened between us, but…”



“I will. But Lance is a man of his word.”



“Like till death do us part?”



He winced. “Sorry. Yes. I’ll check in on them.”



“Thank you.”



Conversation fell away. Sidney thought about Charlie. About Devon back in Lance’s office, staring out the window. Thought about his own family, scattered and broken.



His watch beeped.



Time.



* * *



The Bull Talent Agency took up a tall, single-story building. The walls were mostly glass, trimmed in a cream not all that far a shade from the pale yellow-cream of the gorgeous strapless dress Devon wore. The parking lot was full of high-end sedans and crossovers. Three men at an entrance were dressed in suits with discreet bulges under their jackets.



Sidney rolled slowly into the lot, keeping both his hands visible on the steering wheel of the SUV. One of the men walked towards him and pointed at an empty spot near the back of the lot. Sidney pulled in there, and Devon whispered just one word.



“Please.”



Sidney didn’t respond. He stepped out, his guts writhing. This wasn’t right. This was an innocent woman, married into the life but not part of it. She did nothing to deserve this.



Devon stepped out too, and came around the back of the SUV, trembling again. Her lips moved. She was praying, he realized.



Still they walked forward.



The three men at the door pulled back their jackets, letting him see the guns. “Lift the shirt up, big man,” one of them called, “and give us a twirl.”



Sidney did, and spun around slowly, letting them see there was no holster hidden away. He wasn’t even carrying a knife. They had him raise the legs of his pants, then had Devon do the same with the bottom of her dress. When it rose up past her knees, Sidney snapped, “That’s enough. You know she isn’t carrying. Nobody benefits from this going bad.”



“Boss’s orders before we let you inside,” one of the men said, grinning like a jackal. “Go on ahead.”



The doors led into a wide open office space with no dividers between the desks. Posters of people Sidney didn’t know hung in glossy frames on one wall. A couple groupings of small couches and chairs by the windows looked as though they’d never actually been used. One office, near the back, was about the best cover in the place.



Seated on a desk in the middle of the room was Gilbert Montfault. He was tall and broad-shouldered, though the years since his stint with the Marines left him somewhat soft in the gut. His face was at odds with his history and his body. With his thin-rimmed glasses, nearly bald head, and big ears, he seemed more like an accountant than the head of one of the biggest crime organizations in the western United States.



“Goddamn,” Gilbert said, sliding off the desk and gaping at the pair of them. “You actually came. I guess I lost a bet. Sully, I’ll get you your five hundred when we’re done with her.”



Sully, a big blond man in a Hawaiian shirt, chuckled at that. “I know you’re good for it.”



“Or maybe I’ll let you take it out on her pussy after I’m done with her, huh?”



As the men around them chuckled, Devon looked away, furious and scared.



The three men outside came in behind Sidney and Devon. Three more, besides Gilbert, stood at the edge of the room, creating a killing field in case Sidney went for a nonexistent piece. He thought of Charles again, of the bile that rose in his throat when he slid the knife up between the other man’s ribs. Thought of the first emotion he felt killing a man in well over a decade. Thought of Devon the night before, shivering as she passed him by into the house. Thought of that sweet laugh.



Please.



Gilbert grinned and gestured at one of the building’s six offices. “Come on back, darling. Let’s get you settled in.”



Devon shuddered. She looked up at Sidney, then away again, face pale. He caught her arm, held her there for a minute. She didn’t look at him this time.



I’m sorry.



Gilbert watched all this. “Tell you what. I’m a nice guy. If you want, why don’t you stick around, watch for the first few rounds? Hell, you want, you can join in. Me and the boys, we won’t even tell Lance about it.”



“The deal,” Sidney said. “It’s done.”



“The territories are all yours. Fucking Mexicans are more trouble than they’re worth anyways.”



Sidney turned away and started towards the door. His job here was finished. Two of the men came to him, walking ahead, going to hold the doors open for him. He glanced back just in time to see Gilbert palm Devon’s ass.



Please.



“I’m going to take this first.”



Please. Please. Please.



Sidney’s hands shot out, yanked both the pistols from the men in front of him. Before they had time to do much more than make a startled grunt, he thumbed off the safeties, aimed at their exposed backs, fired. One bullet each, right into their spines. They dropped. Two out of the fight. Five left.



He moved.



Other men shouted and drew as he spun. No time for cover. Sidney brought the gun in his right hand up, looked down the barrel, shot Gilbert from across the room. The bullet punched into his side and he screamed. The next bullet went through his head. So much for the leader of the Sovereign Blades. For years and years they hunted him, and within minutes of meeting him, Sidney killed the son of a bitch. A hundred dead brethren lost in the never-ending war let loose with a halfhearted cheer in the back of Sidney’s mind as he fell towards a desk, roaring, “Devon! Get into the office!”



No time to see if she obeyed. Bullets ripped into the flimsy wood paneling of the desk and would have tore into him if he wasn’t rolling. He came up to his knees, brought the right hand up again, tracked, fired. Just missed, but the man dove, blind firing in a panic in his direction. Two of the men broke, going for the office where Devon would be. She was the priority. Sidney was a dead man the minute he went for the guns. Her life was still in question.



He took one of them down with another gut shot, but the man was back up again, staggering, his gun coming up towards the office. Sidney steadied his aim, fired. The man dropped just as a gun boomed and fire lanced across Sidney’s left shoulder. The pain barely registered. He could lift the arm and that was all that mattered.



The other man going for the office rethought things, dropped, came back up shooting in Sidney’s direction. Sidney fired through the desk the man was hiding behind, emptying the clip and getting another scream for his efforts. He tossed that gun away and readied the other one.



Two left.



Another lance of fire, this time across his hip. Any moment Sidney expected oblivion, but hell’s maids hadn’t made up his room quite yet. He shifted the other pistol from his left hand to his right, twisting sideways to minimize the chances of them hitting him, aimed, fired. Two shots. The man on the left dropped, the one on the right spun with a red blossom in his shoulder but kept firing, firing. Sidney’s last shot punched through his pelvis. He ran for another man’s gun, came back up, aiming around the room, sure there would be more bursting from the office or the bathrooms.



No one did.



“Devon,” he roared. “We need to move.”



She hurried out of the office, terrified eyes taking in the room. “Thank you, oh my God, thank you, Sidney.” Her eyes fell on him and her words fell even faster. “You’re hit, you’re hit.”



“Nothing bad, not anything I can worry about,” he said, rushing one of the men trying to get up. He kneed the man hard in the face and dropped him before kneeling and patting the guy down. He found an extra clip of ammunition and took it.



Had to move, but they would need cash and he had a feeling he knew which one of these assholes would have plenty of it. And Gilbert did, probably ten hundred-dollar bills and half that many twenties. Enough for a start.



Then they ran.









Chapter 6



 



Sidney felt no panic. That had always been the case. It was why he was so deadly in a fight – his thoughts ran cold, emotionless. It was that way now, and he ticked off the things they would need to do as they climbed into the SUV. They had to ditch the vehicle and Sidney’s phone, but before they did either, they had to get away. Sidney took the wheel.



“Oh my God, are you okay?” Devon asked, looking at the blood on his clothing.



“I’m fine. Nothing more than a couple grazes. Were you hit?”



“No, no, I’m okay.”



“Good.” He dug out his phone with his bad arm, grimacing at the dull flame of pain. Not a lot of blood. Got lucky, far luckier than a man had any right to be. The whole firefight lasted maybe a minute, if that, and by rights he should have been torn apart. He handed the phone to Devon. “Find a contact in there named Bait Shop,” he said.



A moment later, she said, “Got it.” Her eyes sparkled with the rush of the moment. She rocked back and forth in her seat. That energy would come with a crash, a hard one, but not yet and he needed her like this, at least for the moment. Needed her focused on the immediacy of the things they had to do, not what had just happened.



“Call her and give me back the phone.”



They pulled out onto the street. Nobody was following them, not yet, but they would, soon. Devon called the number and handed Sidney the phone. On the second ring, a woman answered with a cautious, “Yes?”



“Brittany. I need to call in my chips. All my chips.”



A sharp breath, then, “What can I do?”



“I’m with Devon Durant in Seattle. Do you have a ship here?”



“No. Not on the West Coast. Not in Sovereign territory.”



“Yeah, it’s… it’s not Sovereign territory anymore.”



“What did you do?” Brittany asked. He filled her in, and there was silence on the line for a minute. “Holy shit, Sidney…”



“I know.”



“Do you? Gilbert might be dead but this is going to rip open every wound all over again. You just… you just…”



“I know,” he said, more impatiently. “I need to get rid of this phone. Can you help, or not?”



“Let me think.” She did, and a minute later, Brittany said, “Get to Vineport. I’ve got a contact there, Isiah Duffy. He can put you on one of his ships to South Africa.”



“Is he reliable?”



“Yes. He’s not a big timer himself, but he’s well connected to Vineport’s criminal underworld. Lance won’t want to piss them off. He’s the best chance you have. The next one leaves tomorrow, or otherwise you’ll have to wait another three weeks.” She paused. “Sidney, there are two things.”



He was pretty sure he knew what they were and remained silent.



“I’ll need to tell Lance you called. There’s only one person in the organization who would know Duffy and that’s me. He would find out and if I’m going to save my own head, it’s best I call this in first. The other thing… this kind of heat… it’ll have to just be her.”



“I figured.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be.”



“For what I owe you, you should be furious.” She hesitated one more time. “But maybe I can make up for that in one way. Do you remember how you helped me? Where we ate those oranges?”



Sidney did. She wasn’t talking about real oranges, but the chocolate kind people bought around Christmas. Brittany and her husband were divorced. Given that Brittany was a smuggler, her husband got their kids most the time. Some assholes, enemies of Brittany’s, thought they could make some easy cash by kidnapping the kids and holding them for ransom. The Durant organization sent help in the form of Sidney.



He took out the kidnappers with sniper fire while Brittany spotted for him. The kids, thankfully, were in a central room and saw none of it. That night, while Brittany stayed with the children in her hotel room, Sidney went out for food. He bought a mess of fried chicken and sides, and in line, saw a display case full of Christmas candy, including the chocolate oranges. He bought one for the group, and back in the hotel room, split it with the kids after dinner. Brittany swore to him that night she would owe him three favors, one for each of the children. Anything, anytime. Given that she was a smuggler of immense talents and resources, that was not something to be taken lightly.



“I do.”



“Go there if you can make it. Same place. It’ll be safe, as safe as I can make it. A spot for you to lay low. And I’ll leave you a care package. That leaves you one favor.”



“Brittany…”



“No. I owe you. A place to hide out, a car, something. Let me know.”



“Thank you.”



“Good luck, Sid.”



He hung up and gave Devon the phone again. “I need you to find me the address of the nearest big box store.” She did, and gave him directions. With that done, he told her to toss the phone out the window, and they drove ten minutes to a suburban shopping center. He pulled into the lot for a Target and parked far away from the store.



“How long we survive is going to depend entirely on you listening to me without argument,” Sidney said. “I say duck, you drop. I say stop, you freeze. Okay?”



“Okay.”



He dug out the wallet he took from Gilbert and dug out two hundred-dollar bills to give to her. “A size two-X shirt for me,” he said. “Medium sweatpants. You need a change of clothes too. I need bandages and hydrogen peroxide. A hammer. No, no, crowbar. Shit. Get both. Screwdrivers too, flathead and Phillips.”



“Water too,” she said, staring at his bloodied hands. He didn’t remember getting blood on them, if it was his or Gilbert’s, maybe.



“Yes. Go. Fast but don’t run.”



Devon nodded and stepped out of the SUV. She was ten minutes in the store, ten long, agonizing minutes. The Sovereign Blades would know the meet went bad by now, but how long before Lance and the rest knew? He wasn’t sure but they didn’t have time.



Finally she rushed from the store, a shoe box and several bags in hand. The shoe box irritated him, but then he saw why she had it as she kicked off her heels. Smart woman. The heels would slow her down. Shit, there might be hope for them yet.



Devon threw herself into the SUV. “Sorry, I was in line, saw the shoes, I thought…”



“You did good. That was smart.”



“Thanks. And I got a tool kit instead of the screwdrivers.”



“Perfect.”



He peeled off his shirt and pants as quickly as he could manage in the SUV and tossed them unceremoniously in the back. Devon glanced down at his briefs and blushed, then hurriedly looked away.



“We might… we will have to do or see things that make us uncomfortable. That probably means a lot of each other,” he said quietly. “Like right now, I’m going to need your help with the bandages.”



She nodded, and fished out the hydrogen peroxide and the water for him. He cleaned the wounds, grimacing at the burn of the chemicals, and she helped him bandage them. While he dressed in the front seat, she crawled in the back and changed. He stoically avoided glancing in the rearview mirror until she jumped back out and up front again.



“Why the hammer and the crowbar?”



“We can’t use credit cards and most hotels these days aren’t going to take cash, not without raising some attention we don’t want, at least until we’re far away from here. We’re probably going to have to break into some places.”



They drove back towards the area where they spent the night. Sidney fought back the paranoia that came with every passing car. Word would have gotten out by now, he was sure of it. Sovereign’s people would be on high alert. No going to the airport. No buses either, not here at least. He wasn’t sure if he could even buy city-to-city bus passes with cash anymore. Something to look into when they cleared Seattle, but a car, a clean one, would be better than gold. He itched to find a phone and call Brittany again to use that last favor, but he held onto it. Good to have an ace in the hole.



He knew Seattle, had worked a few jobs there for the family, but he didn’t have any firm contacts in the area. Had to do this messy and ugly. He drove down a series of residential streets, looking for the right house, the right person.



“We need someone getting in or out of their car. I’m going to take point, but I need you right behind me with the bags. Be ready to move fast and if it gets ugly, find cover.”



“Okay,” Devon said.



“Are you still riding high?”



She looked at her shaking hands. “No. I’m exhausted. I feel like I’m going to drop.”



“Stick with me a while longer.”



She nodded.



They found the right place three minutes later. A middle-aged woman was coming out of her house in a bland dress, obviously ready for work. She smiled to herself as she walked to a bland crossover, a woman lost in her own world. Sidney slowed and pulled in like he was going to ask her a question. She looked up, blinking, her smile turning inquisitive.



Sidney rolled down his window. “Excuse me,” he said, and like a good friendly suburbanite, she stepped towards the SUV. He brought the gun up and she gasped.



“No, no no no,” she breathed, stumbling backwards.



Sidney was out in a flash, Devon right behind him, as ordered. “Freeze,” he told the woman, and she planted her feet, her hands coming up instinctually. “Put your hands down, listen to me, and I swear to you, you will be absolutely fine. A few hundred bucks richer, even.”



Her hands came down. Sidney held the gun close to his body, hunching over it so it wasn’t so visible from the road. “W-what do you want?” the woman asked.



“Is there anybody else inside?”



“My dog, my dog, please don’t hurt him.”



“Is there room in your garage about the size of that SUV?”



“W-what?”



“Is there enough room in your garage for that SUV?”



“I… I think so…”



“Let’s go,” Sidney said.



He took the woman’s keys and unlocked the crossover. Attached to the visor was a garage door opener. He clicked it, and the garage door swung open slowly. Plenty of room for the SUV. Devon drove it inside while he walked the woman into the house. The interior was homey, with knit throws over the back of the couch and an amateur watercolor landscape on the wall. No sign of anybody else. The dog, a Corgi mix, yapped at them. The woman begged them to let her put the dog in the bathroom, and Sidney saw no harm in that. She scooped up the pup and put him away before turning back around, tears streaming down her face.



“P-please,” she begged.



“We won’t hurt you. Do you have duct tape?”



The woman nodded frantically. “In the mudroom, in the cabinet.”



“D?”



Devon didn’t register the shortened version of her name at first, then jumped as if she’d been shocked and rushed towards the backroom. She came back with a roll. They did up the woman’s hands and legs. She couldn’t help rocking back and forth, and Sidney knelt down before he did her mouth.



“Hey. Hey. Listen. It’s okay.” He flashed her some cash, then set it beside her. “I need to know the passcode for your phone.”



She managed to get it out through teeth just shy of chattering. Devon tested it on the woman’s phone, then nodded.



“Okay,” Sidney said. “When we’re clear, we’ll someone a call and let them know you’re here.”



She whimpered, and he wrapped the tape around her mouth. They headed for the door, her keys in his hand, but Devon stopped before they left. She turned, hesitated, then rushed to the bathroom and let the dog out. It snarled at her, nearly nipping her leg, but then it saw its momma and rushed to the woman, yapping furiously.



“I wouldn’t want to be alone without company,” she said as means of an apology, and Sidney nodded before they left.









Chapter 7



 



Caesar Berthold couldn’t remember the last time he was in a bookstore. A library, yes. He loved libraries, the smell of them, the hallowed nature, the feel of books that had been handled by so many loving fingers throughout the years. But a bookstore? That was a treat he didn’t afford himself often enough.



He picked up a collection of the year’s best mysteries. Gorgeous cover, splatters of dried blood across a shale texture. They got the color right, a muddied brownish red instead of something bright and vibrant. That pleased Caesar. He liked when mystery writers got the details right.



The book went with a small stack piling up quickly on a table in the middle of the aisle. The clerk was still talking to the only other customer in the small store. Apparently there was some new fantasy novel out in a series they were both excited for, the customer voraciously so, the clerk with more reserve.



Caesar headed to the children’s section to pick out something for his son and daughter, now living in New Castle, Delaware with their mother. He missed Callie, though he understood the divorce. Marry a monster, you’re going to live with nightmares.



What would the kids be reading at that age? Dustin was six, Erica eight, but they were both smart for their ages. Caesar always held to that. Erica wasn’t even out of diapers before she was talking in complete sentences. Well… sentences, anyways. The picture books were way too easy and dumb for his kids, Caesar told himself. He went to the young adult section instead. The usual staples of the genre were pushed to the forefront, but in places of prominence too were covers that didn’t feature any magicians or vampires, and these caught Caesar’s eye. The back covers read like literature synopses, and he was intrigued. He put one in his stack about a young black teenager falling in love with a Latino in New York, then decided on a baseball-themed tweener book for Dustin.



The other customer finally finished his business with the clerk and headed out. The clerk called to Caesar, “Hey, man, about ten minutes and I’m going to need to close up.”



“No problem,” Caesar said. “On my way now.”



“Cool.”



Caesar headed back, picked up his books, and walked to the front, eying a box of hazelnut and caramel chocolate bars by the till. The clerk, a chubby young man with black hair and an unfortunate attempt at a goatee, gave him a tired smile. Caesar smiled back, lined up his books, and asked for a bag.



Callie would kill him if she saw blood on the children’s books. Best to have them wrapped now.



He waited until the clerk was done with that and drew, the motion sure and smooth. The clerk’s eyes went huge in the moment before the bullet punched through his chest. The sound was loud even with a silencer, but the store was isolated at the end of a block. The nearest building was half a block away, and they wouldn’t hear a thing.



Only silence greeted him as Caesar moved around the counter. He fired twice more, once in the other breast, one in the head. It was his signature, his one nod to vanity on a job like this. The Triangle Killer, the police called him. He liked that.



No point hanging onto the gun. It wasn’t his, but provided by a local Durant gang lieutenant. Untraceable, stolen and resold a few times. Keeping it on him could only lead to trouble and he’d never touched it ungloved. He dropped it next to the clerk, took two of the candy bars, and added them to his bag.



He walked out of the store and headed straight for his car, also provided for him by a local. The gloves came off and into his jacket pocket. He drove north, away from Fresno, and at a gas station, he pitched the gloves, got a diet soda, and called a number. An electronic voice thanked him for calling Happy’s Medical Supplies. He ignored the voice telling him to press one if he wanted to converse in English, and instead inputted a long series of numbers. A moment later, a dispatcher picked up.



“Distribution, how may I help you?” she asked pleasantly.



“The shipment to Fresno has been made.”



“Excellent. We have no other deliveries for you at this time. Come on home.” “Deliveries” in this case meant there was no other business in California the Durant family needed from him, and the “come on home” was code that he was in the clear, no cops alerted to his presence. If this was Texas, Louisiana, or Missouri, the cops wouldn’t have been an issue, but out this far in contested territory, he wouldn’t want to be picked up.



“Thanks,” Caesar said. Time to celebrate.



* * *



The stripper was high class, with an ass as tight as a drum. Not much to her, the way Caesar liked them. Tight ass, small tits, gorgeous face amplified by playful, gaudy makeup meant to knock a few years off her late twenties.



She rocked that ass against his hardon through his pants. He ached to touch her, but that was always part of the fun for him. He liked them in control. Oh, he liked to control too, when the mood hit him, but a dominant woman turned him the fuck on.



The women weren’t the only high-class thing about the Gimlet, but the lighting, too. He could actually see the stripper’s finer features, the dimples of her cheeks when she smiled, her delicate nose, the turtledove tattoo on her side. Genuinely beautiful.



She slid her thong-clad ass against him, grinding his thickness. Her moan might have been for show, but he liked it anyways. Liked when she twisted around, mounting him on either side of his hips, thrusting her breasts out. Despite the urge to suck her small nipples into his mouth, he resisted and stayed still, giving her his million-dollar grin. She grinned back, and that, Caesar thought, was natural.



She rocked on him, grinding hard now, throwing her head back and forth. She dropped her hands onto his shoulders, using him for balance to undulate like a wave on top of him, the elegance of her dance gone in favor of raw sexuality. Her hips twisted and she sat astride him sideways, staring hm in the eyes. He tapped his own breast pocket, lifted a few bills inside so she could see them. He raised an eyebrow, and the stripper grinned.



“Got a condom, baby?”



Caesar did, and dug one out of his wallet and dropped it on the bench seat. She rose up, watching him as he sat up to tug down his pants. Good actress though she might be, the slight lift of her eyes at the size of his cock seemed natural enough, and she sank to her knees to grip him and nuzzle his tip with her cheek, then her lips. Staring up at him, she engulfed his tip, and he groaned, already wickedly turned on from the top tier lap dance.



She knew how to show off, and not just with her mouth and tongue. As her lips moved along his cock, she thrust her ass up high and dipped her shoulders low, putting the thong disappearing between her ass cheeks on full display, wiggling it back and forth slowly when she knew he was watching.



“What do I call you?” Caesar asked.



She came off him with a lewd pop audible even over the music. “Twilight.”



She stroked his glistening cock and ran her mouth down along his base, still staring up at him as she sucked one of his clean-shaven balls into her mouth. This she did only a moment before returning to his tip, teasing him not with her tongue, but her teeth. He grunted a warning, something wordless, and she grinned up at him, reaching out for the condom.



Twilight worked it down along his length before pushing up and resuming her lap dance, this time shaking her ass in his face as she slipped the thong down along her legs. Caesar still didn’t touch, his fists balled beside his hips, but he groaned as she gave him a taste of her ass. He slid his tongue generously along her bud, and her moan didn’t seem faked. Then again, Caesar didn’t really care if it was.



He ate her ass with enthusiasm, finally raising his hands to pull Twilight tighter against him. She fingered herself while he did it, rocking back and forth against his tongue in time to the music. Caesar would have been happy to finish her that way, but Twilight tossed back her hair and said, “Baby, I love that, but I’m on the clock.”



“Right.”



She twisted and jerked him to hardness again, grinning down at him. “Aw, don’t be mad. Let me make it up to you.”



With that, she climbed on him, gripping his dick and guiding his tip to her folds. The pleasure was a good release to the day’s tension, and Caesar finally relaxed. He leaned back and loosely held Twilight’s ass as she rocked on top of him, doing something like Kegels with her pussy on his cock. “Fuck, that feels good,” he groaned.



“Uh huh,” Twilight agreed, her eyes half lidded. One hand rested at her clit, the other went to one of her breasts. He sucked at the other nipple, taking it between his teeth and nipping. “No harder, baby. Just like that. Just keep sucking like that, mmmm…”



Caesar’s phone started to ring.



That wasn’t the normal ringtone. Not his family then, and not a day-to-day business call from a dispatcher. That was the special tone, the “something’s going off” tone, the emergency number.



“Phone,” he said.



Twilight’s eyes snapped open. “Are you serious? I was just about there.”



“Hey, you’re amazing, but that’s business.”



“Fuckin’ asshole,” Twilight grumbled, but she slid off him, plucking two hundreds out of his shirt pocket before she went for her thong and the vestiges of her outfit. Caesar pulled on his pants and shoes. She looked at him hesitantly. “You’re going to hurt. At least come on my tits.”



“A caring stripper?”



“You want to go home with blue balls?”



“Get back on your knees then.”



He jerked himself off onto her tits and her stomach, fantasizing it was his ex-wife and her hot fucking MILF of a best friend in front of him. It didn’t take long, as pent up as he was. When he helped the stripper to her feet, he left the private room and shot for the door, his phone in hand.



His rental was at the far end of the lot, a nondescript sedan. He leaned in long enough to start it. The AC would need a minute to cool the interior down, so he rested against the door and called in to the dispatchers. When he entered his code, a dispatcher said crisply, “Distribution, how may I help you?”



“I got a priority call. Ready to hear the details.”



She gave him an address, and he drove there. Traffic was heavy, but madcap fast, everyone trying to get home for the evening. The address led him outside of the city to a small airfield surrounded by chain link fence and barbed wire. A man in coveralls let him through a gate and pointed him towards a Quonset hut building near the airfield’s four hangars. He drove there and parked. Another man came out and took Caesar’s keys and his bag. They didn’t speak until they were inside the Quonset hut, which was really a bare-bones office.



“I’m Marty. I’m with the family,” the man said. He was short, and would have been boyish if his hair wasn’t receding early in life. They shook.



“Any idea what this is about?” Caesar asked.



“Yes, but you won’t believe me until you hear it yourself.”



“Try me.”



“We’re on a hunt for the boss’s wife and the Boogeyman.”



Caesar blinked. The Boogeyman was Sidney Lambert, and that alone would be unbelievable. Sidney was maybe ten years younger than Caesar, fortyish, and like his elder, he was a soldier for life. Also like Caesar, he was an assassin, but where Caesar was a ghost in the wind, Sidney was the man the Durant family sent when they wanted a message to be delivered. A nightmare, the kind of delusion people whispered about when he passed.



They fought enough wars together in the streets and across the western half of the United States for Caesar to know Sidney would never have turned on the Durant family. Why would he be in the crosshairs?



And even crazier, why would Lance Durant put a hit out on his own wife? Had he been cuckolded? Sidney and Devon Durant? That wasn’t a puzzle Caesar could complete in his mind.



“All right, you got me. I don’t believe you.”



“Told you. It’s pretty fucking wild. Come on.”



Marty directed Caesar to a folding table near the back. On it was a laptop bag, a laptop attached to a charger, and a new phone.



“Phone’s clean and secure for two weeks. I wouldn’t use it any longer than that. There’s one number on there and I think you know who it’ll connect to. We can be wheels up in an hour. Sorry it can’t be faster, but we didn’t have much notice here.” He gave Caesar the passcodes to both. Caesar repeated them back, and the man gave him a few minutes.



Caesar looked at the contacts in the phone, and true to Marty’s word, there was only one. Z. He dialed as he opened the laptop.



Gina Nicchi, Lance’s second, picked up, and Caesar realized as unbelievable as this was, it was real. “Do you have anyone with you?” she asked.



“No, it’s just me. Your guy Marty, he’s okay?”



“Yes, he’s reliable. Did he tell you?”



“Just that we’re hunting for… how secure is this line?”



“Secure enough,” Lance Durant said in the background, and Caesar sucked in a breath. In decades, he could remember only one other time Lance took an active part in the information chain, when his brother was killed. He was a student of history, particularly when it came to crime, and he avoided phones and computers like the plague. Too many ways to be tracked with those, or listened to. His paranoia served him well. No one ever got close to Lance Durant with an arrest.



“Then it’s true,” Caesar said. “Holy shit.”



“We had an arrangement with the Sovereign Blades,” Gina said. “Peace and territory for Devon. Sidney was in charge of the handoff, only he got cold feet and killed every one of the Sovereign he met with. Including Gilbert Montfault.”



“Jesus,” Caesar said, sitting back. Caesar was trained to be invisible. Gilbert simply
 was
 invisible. They hunted the man for years but when he went to ground, he didn’t come up for anything. “Is that good or bad? Seems like he did you a favor.”



“It’s chaos,” Lance said. “The Sovereign will reciprocate. The cops and the feds have no choice but to come after us for this if we can’t produce Sidney. Our friends throughout the rest of the country are going to question us. Enemies are going to see this as an opportunity.”



“Everyone is being brought in for the hunt, but you and the other lieutenants will have priority. Anything and everything you need,” Gina said. “Brittany McDowell called in to tell us about a favor she owed Sidney. He’s going to be coming to Vineport looking to put Devon on a ship. That ship is owned by Isiah Duffy, an associate of the most powerful underworld figures there. Crossing Duffy would bring down a war on us we can’t afford, so if she sets foot on that pier, we can’t touch her. We’re scrambling to put people in place there, but too many, and we’re going to piss some people off. Our best bet is to find Sidney and Devon before then.”



Vineport was one of the biggest hotbeds of corruption and crime in the United States. Compared to even one of the smaller organizations fighting for control there, the Durant family was small potatoes.



“Where were they last seen?” Caesar asked.



“Southern Seattle. They held a woman at gunpoint, left her bound at home, and stole her vehicle,” Gina said. “It looks like they’re headed for Portland or Olympia. Everything we have will be sent to your email and we’ll update you and everyone else regularly.”



“Okay.” Caesar rubbed his chin. “I want Marty and another shooter. Marty says he has a jet coming. I’ll want that on hand until we have him. What else? I’ll need somewhere to stay in Los Angeles and Vineport, if they make it that far, and I’ll want whoever we have available in both cities.”



“Done,” Gina said promptly. “You think he’s going for LA?”



“It’s what I’d do in his shoes. If we’re going to find him, it’ll either be some local who catches sight on accident or it’ll be because we’re somewhere he needs to go.”



“Where does he need to go?”



Caesar leaned forward. “To get guns.”









Chapter 8



 



They parked the crossover in an alley in Olympia. Sidney used the hammer they bought earlier to pry off the license plates, then ripped a strip from a small throw on the backseat covered in dog hair This he stuffed into the gas tank with the tip peeking out.



“Thank God she was a smoker,” he said, flicking a plastic lighter to life. “I would have forgot to buy a lighter.”



For some reason that struck Devon’s funny bone, and she laughed nearly to the point of tears, even as they were jogging away from the crossover and the fire about to engulf it. Half a block away, they heard a muffled “whumpf” and glanced back to see a rising flourish of flames.



“I thought it would be louder,” Devon said. “You know, an explosion. Why did we take the license plates?”



“It’ll make identifying the crossover a little harder. They’ll still be able to grab the VIN numbers probably, but not until the vehicle’s out. Gives us an extra hour or two, if that, but seconds count.”



“So what’s the plan?”



“We’re going to order a pizza.”



* * *



They did just that.



The pizza guy was less than thrilled about being robbed and having his car stolen. He was even less thrilled about being left in a dumpster all trussed up, letting his displeasure be known by thumping the sides of the dumpster with his bound feet. It wouldn’t take long for him to be discovered.



They drove to three hair salons before they found the right one. The first two were too brightly lit in strip malls still teeming with some activity. The third was in a less enthusiastically lit parking lot, with the only sign of life being a health food store at one end. Even that didn’t seem to be doing too much business. Sidney cruised the lot once, and they both stared.



“I don’t like the cameras,” he muttered, “but as soon as they ID the crossover, they’ll know where we are anyways. Shit. Should have stolen the car after we did this.”



“No sense in worrying about that now,” Devon said. Her voice was shaky but she was trying to be brave and he nodded.



“Okay. Smash and grab. Wigs, hair color, scissors, and a razor.”



“Got it,” Devon said. Her hands trembled on her lap. He wanted to take one of them in his and reassure her, but he didn’t. Instead, Sidney pulled into the parking lot, parked right in front of the salon, reached in the back seat, and grabbed the crowbar.



They rushed out of the car and towards the store. Sidney swung the crowbar like a baseball bat, smashing the window. “Go,” he shouted. Devon used the phone’s light like a flashlight and rushed into the store as an alarm went off. Sidney drew the pistol, holding it by his side, counting the seconds in his head. One minute. Two. Three. Sirens wailed in the distance. “Get out, now.”



Devon rushed out through the glass, holding a pair of scissors, some boxes, and several wigs. “No razor,” she gasped. “I think they were all locked up.”



“It’s okay, we can work with that.”



They hurried away, now going pell-mell for a busy main thoroughfare. Sidney tried to ignore the sizzling heat of his gunshot wounds reopening. Lights and sirens far behind them loomed closer. Someone had to have seen the distinct pizza delivery signs on top of the car and called it in, so they had to ditch the car in a hurry. They found another alley, pulled in, made a few zig-zagging turns, and wound up in the back of a darkened office building. They got out just as a police SUV cruised by a block away, not visible from their vantage point, but still so damn close they both froze at the bleat of its siren.



When it was gone, Sidney grabbed their bags out of the back of the car and they hoofed it for a bus station. A dozen or so people milled around, and Sidney and Devon slowed to join them, A guy leaning against the bus station stand leered at Devon. She slipped an arm through Sidney’s, and he looked down, surprised. Surprise shifted into worry when he realized how hard she was shaking. They had been going nonstop all day. She had to be exhausted.



“Almost there,” he told her quietly. She was so beautiful right then, the spill of the streetlights losing itself in her dark hair but gleaming on her liquid eyes. He hesitated, almost leaning down to kiss her, and might have if the bus didn’t slow and stop. They boarded together, using some of the pizza guy’s cash to buy their way, and sat at the front. Devon leaned against him, crying softly. He roped an arm around her, awkward, stilted, but she leaned in harder, her head on his shoulder.



“Don’t leave me,” she whispered.



“I won’t.”



They got off at a car park, and moved through the lot at a brisk pace. “We’re looking for something older,” he said. “Nineties or so.”



“Like that?”



She pointed out an old, boxy sedan, the sort that fell off the map twenty years prior. Sidney shook his head. “Too visible. No one’s driving that sort of thing anymore.”



“I was talking about the car on the other side.”



It was perfect. A four-door nothing of a car, no personality, no anything. His eye wanted to slide right over it to the Jeep in the background. “Perfect.”



They headed for it. Sidney had the screwdrivers in his pocket. It only took him about twenty seconds to jimmy the lock, then another two minutes to get the car started. He grimaced. “I’m rusty,” he said.



Only a quarter of a tank of gas. At a station a couple miles away, Devon filled it while Sidney kept the motor going. She bought the first real food either of them had eaten since before the meet – coffee, sandwiches, potato chips, and candy bars. “I haven’t had much carbs or sugar the last ten years,” she said, her smile shaky. “If I’m going to die, I might as well go loaded up on the good stuff.”



Sidney didn’t try to tell her she wouldn’t. Instead he reached out and squeezed her shoulder. He tried to return her smile before he remembered his was the sort of face not meant for it, and settled for giving her another squeeze and letting go.



They drove south. Devon cranked up the heat and curled up as tight as she could, leaning against the door. She dozed, or tried to. Her head kept jerking up and she would let out little gasps. At first it made Sidney jump, but soon he blocked it out. An hour and a half in, she finally pushed herself upright, yawned, and muttered, “I keep having nightmares that we’re back in that place.”



“I should have never taken you there.”



“Maybe not,” she agreed. “But we’re here now.”



“Mm.”



There was silence for a while, then Devon said softly, “Lance adored you.”



“Sorry?”



“You were one of his favorites. He told me the story a few times about a deal in Mexico City that went bad. How you two had to hide out for a week.”



Sidney remembered. They were negotiating a deal with a brothel to bring up a dozen prostitutes across the border with a shipment of car parts. The brothel owner, the factory manager, and Lance were all testing the merchandise with a trio of blowjobs when federales raided the place. Enraged at a possible betrayal, Lance roared for Sidney to kill both the other men. Sidney didn’t hesitate. He shot them both point blank, then pushed Lance towards a balcony while the other man was still pulling on his pants.



They dropped from the balcony onto a rough stone street that was nearly gravel, and stole a motorcycle. With Lance clutching to him, they vanished into the city. Not an easy task for a couple white guys with Texas drawls, but they had other friends within Mexico City and hid out in an apartment building for nearly a week until transport to the border could be made. Their roommate, a nearly deaf eighty-year-old American ex-pat, made the best chile rellenos.



“He might have remembered it more fondly than me,” Sidney said. “I was the one who had to kill our way out.”



“I heard about your friend Charles, what they made you do to him. I’m sorry.”



“Thank you.”



“Is that why you helped me?”



“Partly.”



“Partly?”



He glanced aside at her. “What they would have done to you, no one deserves. You aren’t a chip to be played.”



“Thank you.” She yawned again. “What’s the plan?”



“Tonight, we find somewhere to sleep. I need to clean up, we need fresh clothes, and we need to work on our appearances. After that, Los Angeles.”



“Why Los Angeles?”



“Guns. Lance doesn’t have much of a presence north of Los Angeles. A few people the dispatchers could reach out to, some soldiers here and there, but no one I know. Los Angeles is a different story. He’s got two major gun guys that I know of, and we’re going to need to hit one of them. Then there’s the car. I have a Charger stashed there. It’s not under my real name and no one who the family would interact with knows it’s there. We get those two things, we have a fighting chance to at least make the trip. Vineport’s going to be a different matter.”



“Because of Brittany.”



“Exactly. I put her in an impossible position. She’s the only one in the Durant family who would have the kind of pull to put us on that boat in Vineport. Hell, she might be the only one of us lieutenants welcome there. Lance would know it was her, so she had to call us in. It would have come down on her head if she didn’t. Lance will have every shooter he can get lined up there to take a shot at us.”



“How do we get to the boat then?”



“I don’t know,” he admitted. “We have three weeks to work that out.”



“And in between here and there?”



“Still working on that too. Brittany gave me a coded message for a safe haven about a half day’s drive from Vineport. If we can make it there, I think we can hole up until the boat comes in.”



“But you just said she gave us up,” Devon said, clearly trying to think it through.



“You’re right. I don’t know for certain she wouldn’t tell him about the hotel too, especially if it saved her ass. It might be our worst-case scenario, but I also think it gives us somewhere to aim for. There’s a lot of real estate to cover between here and if we come up with something better, great.”



“Guns. Car. Somewhere safe to hole up. The boat.”



“And a whole army between us and those things.”



“And my psycho husband pulling all the strings.” Devon laughed shakily. “Gee, I don’t know how we can lose.”









Chapter 9



 



Sidney thought about going for a cheap hotel and paying cash, but that might draw too many eyes, and clerks would remember someone who wanted to pay in cash. They spent an hour combing the suburbs for an appropriate place to crash until he finally saw it. A big A-frame, its windows darkened, the occupants either asleep or gone. But it wasn’t the house he was staring at – it was the big cabin cruiser in the driveway, on a trailer.



Sidney found a city park a mile away. Devon by that point looked ready to drop. “Just a while further,” he said for the dozenth time that night.



Back at the house with the boat, he looked around and saw no one stirring. He knelt and made a stirrup with his hands. Devon stepped up and grabbed the edge of the boat, trying to haul herself up, her legs kicking against the fiberglass hull hard enough to make him wince. He shot up and grabbed her ass, unmindful of the indecency of it, and pushed. She swung up and over, collapsing into the boat with a softer thump than she made climbing into it.



He glanced around again, sure they woke someone up, then realized his stupid mistake. The tires. Devon could have climbed on the tires. He did that himself, ambling up and over the edge of the boat as nimbly as though he were twenty again. Devon glared at him and he shrugged.



The cabin was locked but easily jiggered open with a screwdriver. Devon risked a peek around with a mini-flashlight from the tool kit. The interior was stark and simple, with a bed and a couple storage areas. She found fresh sheets in one of them and set about tearing off strips. They washed his wounds and bandaged him back up. Still in his boxers, Sidney realized how close Devon was to him, and tried to hide his growing attraction to her with folded hands.



“Ah. I’ll sleep out on the bench seat,” he murmured.



“Someone could see you in the morning,” she whispered back. “It’s not worth the risk. Sleep with me.”



Oh, that definitely did not help matters much, but he agreed with a nod. She pulled back the thin covers on the bed and slipped in first, nearly hitting the wall. He joined her, trying to stick as close to the edge of the bed as he could and facing away from her. Like that, he hung halfway off the bed and Devon snickered softly.



“This is only going to work one way, and I don’t want to be the big spoon,” she murmured, and flipped over onto her side. “Come on. I trust you.”



Hesitantly, Sidney turned over and spooned her, his erection pressing against her ass. “Sorry.”



“It’s okay. Don’t apologize for that.”



They rested like that for a while, Sidney going under easily. Devon shifted a few times, clearing her throat in the darkness. Finally she sat upright, and he thought she was going to ask him to sleep outside after all. Instead, wordlessly, she peeled off her sweater and tugged down her bottoms, leaving her in nothing but a bra and panties. Very, very thin and wispy bra and panties.



“It’s just too hot,” she whispered.



His cock was now a throbbing rod between them, its hardness hurting worse than the pain in his side. Sidney willed himself to go down. He thought of the least sexy thing he could think of – math problems – but his body refused to be bored. Devon smelled faintly of good soap and sweat, and her softness enticed him, drove him to think about pulling those panties down and sliding into her.



And he wasn’t alone.



Her fingers brushed his hip. He moaned almost inaudibly, and Devon chuckled throatily. She moved her hand, gripped him, began to slowly jack him. He slid a hand around her waist, thinking of her the first time they met, at dinner at Lance’s mansion, her in a yellow dress with a sheen like vinyl. He thought about how young and beautiful she was then and about how now she completed the missing pieces of that puzzle, fuller-figured, her beauty a roaring sexuality he could no longer ignore.



Sidney was not gentle. His hand pushed into her panties, against the smooth skin of her shaven sex. He thrust three fingers into her, four, and Devon shoved backwards against his cock, writhing so hard she nearly pushed him over the edge of the bed. She was so warm, so wet, and he jacked his fingers in and out of her, pumping her cunt as he shamelessly fucked against her panty covered ass, her hand gripping his length.



His breath shortened, went harsh, and he moved, pulling his fingers out of Devon and pushing her onto her stomach. He shoved the panties out of the way and sheathed himself inside her in one hard thrust, his cock hitting her depths fast and hard. Devon’s fists balled up, pounded the mattress, her teeth gritted. He used her, fucking her with wild, untamed lust. She grabbed the blanket and shoved a corner into her mouth, keening her pleasure into it as her head twisted side to side. She quivered, came, came so fast it shocked him into momentary stillness, then he was pounding her into the thin mattress, filling her like an animal possessed.



Then she was pushing back, up on her hands and knees now, enthusiastically shoving her ass against his hips with every thrust, getting him deeper, deeper. He reached under her and palmed her bouncing tits, moaning at the raw sexuality of Devon, at his boss’s wife. “Harder,” she begged him, and he did as she ordered, grabbing her shoulder and her waist to pound into her from behind, sweat gleaming on his forehead. He got up on one knee, jackhammering into Devon from a new angle and she dropped her forehead to the mattress, gasping his name.



“Sidney, f-fuck, Sidney, Sid… ney…”



Devon quivered again and collapsed, and he went with her, laying above her back, humping up into her with hard, uneven strokes, right there, right… there. His come rocketed out of him, filling her. There was no question about the pill or condoms or any of that. For them, there was no tomorrow. This was all they had.



He cradled her in the last few hours of the night, both of them finally too exhausted to do anything but sleep. With Devon in his arms, for the first time in nearly twenty years, Sidney Lambert had no nightmares.









Chapter 10



 



They woke to the slam of a door. Not far, either, too close to have come from the big house behind the boat. Sidney snapped awake and rolled off the bed, going instinctually for the crowbar he left beside it. An engine started. The truck hauling the boat.



Behind him, in a mess of the blanket, Devon laughed groggily and pushed herself upright. “Oh no,” she said, but she was smiling.



“Stay down,” he said. He thought quickly. “No. Get dressed. I don’t know the docks here well enough to say whether we could take the truck or not. We have to jump before he stops or before he gets on the Interstate or the highway.” He tossed her the clothes from the day before and hurried his own on, sitting on the floor of the boat. They grabbed their gear and loaded it beside the jimmied door.



Sidney opened the door and peered out. All around them were houses and greenery. They didn’t catch a break until he started seeing businesses. A grocery store, a café, an attorney. The truck driver finally hit a red, and Sidney shouted, “Go.” Devon cackled wildly and ran for it, going up and over the side of the boat where he jumped up the night before, barely touching the tire before she was off and running towards a convenience store’s parking lot. Sidney was right behind her, tossing the pack off the side as a guy in a car behind the boat gaped.



The truck lurched forward already. Sidney ignored the moving tire and jumped, readying himself for the hard impact of the pavement and rolling with it, hissing as he scraped his hands and arms. Nothing for it, and at least the gunshot wounds didn’t break back open. He grabbed up the bag as the truck driver stopped again, the door opening, but Devon and Sidney were already sprinting for it, ignoring the shouting of their unappreciative host from the night before, both of them laughing.



* * *



With the poofy blonde wig and without her makeup, Devon looked like a California housewife from the sixties. Her words, not his.



“I look like I should be smoking a cigarette by the stove while my baby’s crying in the corner,” she grumped over breakfast.



“Could be worse,” Sidney said, pointing to his now-blond hair. They did it in a truck stop bathroom. It looked like someone drizzled caramel through his hair in uneven strips.



“True,” she said agreeably, forking up a bite of French toast. They were seated in a diner, trying to figure out their next move. Sidney was thinking about a train south to San Francisco, but public transit worried him and he still had no idea if they could actually pay cash for that sort of thing. Their phone was long gone, ditched when they called the pizza guy, so there was nothing they could use to search for the information.



Head to the coast and steal a boat, maybe? He didn’t tell Devon this, but that was the whole reason for going to Olympia. He thought Olympia was right on the coast instead of further inland, and had planned on jacking a boat there. He boosted a few when he was a teenager and in his early twenties, mostly as a means to impress girls, so he was fairly confident he could do it, if the boat was old enough. But once he actually saw a map of Olympia, he realized his mistake and now he was gun shy about the whole prospect.



But still, it was his best idea yet. He opened his mouth to say so, but Devon stopped chewing and swallowed, a look of concentration on her face. “Be right back,” she said, and hurried out of the booth. He turned to watch her rush towards a newspaper rack, one of those metal-framed ones with the used car listings.



She grabbed up one of the car listing papers, and came back to the booth to squeeze in beside him. “Look,” she said, ignoring the private listings and tapping a finger on the used car lot advertisements. “It’s like a car thief buffet.”



Sidney grunted in surprise and acknowledgement. Already he could see two cars that he could boost in minutes. When he looked up from the paper, Devon was smiling tentatively.



“This is perfect,” he said. “We wait until tonight, then we move. They’ll have cameras and know it’s gone fast, but once we make it to California, we’ll be just another part of traffic.”



“Did I do good?”



He squeezed her hip. “You did great.”



* * *



They stowed their duffel bag in a luggage locker near one of the city parks. Cash was going to quickly become an issue, but they still had plenty for the moment, enough to ride the buses for a good portion of the morning, getting a feel for the various used car lots. They found the right one at the edge of the city, a dingy lot overgrown with weeds. A lone building in the back was plastered in signs offering too-good-to-be-true financing plans. Two cameras overlooked the collection of eighties and nineties cars and SUVs. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of overhead lighting or security, and the road didn’t see much traffic, even in the daytime.



They spent the rest of the day at a shooting range. The owner was all too happy to take some extra cash in lieu of checking their IDs or other information. He didn’t care what their story was, just that they were willing to listen to a near ten-minute rant about being prepared for the downfall of American civilization. Once they were through that particularly unpleasant ringer – Sidney would almost have rather been in a shootout again - Sidney rented a pistol not entirely dissimilar to the one he took from the Sovereign Blade thugs. He taught Devon how to shoot it. She was a quick study but a terrible shot, and he prayed she wouldn’t need to shoot anything smaller than a buffalo. With time to kill, they rented a shotgun and a rifle too. These, Devon was less certain with, but with a bipod mount, she was a better shot with the rifle than a pistol. Not that a deer rifle was going to do them much good in a shootout, but it gave her some confidence.



What they did not do was talk about the night before. There was nothing to talk about. The sex was amazing but they were coming down off a physical high like no other in their lives, and that, they assumed, was that.



But it didn’t stop them from giving each other guarded looks throughout the day.



That night, after a trip to a big box store to pick up two new prepaid phones and more clothes, they retrieved their gear and counted the last of their money.



Sidney grimaced. “There’s enough there we can maybe go another few days, but not much more than that.”



“What do we do?”



“I don’t know. With only two of us, we can’t hit a bank and anywhere else isn’t going to carry enough cash to make a difference.” He drummed his fingers against his jeans. “There’s one possibility. Sweetie Pie.”



Devon frowned, thinking. “I’ve heard that name.”



“Yeah, I’m not surprised. She’s a pimp, or a madame, or whatever you want to call her. She runs Lance’s prostitute rings in Los Angeles. I know where she lives and I don’t think it’s a move Lance will see coming. The big problem is, I don’t know how much money she would keep on her. We hit her, we’re investing into a lot of potential chaos for potentially nothing, and once we do, Lance will know where we’re at. We’d have to move fast. Get the cash, the guns, the car, and leave town. That’s a lot.”



“Can you think of any better ideas?”



“Not really.”



* * *



The theft of the new vehicle was easy, but finding a gas station before the thirsty car was out of gas was significantly trickier.



“What would have happened if someone wanted to test drive this thing?” Sidney snarled, looking at the gas gauge needle tapping the E.



They made it, but just barely. Devon filled them up again while he popped the hood and looked inside. “What is it?” Devon asked.



“Get me the toolkit and the knife.”



She did and he came up with a fistful of wires and a boxy battery a few minutes later. The nearest person was talking on his cell phone and ignoring them, so Sidney tossed the device into the garbage and spoke quietly to Devon. “Most every used car place has a tracking system that can shut down the cars remotely if they get stolen or need to be repossessed. A place like that, it was pretty much a guarantee, given who their clientele were likely to be.”



“How did you learn to do that?”



He grinned. “One of the few good things my dad taught me, besides the difference between whiskey, scotch, and bourbon.”



The radio didn’t work after that, and he could swear the brakes felt mushier, even if there shouldn’t have been anything connecting the three, but the car ran and aimed fairly true. That was all they needed. They headed south.



It was a ten-hour drive from Portland to San Francisco, and Sidney didn’t have it in him to make even half that. The hour was already late. They turned off the major highways and cruised a couple small towns, finally settling on a darkened farmhouse. Sidney, ready to drop, pulled into the driveway and honked. A light came on in an upstairs bedroom and he quickly reversed, jetting back onto the gravel road and heading further south. They drove another few miles and tried the trick again, then yet again further on. There, they hit paydirt, and they parked around the back of a big garage meant for long-haul trucking. Sidney used the crowbar to break open the back door, but there, their luck ran out. He saw the alarm system next to the front door, shouted, “Back in the car,” and they were running again, fleeing south, both of them so tired they could barely keep their eyes open.



He wanted to try the boat idea again, but could find no suitable candidates. Plenty of boats and RVs, none of them under the same circumstances as their stay the night before. The second time he hit the rumble strip nearly dozing off, they agreed they had to risk a hotel. At the next town, they found one, a small mom-and-pop operation with maybe fourteen rooms, the kind of place you didn’t see much anymore.



Sidney dug out some cash, and muttered, “Okay. I think you should be the one to go in there. Tell them… tell them I left my wallet at the diner in… ah…”



“Sidney?”



“Yeah?”



Devon smiled faintly. “I have this.”



He nodded, handed over the cash, and like that, she disappeared into the office. He waited, the car still on, ready to run if she came out fast. From his angle, he could see Devon talking animatedly, but that was about it. She gave him a look through the glass doors, an unreadable one, then stepped out of sight.



“What are you doing, what are you doing, what are you doing?” Sidney breathed.



She was gone and didn’t come back into sight. For a minute, he waited, then grunted deep in his throat. He grabbed the hammer out of the bag in the back, stepped out, and stuffed it into his waistband under his shirt.



Inside, the main office was nearly silent. Fish lazily swam back and forth inside an octagonal tank against one wall. On another, an old comedy played silently. It smelled like burned popcorn, and sure enough, there was half a bag sitting on the front desk. A muffled conversation came from a rear office, then a sharp smacking sound. Devon cried out, and Sidney yanked the hammer free, moving. The door to the inner office was closed but not locked, and he barreled in to Devon sprawled on the floor, her top above her bra, eyes wet, a hand at her cheek. Above her was an older man, his graying hair done back in a ponytail. His cock was out, and Sidney came for him without a word.



“No, don’t-” the man protested weakly, but the hammer was already coming, crashing into the side of his skull, dropping him with one sickening crunch. Sidney brought it down twice more. Crack. Crack.



Devon. He turned, offered her a hand.



“He told me… if I showed him my b-breasts, he wouldn’t ask any… any…”



“It’s okay,” Sidney said quietly. “You tried to take care of things. It’s okay. It’s okay.”



She collapsed into him, crying. He held her, so tired, but knowing they had to run again.



* * *



Sidney found a set of keys on the dead clerk, and while he cracked open the till, Devon used them on a closed door marked STAFF until she found the right one. Inside was a storage room, with a rack of fresh linens, towels, and blankets. They stole two of the thin blankets and some towels for pillows. The till only had a few hundred bucks all told, but any amount was a help.



They drove another hour south, the pinks of dawn coming up over the horizon before they found a campsite. Sidney groaned. “Camping. Why didn’t I think of camping?”



“Can’t beat ourselves up,” Devon said, her voice thick. They pulled into the campsite, filled out a fee voucher and dropped it along with a twenty into a lockbox. At a campsite near the back, obscured from the road, they pulled in and pushed their seats back. It was cold, uncomfortable, and they both woke several times to the sounds of families getting up and going for the day, but they slept a good three hours. Not enough, but it was something.



They hit a bigger town and bought camping gear. A tent, two sleeping bags, pillows, a small charcoal grill. At a grocery store, they bought charcoal, some food, ice, and a small cooler. They headed back to the campsite, paid another fee, and set up camp in the same site before they crashed out together, tucked in tight against each other, though each in their own sleeping bags.



They slept most of that day. Sidney was up first. He was starving, and after he set up the barbeque, he ate two hot dogs before Devon crawled out of the tent and joined him.



Without a word, she sat on his hip and roped an arm around him. She shivered, and he nuzzled her neck. “I kept dreaming about that man,” she whispered. “About the way the hammer sounded.” He stayed silent. “Promise me something.”



“Anything.”



She looked into his eyes and sniffed. “As long as we have together, I want you there. When we sleep.”



He looked up into Devon’s dark, liquid eyes, and for the first time, Sidney kissed her.









Chapter 11



 



When Caesar requested a third expert shooter join them in the hunt, he wasn’t expecting someone quite so green. Nia was only twenty-two and looked like a social media influencer pimping out tactical gear and equipment. She would have made a killer runway model with her light auburn hair, doe-eyed looks, and athletic curves, but she wasn’t exactly what he thought of when it came to the trained killer he needed to run with him and Marty.



Instead, according to her file, Nia was an up-and-comer in the organization, one with all the talent in the world. At nineteen Nia was propositioned and raped by a college professor. They met at his office after hours, she turned down an advance, and he got physical. Nia tried to get the school to do something about it. When they tried to convince her to let it go, she turned to the father of a friend, a guy rumored to know people in the right places. He was part of the Durant family, as it turned out, and he sympathized with the young woman, agreeing to break the professor’s kneecaps if that’s what she wanted. It was, but Nia didn’t want someone from the Durant organization to do it. She wanted to take care of it herself, but didn’t have the know-how to not get caught.



She was a sharp student, and the professor was soon laid up in the hospital with a squashed testicle and two broken legs. The school knew who did it, but without actual proof and not wanting to go to the police and risk a scandal, were powerless to do anything about it. With that taken care of, Nia dropped out of college and took a position with the Durant family. Too smart to be a soldier, Nia was prime material for a higher position. Theo Brubaker, their top trainer, took her on himself, and over the last few years had been teaching her the ins and outs of hand-to-hand combat and shooting. Nia was primed for a long, rapid climb in the organization, but lacked real experience.



Inexperienced though she might be, Caesar already respected her in just a few days. Nia rarely talked for the sake of talking. Instead, she watched Marty and especially Caesar, listening with a gleam of cold intelligence in her eyes. When she did speak, it was usually to ask the right questions – how much territory could they patrol in Oregon given their manpower? What kind of presence did they have there in LA? In Las Vegas? Reno? She was already planning ahead, trying to visualize not just where they suspected Sidney Lambert intended to hit, but where he would go if their trap didn’t work. Her questions were met with derision from Marty, who assumed they would be able to take Sidney in Los Angeles, but Caesar treated them like they came from another lieutenant.



He gave Sidney a fifty-fifty chance. So far, the Boogeyman was doing more splashing in the pool than swimming, but there was a focus to his chaos. He was preparing for the long haul, just as Caesar was. Caesar might not relish the idea of having to put Sidney down, but there was an admitted thrill to pitting his mind and his talents against the other great killer of the Durant family. A good hunt was pleasurable. It interested him in a way that his day-to-day life didn’t.



That sociopathy had always served him well, first in the Army, and then with the Durant family. Caesar felt no qualms about killing. He discovered that about himself overseas, when a car filled with women and children tried to drive through their perimeter. Caesar didn’t hesitate. He brought his gun up and squeezed the trigger. He saved lives that day – everyone in the car was strapped with IEDs – but if he had to do it again, and he would, he knew he could pull the trigger even if it meant they were innocents just trying to escape a bad situation. It had nothing to do with their race or religion. He simply realized what he was – a killer. And he was okay with that.



That emotional numbness worked to his favor again in prison, when he was convicted of assault with a deadly weapon and attempted homicide. A man who knew how to fight back became something of a challenge to the other men inside, a nut to crack, and in prison, Caesar and his good looks were constant targets. He fought as well as he could, but the odds were sometimes too much. When that happened, he shut his mind off again, living through hell with the same cold efficiency of his service. Now… now Caesar used that lack of empathy to make himself wealthy. He was a good killer. Maybe one of the best in the world, but it wasn’t like they had a ranking system for that sort of thing. There weren’t hitmen Olympics. Chasing down Sidney was as close as he’d ever come, and he drank it in.



Caesar, Marty, and Nia ran their operation out of an executive suite in a hotel in northern Los Angeles that cost more per night than Caesar’s first car. His gut instincts were right. Sidney was cutting a jagged line of chaos all the way south to California. First was an innocent woman left all taped up in Seattle. Her crossover was found in Olympia, extra crispy. There too were a couple of other minor crimes.



They lost the trail for a while, and Marty began checking cities east of Portland just in case Caesar was wrong about this. A few carjackings, but none so elegant as Sidney’s work.



When Caesar was shaving, Marty got a call from a deputy paid to keep an ear to the ground in Oregon. Someone murdered a hotel clerk the night before. Prints on the scene matched Devon Durant’s. Caesar danced, his cheap razor still in hand, and Marty joined in outside the bathroom, whooping.



When Caesar cleaned up and Nia joined them, they took a call from the deputy who didn’t work the county where the murder happened, but knew the sheriff and a few of his people.



“Still had his dick out,” the deputy said. “Durant was most likely in there trying to negotiate a room. Cameras picked up your man Sidney rushing into the office, then the pair of them coming out and ransacking the place. Took the cash in the till, some blankets, that sort of thing.”



“Any idea what they were driving?” Marty asked, ready with his laptop to take down the details.



“Silver sedan, but that’s all they really know. The outdoor camera was pretty filmy, apparently. The sheriff and his deputies are looking for witnesses. They think a break-in up north a couple counties over might have been them too. A house was broken into, but nothing was taken. Probably got spooked by the alarm.”



That seemed plausible. Sidney wouldn’t stick around and risk a confrontation with the cops. Caesar and Marty thanked the deputy and hung up. While Marty started calling up their soldiers to get them ready, Caesar studied the state maps he had laid out on the room’s coffee table. He uncapped a blue marker and circled the town where the murder took place. Without marking the page further, he traced the possible highways Sidney could possibly take into California, and came up with too many for them to track. The plan was still simple, then. Wait at the Durant family’s two gun runners in town and spring the trap when Sidney was close enough.



Things were heating up fast, though. The Sovereign Blade finally had their shit together and were retaliating from Seattle to Texas. Five dead so far, three actual Durant family members, two innocents caught in the gunfire between the two groups. Two more of Durant’s men in Seattle and Tacoma involved in the negotiations with Gilbert Montfault disappeared, either running silent for Texas or a safe haven, or made to disappear by the Sovereign or someone affiliated with them. Caesar was grimly certain it was the latter. By now they would have heard something.



As visible as they were in California, they had to move, soon. It felt like the walls were closing in. Either the Sovereign would find their hideaway or a local cop looking to make some money for the find would call them in. But that was expected chaos, something they could at least try to prepare for.



Nia took a seat across from him and Caesar dropped the marker into an cup full of pens and paper clips. He sat back, folded his hands behind his head, and studied her. “Have you driven by the gun runners?”



“Yesterday afternoon,” she said. “Drove by the warehouses, had a drink at the bar, and checked in with the gun store. Thought it would be good to familiarize myself with the streets.”



“Good. Yeah.” Caesar thought a minute more and stood up. To Marty, he said, “You’ve got the briefing. Have everyone close and on call, but tell them not to play with their toys. I don’t want someone getting popped for being overly excited.”



Marty, still on the phone, gave him a thumbs up. While Caesar was coming to like Nia, he wasn’t sure about Marty. The man was a lazy sort of intelligent, the kind that always assumed he was the brightest in a room and didn’t need to work at anything. He had a nasty tendency to jump in ahead of anyone who asked Caesar a question, answering like he was in charge. That was going to need to be dealt with at some point.



They left him and headed for the gun dealers’ places. Both of the gun runners operated out of legitimate storefronts, one an actual gun shop, the other a karaoke bar. Neither sold the illegal weapons out of their stores, but if a person was after something less than legal, they’d let their interest be known, and if they checked out, a meet was arranged, somewhere away from both stores. The customer would meet with a go-between, and the dealers themselves would never be directly involved in the transaction. It was a good setup, basic, clean. The actual weapons themselves were kept in warehouses not all that far from each other, just about ten blocks or so. They were the real prize.



The warehouses were surrounded by chain link fences obscured by privacy slats. The tops of the fences were lined in barbed wire. A security booth at the gate was manned all hours of the day, with security cameras angled towards every entrance to the buildings. There were no windows, save for the offices. Those could possibly be tampered with, so an extra guard was posted inside the warehouse by the offices just in case. Teams of two, local soldiers and the men Marty was speaking to now, patrolled the streets between the warehouses at all hours.



Caesar and Nia drove to the closer warehouse first. The guard let them through, and they stopped in front of a big bay door. They got out, and Caesar gestured at the warehouse. “Okay. Pretend for a minute you’re not me, brilliant mind extraordinaire.” Nia, to her credit, didn’t exactly burst out laughing, but she did smile, and not for the first time, Caesar wondered what it might feel like to have those lips wrapped around his cock. “Tell me the weak spots. What am I missing?”



Immediately Nia stabbed a finger at a crane in an adjoining lot. “That’s it right there. If Sidney sniped at us from up there, he could pick us off then rush the lot.”



“Okay, good, what else?”



She walked towards a corner of the lot and pointed in the general direction of an office building, the view obscured by the fence slats. “I was thinking about that office last night. If he had the time and the gear, I suppose he could hit us from that direction, but say he did. How long do you think it would take him to hit us, run down to the first floor, get in his car, and drive here? Three minutes? Four?”



“Let’s find out,” Caesar said, enjoying the thought exercise even if it was unproductive. He thought about this too, and she was right. The parking lot and street access were a tangle. Plus, the angle wasn’t great. Sidney could pepper the bay doors and the security booth, but to what end? He’d need a fifty-caliber to put a hole through the doors or the bulletproof window of the booth. And if he had one of those, why bother going for guns anyways?



They couldn’t actually get up to the rooftop of the office building, so they climbed to the top floor and added twenty seconds when they timed their descent in case Sidney had some way of getting up there they didn’t. Two minutes, all told, then another four getting to the warehouse. Six minutes would bring down the guards from the other warehouse on Sidney’s head, so Caesar agreed with Nia’s assessment that the office building was probably not going to be his focus.



That left the other warehouse. This one was trickier, with several tall office buildings with a clear sight of the lot. Two were closer than at the other warehouse, but not by much. There was one other problem for Sidney in the security that he would have to go through in those buildings. It wasn’t a lot, but for one man, even Sidney, it would make the task even more daunting. They took a walk through the lobbies, but Nia shook her head.



“Maybe he hits here at night,” she said, “or maybe he bribes the guards. Sticking a couple people in the parking lot is a good idea. I guess it’s feasible he could hit us from here.”



“But you don’t think so.”



“Do you?”



“No,” Caesar said. “Too many moving parts. And Marty’s circulated pictures to the security team here so if they do see him, they’ll know who he is.”



They grabbed grilled cheese sandwiches stuffed with pulled pork and shredded beef from a nearby truck a few blocks away, and drove back to the second warehouse to have one more look while they leaned against the trunk and ate.



“I don’t see it. If he’s desperate, there are better ways to get guns.” She held out her sandwich. “Here, switch me. I want to try yours.”



Caesar did, amused. He liked her sandwich a lot more than he liked his own, but unfortunately, so did Nia. “Tell me how you’d do it anyways.”



“I wouldn’t. I’d never come within a mile of these warehouses. But gun to my head, I guess… hm.” Nia took a huge bite, squinted up into the sky, and thought. A guard by the bay door watched her, leering at her tits in her tank. She swallowed, wiped her hands on her khakis, and said, “The truck.”



“Sorry?”



“The food truck. Well, not that one specifically, but a truck. Or a van. Something big, something bulky. I’d go straight up the guts, hit the place hard and fast. It would be suicidal, but if I had to, that’s the way I’d do it. Introduce chaos to the mix. Unless he had more shooters, in which case, I’d still do it the same way. One vehicle, up front, crash through the gates. Another one behind, shooters ready.”



“That was my thinking.”



“So who would he hire?”



“No idea,” Caesar admitted. “But it’s about the only reasonable way I could see of him doing this. Excuse me.”



He set aside the last of his sandwich and walked towards the guard. The man straightened up, and Caesar, without comment, slugged him hard in the gut. The guy jackknifed, coughing and gasping. Caesar leaned down and patted his shoulder. “Understand why I punched you?”



“I w-was staring.”



“Mm hm. Don’t.”



Caesar walked back just as Nia was finishing off the remains of his sandwich. “Didn’t need you to do that,” she said mildly. “I was going to break his foot after all this went down.”



“Might be we have to move fast after,” Caesar said.



“No time like the present?”



“Exactly.”



“Not like I haven’t seen you looking, you know. Maybe I should break your foot.”



Caesar chuckled. “Maybe you should.”



She wadded up the paper remains of their food and tossed them in the paper bag they came in. “What’s your story?”



“Looking to write a biography?”



Nia eyed him. “I’m thinking about sleeping with you. I’d like to make sure you’re not going to stalk me afterwards. Not exactly the chocolates and flowers type.”



He raised an eyebrow at that, but the prospect was definitely not unwelcome. “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve figured out for yourself?”



“You’ve got a band of lighter skin on your ring finger, so you were married once. The dog tag tattoos say Army to me, but the one on your other arm, the knife in the back of the skull, that’s rough. Good, but uneven. Prison tattoo. Someone better than average did it. You smile a lot, but it doesn’t touch your eyes. Like me.” As if to prove her point, Nia gave him a hard smile. “Every time a car door slams or you hear a loud noise, you shift on your feet. You’re jumpy but you try your hardest not to show it.” She sucked her teeth. “I’d say that’s because of prison. The way you tensed when I mentioned your tattoo, it’s the same reaction.”



“You’re good,” Caesar said. He thought back to the first time he was left alone in his cell. The first time they came for him. He tried not to shudder. “I did five in my twenties.”



“For what?”



“I was running cleanup for a Durant bookie. He sent me to break a guy’s arm with a bat for not paying up on a baseball game. The guy was hopped up on meth and nearly took me down. I whaled the piss out of him before he finally went down. Came within an inch of homicide, and instead I got popped for assault and attempted. The feds wanted to work out a deal with me to flip on the family and get the charges cut down, but I wouldn’t play.”



“And here you are,” Nia said, pushing off the car and studying him. “Come on, then.”



“Where?”



“We didn’t check the inside of the warehouses. Need to take a peek in the offices.”



“For what?” Caesar asked.



“For a smart guy, you’re pretty stupid.”



He shot forward and grabbed her around the neck. Not quite choking her, but close. “Call me stupid again.”



“Ah,” she said, reaching down to grasp his cock through his pants. “Now you get it.” He let her go and she, in turn, let go of him to rub her neck. “Do that again. In the office.”



Caesar’s grin returned. And just like Nia said, there was no humor to it. None whatsoever.



Oh, he liked this one.









Chapter 12



 



Sidney woke to the music of birdsong, and prayed they would shut up for a few hours more. Birdsong meant it was morning. Morning meant this fantasy had to end.



That fantasy was the woman he held tight. His big arm draped protectively around her soft frame, pulling her to him the whole night. His hard cock was wedged between them against the swells of her warm ass. She moaned in her sleep and shivered, and he squeezed her tighter to him, kissing her shoulder. Her shivering stilled, and she pressed back against him.



He held Devon, and wished he could leave her there, to not be a part of the violence that was to come. But if he did, it would draw eyes. They had to keep moving, at least until this leg was done and they were clear of California, guns and money in hand. Guns would protect them. Money would buy them anonymity, their cloak throughout the long miles between California and Vineport.



Small fingers found him. Devon pushed his cock down gently until he was aimed between her thighs. He kissed her shoulder again and reached down, testing her wetness. She moaned and her hand joined his, showing him where, how. He rubbed Devon gently, and she nestled back into him, the sleeping bag so warm with the two of them together.



His calloused fingers slid into her, and she jumped, an almost inaudible gasp escaping her lips. With the same gentle easiness, he fingered her and slid his other hand underneath her, bringing it to her lips just as she showed him. He alternated rubbing her pussy with fingering her, both slow, both gentle. They heard the murmur of people, the crackle of a fire somewhere close by. Comfortable morning sounds, peace for the few minutes they could steal it.



She twisted her head, his name at her lips. “Sidney, I’m close… take me gently when I come…”



He kissed her shoulder again, staying the urge within himself to finger her harder, faster. She swayed like that, head twisted, her breathing coming soft and uneven. She crested without a word, her hips squeezing together, her wet walls playing at his fingers, trying to get them to stay. She grasped at that hand and pulled it free to guide to her mouth, sucking at his fingers. It was Sidney’s turn to moan.



He took her like that, his cock sliding up and into her slowly. “Yesss,” Devon whispered. “Slow, slow…”



They swayed together, more like a dance than making love. He wanted to fill her, to take her so hard she cried out from it, but for Devon, he quieted that roaring part of his soul and moved the way she wanted him to.



“Take me on my back,” she whispered. “I want to see your face.”



Sidney pulled out of her. There was no comfortable way to shift positions, so he flipped over and unzipped the bag part of the way so he could guide Devon onto her back and slide on top of her. She gripped him as she stared up into his eyes, and brought him to her entrance. They moved together with a pair of mutual sighs, and Devon laughed throatily. She twisted her head and nestled it against his shoulder as Sidney rocked into her.



“That’s good,” she whispered, “that’s so good.”



Then she pulled back again to watch him, stroking his face with her thumbs. Sidney didn’t understand her tenderness. Sex on the boat made sense, because they were both coming off that tremendous physical high, but this, the lovemaking, that was something else. Intimacy was not his strongest suit. He fought a simultaneous urge to fuck Devon hard or run. But the captive look in her eyes, the smile, the parted lips, his name on her tongue, they kept him right where he was. He didn’t have to understand. He just had to give, and that, Sidney would do for Devon, whatever time they had left.



Her feet twined around his and rubbed the backs of his calves. He liked that and couldn’t help pressing his lips to hers. She massaged the back of his head, his neck, his spine, and he moaned against her, riding the line but holding on for her to come one more time.



They moved together, and Devon whimpered, “Oh, mmm, Sidney, Sidney…”



She quaked, her lips wide, her eyes half-lidded. A laugh like a whimper escaped her, and he pushed inside her again and again.



“Devon. I’m close.”



She held him tight. “Fill me up, let me feel you…”



Sidney let go, driving deep a few more times, his pace uncontrolled but still not much faster. He gritted his teeth, trying to hold on, trying to make it good for her one more time, but she was too much, too beautiful and warm and loving, and he let loose inside her with a grunt. “Devon…”



They held each other for a while afterwards, Sidney still on top. She kissed his shoulder, crying, and he turned his head away so he couldn’t see the tears.



Finally, they fell apart, and Sidney slipped out of the sleeping bag to find something she could use to clean up. She did, still on her side, sniffling.



“You’ll be all right,” he said, but it sounded like a lie even to him.



* * *



It was a long drive across the state, made even longer by traffic moving like mucus. But eventually they reached the mass of humanity that was Southern California, and here, finally, Sidney was on familiar turf.



They parked the car at a narrow, boxy multi-level home in Pasadena. The garage on the first floor was barely wide enough to accommodate the sedan and the Charger parked within, but they squeaked by.



“Do we have time for a shower?” Devon asked.



Sidney checked his watch and nodded. “Hurry.”



She did. Sidney kept the house sparse. It was simply meant as a flophouse and nothing more, a getaway point if he ever needed it, like now. But there was one gun tucked away behind a false AC grate. He got it out, checked the clip, and slapped it back home. Finally, he was starting to feel prepared again.



From a closet in the bedroom, Sidney slid on some better fitting clothe and a pair of good, brand new athletic shoes. He checked himself in a hallway mirror. The blond hair was godawful. It disguised him about as much as covering his head with a golden retriever. He was still grimacing at himself when Devon rushed out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around herself and her hair. “Just five more minutes,” she promised him.



She was five and a half, and came out of the bedroom tying her hair back with a rubber band she found somewhere in the house. The wig got as much of a disdainful look from her as the blond dye job got from Sidney, but on it went again.



Instead of the stolen silver sedan, Sidney called an Uber instead, and they did a cruise-by of Sweetie Pie’s Beverly Crest home. It was built into the side of a hill, as boxy as Sidney’s place with a tall stone wall surrounding it. No cars in the driveway. No unusual activity on the street, though that didn’t mean much. It wasn’t like Lance’s people would advertise themselves if they anticipated him coming. Still, he felt a surge of confidence about that part of the plan.



The next part was trickier. Across the street from the building they intended to hit was an office building, a squat three floors of cream white walls and black windows. Sidney had no idea what would be inside, and feared they couldn’t get in there. But a bright, cheery cartoon smile with gleaming white teeth on a sign outside gave them all the excuse they needed. While Devon complained to a sixty-something receptionist with a deep Southern accent she needed to get in sometime to get a chipped tooth worked on, Sidney studied the building across the street, smiling faintly to himself.



* * *



Depending on the day, Lana Aguilar would tell you she either married just the right man or a real son of a bitch who could get his pecker bit by a rattlesnake and die. That he was already dead, and by her hand, was a moot point.



The woman known as Sweetie Pie in the Durant organization met Robert when she was vacationing one summer in Mexico with her parents and her two brothers. He was a charming man who knew all the right words to convince the then-seventeen-year-old to run away with him. Considering her father was an abusive drunk and her mother hadn’t seen the end of an opioid haze in the better part of a decade, it wasn’t much of a hard sell. Robert made it look like a kidnapping. That was pretty easy, considering he was the head of a major trafficking ring to and from the United States.



Robert was ten years Sweetie’s senior and thought little of his bride. He thought she was so stupid he could confide in her anything and everything he did. Finally, there was someone around to impress with his grandiose tales. The reality was much different. Sweetie Pie – his nickname for her – was a girl who had always been underestimated. She found a power in that, in living life like a spider. Just tiptoeing along the strings she wove, waiting for something to trap itself before she ate it.



By her twentieth birthday, Sweetie Pie was certain she understood the ins and outs of Robert’s business and had the loyalty of his two top men, along with the ring of women north of the border who managed the whores on that end. With her footing reasonably secured, she decided it was time to become queen of Robert’s operation. His body was found on the road to Manzanillo, the victim of alleged bandits. Only the bandits were never found by federales who spent a remarkably short amount of time looking.



Her route to and from the States was secure, but Sweetie Pie feared retaliation from bigger sharks in the waters. The Durant family wanted to make inroads into California, and her prostitution rings made good money. They struck a deal – protection for her, a healthy kickback for them. She might have risen higher in their ranks if Lance Durant or Gina Nicchi trusted her, but they didn’t. The truth was, Sweetie was content with her small queendom, but they knew about Robert and assumed a spider could and would kill again, if it thought the reward was juicy enough.



Now, at forty-three, her operation was a pretty well-oiled machine. One of her lieutenants handled the trafficking, another was in charge of the dating app they used as a front for guys to hire their high-class prostitutes. Sweetie Pie mostly oversaw mediation these days. She felt more like a CEO than a crime boss, which was fine by her. Retirement was something she thought of often, but she wanted to live somewhere beautiful and unusual, some place off the beaten path that had yet to be transformed into resorts and day spas. Norway, perhaps, or some small town in Japan.



Sweetie Pie sipped a margarita in her home, thinking of little but the singing competition on her TV. She didn’t want to think about work, didn’t want to contemplate the ever-growing demand for Asian women and the possible routes they could take with that. All that still flitted in the back of her mind regardless, but she was just at the point of a good buzz where it mattered less and less.



That was why Sweetie Pie was less scared than annoyed when the man who jumped her stone fence and snuck in through her back door stepped in front of her TV.



* * *



Of all the reactions Sidney expected, “Move, they’re about to start singing” wasn’t it. He stepped to the side, his pistol still raised, but Sweetie Pie didn’t try anything. She watched the TV with her drink in hand.



“That looks good,” Devon said.



“There’s half a pitcher left in the kitchen. Have a glass. Do you watch?’



“Occasionally. I’m half a season behind. Did they eliminate Rodrigo?”



Sweetie Pie sighed dejectedly. “Three weeks ago.”



“Damn.”



Sidney, nonplussed, waved his free hand back and forth. Sweetie Pie grunted, “Oh, fuck off. If you were going to kill me, you’d have done it. There’s a gun in the drawer of the table near the door, one in my nightstand, and one in the kitchen in a drawer next to the fridge. Deal with those and have a seat.”



He did and did, examining the revolver and two pistols. Each was loaded. He could use some of the bullets from one of the pistols and pulled them from the clip one by one while Devon settled in with the offered margarita and watched the show with Lana.



During a commercial break, Lana lowered the volume and smirked at Sidney. “So why here? Money?”



“Yeah.”



“I’ve got some,” Lana said. “But that’s not all you’re after in Los Angeles, is it?”



“What have you heard?”



“That you went off the rails in Seattle protecting her when she should have been fish bait by now. Or locked up in some Sovereign Blade chapter house, sucking a line of cocks.”



“He saved me,” Devon said.



“How noble. The Boogeyman goes soft.” Lana sniffed. “I know who’s doing the hunting here in Los Angeles.”



“Who?” Sidney asked.



“Caesar Berthold. Some of my girls took care of his second the last few nights, an abusive son of a bitch named Marty. He hit some of them. You see him, you put one in his head for me.”



Caesar. Sidney grimaced. The two men were opposite ends of the spectrum, Sidney the Durant family’s hammer, Caesar their screwdriver. Damn. He liked Caesar. They worked well together.



Lana returned her attention to the TV and said to Devon, “Who do you have in the finals?”



That surprised Devon, but to her credit, she rolled right with Lana’s shifting conversation. While they talked their favorites, Sidney went out back and tossed the bullets from the other two guns into the backyard and the guns themselves into the dumpster. If Lana bolted for one of them, it would take time for her to get to them and reload.



Lana eyed him as he ransacked the rest of the house, coming up with about eight hundred bucks from her purse and another two hundred from a mug in her cupboard. There was a safe in the bedroom, installed in the wall.



“What’s the combination to the safe?” he asked in the living room again.



“There’s no rush, is there?” Lana asked.



She was a deceptively attractive woman, tall, with russet skin and curly locks that must have cost a fortune to style. She was slim, but athletic. Sidney knew her background and that Sweetie Pie was more than just a pretty face. Early in her career after she murdered her husband, she had a reputation for killing pimps herself that got out of hand, doubtless a power move to establish her dominance. Nowadays she allowed her power structure to take care of that for her, but she was not a woman to be confused for weak, and he didn’t let his guard down for a second.



“There’s a rush,” he said blandly.



Lana arched an eyebrow and reached for the remote. She paused the show with a flourish and looked between the pair, lips pursed. “You have one of two options. Let me and Devon dear finish the show without any more interruptions and I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”



“What’s the other option?”



Lana appraised Devon, her teeth bared but not quite drawn into a smile. “I want to watch the boss’s wife debased.”



Sidney went cold. Devon asked, “What does that mean?”



Lana leaned towards her and Sidney went for the gun at his side. He leveled it at her and she raised her hands, not in an “I surrender” gesture, tut to Devon’s cheeks. She leaned across and kissed the other woman. Devon’s eyes went huge and she pulled away, blushing. Lana stroked her cheek again and said, “It means, bunny, I’ve got a wicked mind. I want to see the queen of our organization on her knees…” She glanced up at Sidney, now openly sneering. “…and I want to see him taking your ass.”



Sidney stood, his face gone hard. “We’re done here.”



Devon stood too, her cheeks burning. “Sidney…”



Sidney took her arm. “Did you tell him yet?” Lana asked her.



“What?” Devon asked.



“Don’t listen to her,” Sidney said, and pulled Devon towards the door.



“That you’re a whore too?” Devon shivered but said nothing. Sidney turned, his finger trembling against the gun’s barrel. “Did you never hear what the arrangement was between her and Lance? Her parents were broke. Lost all their money in a flood the insurance wouldn’t pay up on. Tragic, really. Devon here was in college, a beautiful young thing. One of her professors was one of my recruiters. He heard about Devon’s hard luck. He also heard she was a virgin. A real, honest to God virgin, in this day and age.”



Sidney yanked Devon towards the door, but she held firm, staring up into his eyes. “We need the money,” she whispered.



“There are other ways.”



Lana, undeterred by all of this, slid her pajama bottoms down, revealing a pink pair of bikini briefs. “Yes. That’s it. Come back to me. Come show off like you did for Lance.” To Sidney, “He saw her and had to have her. A supermodel body, a brand new still-in-its-packaging fuck toy.” Devon shuddered again, but pulled Sidney back towards the center of the room. He came with, his eyes huge, his breath shooting through him like a bull about to charge. Devon began stripping him, and Lana shut up for a minute to stand up and walk into her bathroom. She reemerged with a bottle of lube and dropped it on the table. Sidney, bare-chested, went to her. Lana stared up at him, her smile feral and burning so bright he thought she might attack him. Instead, she offered no resistance when he gripped her shirt and ripped it down the middle. He pulled it from her toned arms, still staring her in the eyes, and tore strips from it, long, thin ones.



Devon came to him, kissing his shoulder. Her hands came around and undid his pants. She yanked them down along with his boxers, and stood back up to stroke him, watching over his shoulder as he turned Sweetie Pie. He gripped her hands and crossed them behind her back, then tied them together. His cock hardening, he growled into her ear, “You can watch, but you don’t get the satisfaction of touching yourself.”



“She took a train of them for him on her wedding night,” Sweetie Pie spit, thrusting her ass back against him. “He sold her virginity to the highest bidder, then he watched, drunk and laughing while they fucked her.”



Devon sucked in a breath, but didn’t stop stroking him. He shoved Lana towards the couch and she crashed down onto it, twisting at the last moment to watch them, a sneer on her face. He came to her again and gagged her.



Devon rubbed his back. “We have to hurry,” she said. He turned to her, his breath still wild, and he nodded curtly. They stripped out of what remained of their clothes and he guided her down to the rug, kissing her once they were on their knees. Devon reached behind her for the lube and gave it to him before getting on her hands and knees, her butt thrust out at him.



They did have to make it fast, but Sidney took the time to get Devon ready for this. He lubed his fingers and slid them gently into her ass. His other hand went around her to her clit and she moaned in response, looking at the floor, not at Lana. When she was ready, he gripped himself and guided his tip to her bud, and though Devon couldn’t meet Sweetie Pie’s eyes, he could. He glared at her as he eased into Devon’s ass.



Despite being bound and gagged, Lana spread her legs wide, her breath coming sharp through her nose. Devon’s head hung lower, and Sidney immediately froze. “Is it too much?”



“No,” she whispered. “It feels good.”



He understood. She was embarrassed this was turning her on. The truth was, it was hard not to lose control. Of all the situations he ever expected to be in, taking his boss’s wife’s ass was not one of them, especially not in front of one of his fellow lieutenants. Devon felt amazing around him, not too tight, but gripping him loosely. He held her waist, counting down the minutes in his head as he rocked back and forth inside Devon’s ass. No time to take it easy on her. They had to mov and they had to move now.



But that didn’t mean he couldn’t make it good for Devon.



He leaned down and murmured close to her ear, “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s just you and me here.”



She nodded hesitantly, and reached between her knees to a hand he couldn’t remember placing against her sex. Together, they rubbed her clit and her lips as he eased back and forth inside her ass, trying not to go too deep but almost veering off that edge anyways.



Lana kept trying to grind the couch as much as she could as she watched them. Her toes actually curled as her feet bobbed with Sidney’s thrusts. He stared at her, every ounce of his contempt written on his face. His attention shot back to Devon when she moaned and started bumping back against his thrusts, pushing him deeper into her. She looked over her shoulder at him, blushing, then dropped her head again. Sidney got it without having to be told. Devon wanted it harder. Deeper.



He obliged.



His hips plunged forward, testing what Devon could take – and she could take a lot. Only when he nearly bottomed out within her did she hold up a hand behind her back, fingers out in an upside down stop gesture. He eased up just a little bit and she resumed rocking with him, her dark hair falling across her eyes. Her breaths went jagged, uneven. Sidney strummed her clit, teasing it hard. She rubbed her own folds, minute gasps – “ah! Ah! Ah!” escaping her.



“S-Sidney…”



“Come for me, Devon,” he growled.



“I am, I am, mm, mmm… co-coming!”



She did, her head jerking up, her mouth falling open. Her body quaked from her head to her toes and then she was dropping onto her forearms, quietly gasping again as Sidney picked up his pace. He wasn’t far behind, just a couple minutes, then he let himself go, pulling out of Devon and gripping his cock to come all over her backside.



With Sweetie Pie still bound and gagged, he helped Devon to her feet. A trip into the bathroom later and he came back with a warm, wet towel. He cleaned Devon up, and when he was done, he tossed the towel aside and came for Lana.



When she was ungagged, she said, “Damn shame you didn’t come inside her.”



“Give me the fucking combination to the safe.”



She did, and he went back in the bedroom while Devon gingerly dressed. “You want to come work for me?” Lana said, “I can protect you from Lance. For a little while, anyways.” She winked. “Plenty of bad neighborhoods around here with armies of guys who’ll look out for you, as willing as you are to give it up.”



Devon didn’t say anything, but finished the rest of her margarita. Soon Sidney came out, stacks of bills in hand. He dumped them on the table, went into the kitchen, and came back with a plastic bag. All told, there had to be about forty thousand in cash, and they took every penny of it.



“A steal for that show,” Lana said. Devon came to her one last time and jerked the gag back into place. The safety on a gun clicked. Devon looked over her shoulder at Sidney, the pistol starting to come up.



“Get out of the way,” he said calmly.



Lana’s eyes went cold and lizard-like. Devon shook her head. “She’s not worth it.”



“What she made us do…”



Devon came to him, keeping herself in his line of fire. Every foot she drew closer, he lowered the gun until he finally clicked back on the safety. Devon cupped his chin and kissed him. Lana moaned theatrically against her gag and let out a series of hoarse chuffs that could have been a laugh. They both ignored her.



Devon said, “She didn’t ask me for anything I wouldn’t have given to you anyways.”



Sidney hesitated, then nodded. He put the gun on a chair and tore more strips from Lana’s shirt. These he used to tie up her feet, then he hoisted her up like a sack of dog food and walked her into the bathroom. He dumped her none too gently into her bathtub.



Devon stopped him long enough to kiss him one more time before they stepped out into the early evening. “That’s the cash,” she said quietly. “Now the guns.”



* * *



Lana flopped around in her bathtub, getting her feet up and over the lip. In the process, she kicked over a glass candle. It shattered on the tile floor. She tried to feel around for the glass with her feet gently, but still wound up with a handful of shards along her hip and leg when she managed to flop out onto the floor.



Bleeding all over her beautiful tile floors, she wriggled her way to a large shard and twisted until she could clutch it. She worked the edge against the cotton strips binding her hands. It took an agonizingly long time, but she finally sliced through enough of the cotton that she could rip apart the bindings. She roared against her gag. That came next, even before her feet, and she spat, “Mother… fucker. Mother… fucker. Motherfucker motherfucker motherfucker!”



She untied her feet and stood up gingerly, trying to avoid more glass. She failed and trailed a thin stream of blood all the way to the linen cabinet, where she dug out some gauze and tried to staunch her bleeding as quickly as possible. Her phone. Had to get to her phone. So much house to limp through. She dropped a towel on the ground and drug it under her bloody foot, fury welling up inside her. Her phone was in pieces in the kitchen. Sidney broke it apart before he left, and she sighed. Goddamn it.



At least he didn’t find her other one, tucked away lazily by her computer. She grabbed it up, grimacing at the lances of fire across her side and in her foot, and dialed a number. A friendly dispatcher picked up eventually and started to give her the whole Happy’s Medical Supplies spiel.



Interrupting her almost immediately, Sweetie Pie shouted, “Get me motherfucking Caesar Berthold right the fuck now.”



“I’m sorry, I don’t know who that-”



“Tell him Sidney Lambert just had me trussed up like a fucking pig at my own home.”



A pause, then coldly, “Please hold.”



“Yeah. You bet,” Lana snapped.









Chapter 13



 



Nia rode Caesar hard, bouncing on top of him like a pogo stick, hands on his chest and slamming her hips down onto him. He was amazed at the ferocity. Scratch marks striped his chest and his back. Not that he minded the pain. Not a bit.



In her early twenties, she was nearly three decades his junior but she fucked him with the raw intensity of a forty something woman who knew what she wanted and didn’t give a damn about her partner. He could respect that. Hell, he even liked it. Both of them dripped sweat. He already came once when she tit fucked him with buoyant energy, gripping her firm young breasts around his cockhead and grinning up at him with a wild look in her eyes.



That led to Caesar yanking Nia to the edge of the bed before he dove down to eat her pussy with a powerful hunger, even for him. There was something to this one, some hint of the wildness caged behind her cool exterior. She almost reminded Caesar of himself, but with much better tits. She loved the pussy licking, but didn’t like losing control. Nia wrapped her legs around him and shoved off the bed, popping his back and his neck as they crashed on the floor together, him underneath her, grabbing her ass as she thrust down at him with her pussy.



They made it back to the bed eventually where Nia again dominated the show. After a string of three fast orgasms when he was eating her out, she was close again, fists balled, beating his chest as she threw back her hair and swirled her hips on top of him.



“FuuuuuUCK!” Nia screamed like it hurt.



Caesar shoved her up and off him. She landed on her back and he mounted her, fucking her with hard, fast strokes. Her lips drawn back in less a smile than a snarl, she arched her back, meeting him pump for pump. She grabbed his hair, jerked his face to hers, kissed him hard. Her teeth nipped his lip and he tasted blood. He liked it. Liked it well enough that the pain brought on his release and he flooded her pussy, his cock erupting as hard as it ever had with anyone. He collapsed on her, exhausted, needing to catch his breath. When he pushed up again, he kissed her as hard as she kissed him, reaching down to rub her quivering cunt.



“Bitch,” he snarled against Nia’s lips.



“Damn right.”



That surprised a snort of laughter out of him, and he fell sideways onto his back. They took turns in the shower and dressed again. Nia studied his ass as he pulled up his jeans.



“For an old man, you have a nice ass.”



“Yoga,” he said.



“You’re kidding me.”



“Nope. Are you on the pill?”



“Allergic.”



“You’re kidding me.”



She grinned. “Nope. The prince of the Durant family might have a baby on the way.”



Caesar squinted at her, trying to decide if she was joking or not. Then his phone rang. Not the normal ring. The “oh shit” ring. “Get that,” he snapped. “Home office.”



Nia did, and put it on speakerphone. “Hold for Sweetie Pie,” one of the dispatchers said curtly. Nia raised a questioning eyebrow but said nothing.



A moment later, a woman snarled, “Motherfucker. That son of a bitch!”



“What’s going on, Lana?” Caesar asked.



“He was here! At my house! Him and that fucking whore!”



Caesar went cold but did not freeze. He rushed for his belt and his holster, hurrying them both on. Across the room, Nia jumped up and did the same. Lana – or Sweetie Pie, as she was known in Los Angeles to her whores and her pimps – filled them in on what happened. By the time she finished, they were out the door and running for the stairs, Nia on her own phone, talking rapid-fire to Marty on the other end. He was at the warehouses, watching over things there.



On the first floor, Lana finally finished up her story and Caesar, trying to remain calm, said, “Did he say where he was going? Anything like that?”



“No, nothing. But they acted like they were on a schedule.”



“How so? What do you mean?”



“Little things they said. They had to get moving. Sidney looked at his watch twice. Things like that. Get someone here, Caesar. That bastard left me in my tub and when I climbed out, I got glass all over. I’m cut up-”



He hung up on her and stuffed the phone away. They pushed through a gathering of thirteen or fourteen exhausted looking people at the front doors and jogged into the lot, going for their car.



Fifteen minutes later, they were halfway to the warehouses, and Nia said the words that had been in the back of Caesar’s mind. “Why are they on a schedule?”



“I don’t know. That’s been bothering me too.”



“Somewhere to be? Does something change around the warehouses at this time?”



He thought about that. “Maybe there’s a police shift change or something?”



“Shops closing, maybe? Something they needed to buy?”



“Maybe.”



Somewhere to be. Somewhere to be.



Marty called. “I got no changes down here. I’ve got everyone geared up and amped but we’re not seeing anything.”



Shops closing.



“Shops closing,” Caesar said. “What time does Iverson close the gun shop?”



“Shit, gotta be about now. Why?”



Caesar slammed on the brake and did a U-turn so sharp and so fast it drew a line of angry honking from behind him and the oncoming traffic. “Stay there in case I’m wrong, but send the guys in the car to Iverson’s.”



Marty drew in a deep breath. “You think…?”



“I don’t know,” Caesar admitted. “But it feels right.”



* * *



Devon clutched the shopping list so tight it crumpled the paper. “Why does this scare me so much when we’ve already gone through hell?”



Sidney had no good answer to that, so he squeezed her knee. Quick as a bird, she lunged across the seat and kissed his cheek. He gripped the back of her head and kissed her properly, on the lips, and her eyes closed for just a moment.



“Sidney. What she said… every word of it was true.” She blinked away tears. “I sold myself to him and he sold me. On our wedding night.”



Sidney clutched the back of Devon’s head and rested his forehead against hers. “You saved your family. There’s no shame in that.” He paused, not sure what else to say. “I’m going to get us to that ship,” he murmured against her lips.



She nodded. They moved.



Devon had the duffel bag over her shoulder. Her eyes darted everywhere, as though Caesar Berthold and his men might jump out at any moment. Sidney walked with purpose, his shirt over his gun. Lots of traffic, but the only pedestrians on the street were further down the block, spilling out of a French restaurant.



“The food smells good,” Devon said with a trembling voice.



Sidney chuckled.



The gun shop was long and narrow, with an L-shaped glass case full of pistols and revolvers. Racks and racks of rifles and shotguns on the far wall were lit like they were being readied for a porno shoot. Another glass case at the far end would be locked, and held what they really needed – ammunition.



The clerk, a bulky man caught somewhere between muscular and fat, looked up from his phone behind the counter and had just enough time to mutter, “Oh shit,” before Sidney was on him, jumping up and over the glass case between them and slamming the butt of his pistol into the man’s chin. The guy fell but wasn’t out, and Sidney rectified that with a few hard shots to the face, including one that pulped his nose.



Meanwhile, Devon, to the one shocked customer, shouted, “Get down, get down, get down!” She drew her pistol, nearly fumbled it, and brought it up with shaking hands. The guy went for a pistol at his side, and Sidney rose up, his own gun aiming.



“Don’t,” he snapped. The customer’s hands went wide and came up behind his head. He knelt, and Sidney said, “Grip the pistol by the butt and toss it over the counter over there.” He gestured away from them. The guy did, and Devon grabbed the duct tape out of the duffel bag before Sidney said quietly, “The door. Get the door first.”



“Right, sorry,” Devon said breathlessly. She ran back for the door and locked it. Then she returned for the customer and started taping his wrists behind his back.



When they had him and the clerk bound up, they started shopping. Sidney grabbed the keys from the clerk, opened up the ammo case, and pulled out boxes until he realized the flaw in his plan. Devon had no clue what she was looking for. They swapped, and he called out bullets to her as he grabbed a pair of pump action shotguns and two rifles. To this, he added scopes and a bipod.



Devon lined out the boxes of ammunition on the countertop. He looked through them rapidly and nodded. That brought out a relieved smile from her, and he grinned back. They dumped the boxes of ammunition into the duffel bag, zipped it up, and headed for the door. Sidney checked his watch. Six minutes, all told. Not bad.



Devon pushed the door open ahead of him. A glint of something on the rooftop across the street caught his eye, and quick as a snake, Sidney grabbed Devon and shoved her sideways, falling with her. A rifle boomed and glass exploded – the door.



“Back door, back door, back door!” Sidney shouted as the civilian keened against his taped mouth.



He yanked Devon to her feet and they rushed for the back door. He tossed a look over his shoulder just in time to see graying, more-beautiful-than-handsome Caesar walking in front of the storefront window, pistol coming up, grinning easily and lazily. Caesar winked and opened fire, but while the door might have been regular glass, the storefront window wasn’t. His bullets pocked the window but didn’t break it, and his grin turned into a frown. Sidney gave him a shrug and Caesar shrugged back before rushing the shattered door, pistol still raised. Sidney brought his own gun up, fired, fired, fired, and Caesar stopped short of coming around. Devon pushed through the storage room towards a backdoor, punched through it, and they were out in the evening again, running as somewhere close by, sirens wailed.



Another crack of the rifle, but there was no way that one was meant for them. The woman was firing at the cops. Oh shit.



Sidney grabbed Devon and pushed her to a stop behind a dumpster. “Gun, gun, gun. If the cops see us with guns out, we’re dead,” he said, and she handed it over, panting hard. He stowed it in the duffel bag along with his own, and they ran again, keeping low. Another gunshot, and Caesar shouted to someone out in front of the store.



“Thanks for the distraction,” Sidney muttered, and they were gone.



* * *



Caesar couldn’t believe his luck. Bulletproof windows. Very decidedly un-bulletproof door. If the windows had been glass too, this would have been over. If Nia had waited just ten seconds, this would be over. If he dropped her off out front and covered the back, this would be over, but they had so little time to prepare for this.



Liar
 , his brain whispered.
 You had days to prepare. You just didn’t see the obvious. Point to Sidney.



A police cruiser sped around a corner. That was fast. Caesar’s lips drew back in a snarl. He felt no moral compuncture about killing cops. If it had to be done, it had to be done. But as he was already starting towards them, a shot rang out and the driver’s head snapped back. The cop accelerated, canting wildly into incoming traffic and smashing into a compact car. The second cop dove out, hiding behind his door and shouting something unintelligible. Caesar swept sideways, his pistol up, and he fired at the cop’s feet under the car. The cop screamed and collapsed, his gun skittering away. Caesar was on him, kicking the gun even further.



“Gotta go!” he shouted up at Nia. Her idea about climbing up to the rooftop of the next building was genius, but she was too green not to get a little excited. She was smart, though. She would learn from this.



She dropped the same way she climbed up, first clambering down a fire escape, then dropping the rifle over and hitting the closed top of a dumpster. She rolled and came off the dumpster like she was a gymnast, landing on her feet and slinging the rifle over her shoulder. They sprinted for their car, Caesar scanning the street for Sidney. There. Down the block, already turning, was a silver car.



They tried to chase Sidney, but traffic was thick and muddled and Sidney abandoned his car right in the middle of the road. Both the front doors were open, keys in the ignition. People honked and gaped, but of Sidney and Devon, there was no sign. Caesar jumped up on the car’s hood, looking left and right, but he could see nothing of the pair. Gone.



“I fucked up,” Nia growled. “Should have waited. Goddamn it.”



Caesar jumped down. “We’ll have another chance, but right now, we need to move. People will have seen us. Call Marty. We have to get back to the hotel, get our IDs, and get on a plane.”



“Where?”



“Anywhere but here, cop killer.”



Nia looked at him, jaw working, but said nothing. Into the night, they fled.









Chapter 14



 



Devon had to stop running. She held her side and leaned over, gasping for air. Sidney wasn’t much better off. A stitch in his side hurt like hell, and he rubbed it, grimacing, realizing it wasn’t a stitch at all but his wound from the gunfight with the Sovereign Blades.



“Do you think… we… lost them?” she gasped.



“I hope so,” Sidney said. “I’m done.”



They were miles away from the car, somewhere near an industrial area. Slowly they started walking again, both of them coming down from the adrenaline. They found a city bus bench, collapsed onto it despite the less than savory looks of the thing, and waited. Fifteen minutes later, they decided no bus was coming, and started walking yet again, stopping this time in a sandwich shop. Sidney explained with a pained smile to the clerk at the counter that they lost their phones and could he please call them a cab? The clerk agreed, especially after Devon gave him a ten for the trouble, and they ordered a pair of sandwiches while they waited.



When they got back to Sidney’s hideout, they loaded up the guns and their gear bags into the Charger. They traveled again, heading north in a slow mass of tangled traffic. At any moment, Sidney expected police flashers or one of Lance’s people, but no one noticed them. They were safe, at least for the moment.



Victorville brought with it more traffic than he remembered, but it thinned out further into the desert. This time, Sidney knew the territory and he cut through the Mojave, moving as fast as he dared while Devon slept, her pillow tucked into a corner. The Charger wanted to go even faster, the aftermarket parts leaving it rumbling in protest every time he had to slow for a turn. He had never put it through its paces before and he ached to now, but held himself in check for Devon’s sake.



Except for gas, he didn’t stop until they hit Vegas. There, paying cash for a hotel room wouldn’t make them stand out a bit. He found a quiet, clean hotel he used before on a trip there, paid the clerk for two nights, and left checkout open-ended. He hauled in their bags, then quietly woke Devon up and guided her inside. She was so exhausted all she did was drop her clothes to the floor and slide into bed before she was out again. Sidney, on the other hand, was awake until nearly dawn, thinking about Caesar, about what he knew of the other man and what he would predict and wouldn’t predict.



They had to rest, that much he knew. As tired as he was, he was losing his edge, and he didn’t think Devon could go on at the rate they were moving. Sidney was fairly certain Vegas would be okay for a couple days so long as they kept their heads down and stayed to the corners of the city. The big casinos would be dangerous. Lance invested into a couple of them, and his people wove themselves into their security teams. Additionally, soldiers came through frequently after big jobs to gamble, get a hooker or three, or take in a skin show. Hell, Sidney did that often enough as a young man himself. Caesar too, for that matter.



Best to lie low. Stick to the small businesses and only go out for food and necessities. Caesar wouldn’t expect him to stay this close to Los Angeles. He would think Sidney wanted to run now that he had momentum behind him. Or so Sidney hoped Caesar thought, anyways.



Satisfied with the plan, he finally drifted down into sleep, coming awake only once when Devon left the bed and came back, snuggling into him. He stared down at her, so warm and soft against him, and fell back into the dark again.



* * *



Devon shoveled her shrimp pasta into her mouth, moaning so often it gave Sidney a hard-on. She stopped only to rip up her crusty garlic bread and dip ends into what little sauce escaped her, shoving that down too.



“I should be embarrassed,” she mumbled as she finally started to slow. “But I have had to watch my carbs for so long.”



“Never be embarrassed,” Sidney said. “I don’t care. Want some of mine?”



“Yes, please.”



He split his own basic spaghetti into half portions and gave her the one with the additional meatball. She smiled faintly at that, but didn’t refuse it. She, in turn, gave him some of hers, and they ate again, slower this time but not by much.



They were seated on the bed, up against the backboard. The TV was on but muted. Neither of them was in much of a mood for entertainment. It was late in the day, though they both just woke up an hour earlier. A new sack full of goodies to add to their burgeoning household-on-wheels sat on the table by the window, containing a razor, scissors, shaving cream, and a makeup kit. When Sidney was finished eating, he got up and started the slow process of shaving his head. Devon joined him as he was finishing up with the scissors. She made him sit on the toilet with the lid down while she lathered his head and drew up a sink full of warm water.



Slowly she ran the razor across his scalp, careful not to move too fast. Sidney watched her, and reached out to idly stroke her hip. “Are you okay after last night?” he asked.



“Which part?” she asked, a tight, strained smile on her face.



“Sweetie Pie’s.”



She nodded and brought the razor to the sink to wash the blade and clack it against the ceramic. “The sex was what it was. You felt me enjoy it. That didn’t bother me. That you had to hear about my wedding night like that… that bothers me.”



“We’ve both done things for Lance that we regret.”



“Yeah?” she asked, almost angry. “He make you do anything like take a train of his business associates and political friends, I’d love to hear it right now.”



“He ordered me to kill a teenager,” Sidney said softly.



“What?”



“Yeah.”



She froze. “Sidney, I…”



“We were in Florida. I didn’t know why he invited me to be his protection, but he did. We went out on a yacht, just him and me, fishing and drinking beer. Then he finally tells me what he wants. Larry Barker, his big money guy, he murdered a woman. Choked her to death when she wanted him to leave. Her daughter was home sick from school. Saw the whole thing from her bedroom and hid under her desk.” Sidney sighed. “She was sixteen. I think about her every day.”



“You did it?” Devon asked, the razor trembling in her hand.



“Yeah. We found out who her case worker was and trailed her.”



Devon stared at him a long minute, then slapped him. “Jesus Christ,” she whispered, and hit him again. “You… you…”



She hit him, and hit him, and hit him. Wild swinging slaps. Closed fist punches that landed ineffectually against muscle and the thick bones of his face. Sidney took all of it, barely flinching except when Devon started crying. The razor fell to the floor and she whirled on her heels, storming out into the main room. Sidney leaned over, grabbed the razor, stared at it, then stood to dip it into the water again and finish the job Devon started.



Later, that night, he went out to the car, grabbed one of the sleeping bags, and settled in on a cot the hotel provided for them. The lights of the city fell through the curtains, illuminating Devon’s face. Her tears were silent that night. She rose at one point, probably thinking he was asleep, and went to the duffel bag with all the guns. She unzipped it and pulled out one of the pistols. He watched through lidded eyes as she clicked off the safety. Would she shoot him? Herself? He didn’t know.



But a moment later, she clicked the safety back on, put the gun back in the bag, and returned to bed. This time, she slept, and Sidney did too.



* * *



They drove again the next day. Sidney was cramped and sore from the night before. Devon was silent and sullen, her eyes still red from the crying jags. She stared out the window at the desert, then the cracked and faded earth, and the plains. Somewhere near Salt Lake City, she finally spoke, her throat hoarse and whistle-thin.



“I need to stop.”



“Okay.”



They did at a quiet rest area. Lots of traffic whizzed by, but few cars actually stopped. She got out of the Charger, walked ten feet, leaned over, and vomited so hard and so noisily it scared him. Sidney shot out of the car and came to Devon, holding her around the waist as she let it all go. Everything inside her – physical and emotional – manifested itself. When she had nothing left in her stomach, she turned her head up to the sky and screamed, a piercing, wild sound that sent birds all around them spiraling into the air. Several people shot looks in their direction. Sidney didn’t care. He propped up Devon, and when she was done and sobbing one last time, he held her close, puke or not.



“We’re monsters,” she said.



“No.”



“We are.”



“No. I am. You, you’re not. But right now, a monster is what you have. You deserve better than all this.”



He got her a bottle of water. She swirled it, spat, repeated it. After the fourth time, she finished it off and looked out at the passing cars.



“I don’t want to die,” she whispered.



* * *



“Where are we going?” Devon asked.



They were seated at a Mexican restaurant on the outskirts of Salt Lake. She needed to change and he needed food. Devon told him she wasn’t hungry, but when she caught a whiff of the smells coming from the kitchen, she asked the waiter for two menus instead of the one Sidney requested. Now they chewed on quesadillas and chips and queso while they waited for carne asada burritos and chicken tacos.



“I don’t know yet,” Sidney said, “except north. The further we can get from Lance’s territories, the better. I want the Montana Hi-Line for starters. Then east. North Dakota. Minnesota. We have the time so we may as well keep to the Canadian border as far as we can.”



“And then?”



“Then we drop down to Brittany’s safehouse.”



“The hotel.”



He finished a bite of chicken quesadilla and nodded. “I can’t figure out yet if it’s going to be watched or not. But nowhere is going to be safe. We either risk it with her or we risk being found out somewhere else. We hole up there, we wait for the boat, and then we hit Vineport.”



“How bad is Vineport going to be?”



“That depends on what kind of a deal Lance and Gina can make with the heads of the underworld there. I’m going to guess it won’t be much of one. They’ll deal with Brittany, not him.”



“Why?”



“Animosity. Old feuds even before my time. Lance and Malcolm tried to make inroads there when they were just lieutenants themselves. Malcolm was a real hothead and liked women a little too much. He got handsy with the wrong woman and it wrecked the negotiation. That would have been pretty mild by itself, but when the husband confronted Malcolm about it later, he killed the guy. From what I hear, it was pretty bad, as bad as the war with the Sovereign Blades until Brittany came along and helped cool things off.”



Devon dipped her own quesadilla into a container of queso but that was as far as she went. “What was her name?”



“The woman Malcolm killed? I have no idea.”



“No. The teenager.”



 Oh.” Sidney steepled his hands in front of him on the table. “Rochelle Mercure.”



“You remembered.”



“Yeah. Not all of them, not even remotely, but her, yes.”



“Where was all this?”



“Charleston. It was why Lance wanted me in Florida. Close, but not so close that he couldn’t come up with an alibi. Golfing.”



Devon leaned forward, her eyes bright with anger and other emotions. “Remaining family?”



“I don’t know. Her father wasn’t part of the picture.”



“What grade was she in?”



“Sophomore. Public school.”



“Where is she buried?”



“I don’t know.”



She fell silent. They returned to their meal, eating slowly, studying each other.









Chapter 15



 



“This is a shitshow of Biblical proportions,” Gina said flatly over the phone.



“I know,” Caesar said, sitting back in the folding chair and rubbing his unshaven cheeks. They couldn’t take off from California, so he, Marty, and Nia fled to Las Vegas, running hard through the night and getting there near midnight. They were currently crashed out in a three-bedroom house on the edge of town, one the organization’s lieutenants used when they came through and gambled or took in a show.



The news didn’t have their faces, but it did have general descriptions. A tall, slim, graying man and a youngish woman with auburn hair. Nothing that would get them nabbed, but he and Nia weren’t going out, not until they put more distance between the two of them and Los Angeles. The city was burned to them for a while.



Marty was out rounding up some fast food and getting a plane ready. They would be wheels up and soon, but Caesar still had no real idea what was next. With money and guns, Sidney now had the whole country at his fingertips.



“A cop is dead. Jesus, Caesar.”



“I know,” he repeated. “It couldn’t be helped. But we had Sidney. I had him. Have faith. I’ll get him again.”



“Hopefully this time without the theatrics,” Gina said. “What’s your next play?”



“We push his picture out to everybody. The gangs, the police, anyone we have even the dimmest contact with, they get a picture and word of a reward.”



“A reward?” Gina asked, practically snarling.



“Fifty thousand for a verified sighting. Twenty-five more if it leads to a kill.”



“You’ll have every asshole coast to coast calling in making up some bullshit.”



“Do you have any better ideas?” Caesar snapped. “You’ve got other hunters out there. Have any of them caught a scent except for me?”



Gina was silent a moment, then finally said, “We’ll get the dispatchers working on it. What else?”



“A room somewhere in Kansas City or St. Louis. I don’t care which, but I need somewhere close to the airport.”



“Why there?”



“Geographically, it’s about as realistically close to the center of the map as we can get and still have access to an airfield. I don’t know where he’s going to surface, but I want to be as close as I can when he does.”



“We can do that. Stay in touch.”



He hung up, and nearly threw the phone across the room. Gina wanted him to hunt and that was what he was doing. Ten seconds difference and he would have had Sidney dead. “Bitch,” he snarled.



“I hope you don’t mean me,” Nia said, smirking at him from the bathroom.



He curled his finger at her, and she trotted to him, nude save for a pair of white cotton panties. She knelt and went for his zipper. Caesar let her fish him out and idly suck his tip before he answered her statement. “No. Gina, trying to yank our leashes.”



“What does she want?”



“Results.”



Nia thought about that as she licked his base. Finally she pulled back again and asked, “How do we get those?”



“The tried-and-true American way.” She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Outsourcing.”



* * *



Utah and Idaho didn’t cause them any trouble, but west of Kalispell, Montana, a deputy fell into line behind them, making Sidney sit up straighter in his seat. Devon put aside a paperback she bought at the last gas station and mimicked him.



“What is it?”



“Deputy. And he’s on our ass. If you look, only keep it to a glance.”



She did, then faced forward again. “What do we do?”



“Nothing yet. I’m going the speed limit. If he’s made us, we try to lose him then steal another car.”



The prospect left him exhausted. Whatever came, he’d almost rather shoot it out than face down that feeling of being a rabbit in a greyhound race. In Kalispell, he kept his eyes out for a gas station, finding a big one on the edge of town. If the deputy was going to try something, he would be less likely to shoot it out in front of a lot of people. Or so Sidney hoped, anyways.



“Couldn’t hurt to go inside and get something to drink or something,” Sidney told Devon.



“I’m staying with you,” she said firmly.



Remembering just how short a time ago she was horrified by him, Sidney nodded tersely and stepped out. They didn’t need gas but topping off couldn’t hurt. While he started the pump, the deputy pulled in beside him and rolled down his window. Sidney ambled over.



“Saw you following me. Not a problem, is there?”



“Nah. Saw the custom tailpipe. I was just wondering what else you got that’s custom on that thing.”



Sidney forced a grin and rubbed the back of his head. “Aw, a few aftermarket parts under the hood. Nothing like a Hellcat, but she’ll do zero to sixty pretty fast. Never touched the top end range though.”



The deputy put his car in park. “Hey, mind if I look? I’m a gearhead. Trying to convince the sheriff to let me have one of these.”



“Absolutely. I don’t know much about it myself. The work was all done for me by a guy out of Bakersfield.”



They talked cars some while the deputy looked under the hood. Devon eyed them both, trying to look cool and bored.



“So where you headed?” the deputy asked.



“North along the Hi-Line then east as far as Minneapolis. I’ve got a cousin who’s getting married up in Malta.”



“Ass end of nowhere.”



“Tell me about it. Figured we’d make a vacation of it, though, hit the Mall of America, that sort of thing.”



“Sure, sure,” the deputy said, already boring of the conversation. “Well, don’t let me keep you. And keep her under a hundred and fifty, huh?”



“I’ll try,” Sidney said. He reached out and shook the deputy’s hand. “Keep it up out there. World needs more people like you.”



“Hey, thanks, man.”



Sidney returned to the pump and killed it before settling the nozzle back in its holster. He watched the deputy swing out of the lot before he felt the tension in him drain away. When he was back in the car, he took a minute to down half a bottle of water with hands shaking so badly he could barely hold it.



“Heart’s pumping in my chest like a jackrabbit,” Devon said.



“Same,” Sidney said, grimacing. “Don’t need any more cops dead because of this.”



“Do you care?”



The question took him by surprise and he glanced at her. “What makes you say that?”



“You’ve killed teenagers. A cop shouldn’t be such a big deal to you.”



Sidney sighed. “Whatever made you think killing that girl means I didn’t care, you’re wrong. I did. It eats at me. A lot of them do.” He considered the question a long moment. “I’m not going to lie. If it came down to a cop standing between me and getting you to that boat, I’d take them down no question. I’m not a saint, Devon. But I’m not rooting for the good guys to get hurt in all this.”



“But they have. They will.”



“Yes.”



“I’m… I’m not dealing with that very well.”



They pulled out of the gas station. Sidney drove a few miles, heading northward. Devon settled back in, staring out the window. She cried some, but Sidney could offer her no warmth. The mountains were beautiful around them, but cold and severe, matching his mood. He fell into a watchful lull, eyeing every car around them, worrying about that deputy, about Devon’s cracking mental state, about his own growing tension.



A hundred miles away, he finally broke the silence between them.



“Lance didn’t involve you much in the business?”



“No, not really. I was eye candy for some of his friends and you lieutenants. He liked showing me off, like I was a car. But the business side of things… I heard some things from time to time. Late night phone calls, a couple people coming by to talk to him. But he was paranoid about people listening in to his conversations.”



“Sounds like him.”



“Mm hm. When he got drunk, he liked to tell stories from time to time. A lot about him and Malcolm, or sometimes about you lieutenants, like the Mexico City thing.”



“Did he ever pimp you out again after your wedding night?”



Sharply, “That’s not your business.”



Mountains turned to plains, and they finally turned eastward again, racing down the near empty highways. Miles and miles of nothing, save the sky and the plains. Every time they saw a sheriff or a deputy, they cringed, but apart from a cruiser that fell in with them for a few miles behind a slow-moving tractor, there was nothing but the imaginary fingers around their throats.



* * *



North Dakota, and Sidney liked it even less than Montana. There, the desolation felt sleepy. Here it carried a menace, a promise of violence to come even if it was only in his head. His paranoia was getting to him. Or maybe it wasn’t. With at least a day’s hard drive to Minneapolis yet, he wondered how paranoid he might actually be after they drew some long looks at that morning’s diner.



In Williston, he stopped at a public library and they headed inside. While Devon browsed the sale books at a table near the front door, he used one of the public computers to look up the news on them from Washington and Oregon. Sidney’s face and name were front and center, an old mugshot taken five or six years prior for an assault charge, later dropped when the victim didn’t want to testify. That was expected. He left fingerprints everywhere.



Devon was luckier. The police only had a composite sketch of her face that no longer resembled her a week into their run. The picture wasn’t badly drawn, but the details were just different enough that she was in no real danger of being recognized. Her nose was too flat in the picture, her chin softer. The eyes were all wrong too, looking more like a frog’s than her own beautiful, innocent expression.



They had two photos of her, one of them taken from the cameras outside the hair salon they broke into in Olympia. That one was grainy and indistinguishable, though the police added she might now be in a blonde wig, so they knew that much. The other was from a camera near the gun store in California, clearer but taken at such a distance that she couldn’t really be made out.



Other little details caught his eye. The police knew about the killing in Oregon, but the silver sedan’s make and model were wrong. That didn’t matter. That car was long abandoned now. Someone had also come up with a story that he and Devon were associated with the two cop killers in Los Angeles. The idea was that all four of them were set to rob the gun store, but were double crossed by Caesar – whose name the cops apparently didn’t know – and his associate. Sidney had no idea where the media got the double-cross angle, but every outlet liked the idea, embellishing upon it with details from their fiction-spinning talking heads.



There was a lot of speculation too about the original killings in Seattle. Article after article debated whether Seattle was going to be the next big gang territory. If anything, Sidney gutted gang activity in the city for years to come, though there would be some fallout from smaller rivals rising up and taking on the Sovereign Blade. And speaking of, there were even more articles outlining the Blades along with the Durant family. He didn’t much care about that and exited out of the browser.



Sidney leaned back, thinking long and hard about their predicament. They got lucky with the Montana deputy not recognizing him. He couldn’t count on that twice. It was too late to head south to the bigger cities. Between them and, say, Kansas City or Omaha was almost all of the Dakotas and the great stretches of Midwestern farmland. They would stick out for another thousand miles in that direction. If they kept east from Vegas, it would have been a different story. But they were committed now to trying to make it to the urban stretches of the northeastern United States. Once they hit Minneapolis, they would have plenty of busier areas to lose themselves in.



Satisfied, he rose to his feet. A couple kids ran by and he watched them, amused, as they raced to the children’s stacks ahead of their exhausted-looking mother. He gave her a tight smile, and she hurried on. Devon saw, and said nothing as she piled up a trio of books and dropped a twenty into a tin can marked “Book Sales – Don’t Make Us Regret the Honor System.”



Outside in the sunshine, Devon asked quietly, “How bad?”



“Could be worse. They have pictures of me, but I take it you were never fingerprinted?”



“No.”



He nodded. “All they have of you they can use is a bad sketch. I’m blown but we figured that anyways.”



“The road again?”



“The road again.”



* * *



They stopped that night in a sleepy town well away from the Interstate, the sort of place with one of everything but no more than that. One grocery store, one gas station, one tiny hospital, one bad burger place, one bar lined with motorcycles outside, teeming with raucous patrons.



The hotel clerk was a sleepy woman maybe in her late sixties or early seventies, her hair white but still full and hanging down her back. She was all too happy to accept cash, Devon said when she came back out with a pair of room keys.



They hauled everything into their room. Devon took a shower while Sidney checked the news for any mention of them. There wasn’t any so he shut the TV back off again and rooted around the room until he came up with a dogeared menu from the town’s sole restaurant. Devon came out, dressed in sweatpants and a tank with a blouse, and gave the menu a read too. They both settled on chicken sandwiches. Devon took some cash and one of the guns, tucking it carefully under her blouse. It bulged too much, though, and would have drawn eyes so she ditched it again in favor of a knife.



She left, and Sidney went to the door to look out after her. The clerk from the hotel was standing outside, smoking a cigarette, the tip flaring red in the night. She and Devon spoke briefly, and the flash of red splayed outward, making Sidney go for his gun before he realized it was just the cigarette’s ashes.



Had to calm down. He turned his attention back to the TV. A cop show was a hard pass. Same with a reality TV show like the one Sweetie Pie had been watching. He flipped through another dozen channels, stopping only at a movie he dimly recognized, then shut that off when the actor pulled two guns and started blazing away with impossible accuracy.



Still stressed. Still tense. He knew one way to help himself with that.



He and Devon hadn’t slept together since the bad night in Los Angeles. He undressed and headed for the shower, noting with pained lust Devon’s panties and bra, freshly washed in the sink and hung over the shower curtain’s bar. He pulled them down, then draped them out on the bed so they could continue drying while he showered.



The water pressure was weak, but the shower plenty hot, so he stood under a misting spray, using some soap to lubricate himself. Unsurprisingly, it was Devon that occupied his mind. Thoughts of her underneath him again, her arms and legs wrapped around him, her lips against his. He thought of sucking at one of her big breasts, of sliding down and eating her, of her own lips on him, swallowing him down with slow, easy bobs of her head.



He settled one hand against the wall, pumping himself to the thoughts. He tried not to think of taking her ass but he did envision her butt now, rocking back against him in that boat again. “Fuck, Devon,” he groaned, and the bathroom door swung open.



Startled, Sidney nearly fell, but it was her. Her cheeks bloomed at the sight of him, her lips parted, and slowly she eased out of her blouse, letting it drop behind her.



“I… I’m sorry,” he said, not sure for what except… all of it. Who he was. The things he’d done. Not saving her sooner. Making a mess of saving her so far.



“Don’t. Not now,” she said, pulling her tank up and over her breasts. She hurried out of her bra and the sweats, and joined him. He stared into her eyes as she grasped his cock, the water cascading down her shoulders, down the slopes over her breasts, rivulets streaming off her. Devon had never been so beautiful as in that moment, and he couldn’t help himself. He kissed her, not hard, not with his usual frantic need, but softly, teasing her lips with his tongue before sliding it in to dance with hers. She accepted him, still stroking his length with one hand and roaming his butt with the other.



He reached behind her and shut off the water. His fingers found her sex as she kept stroking him. Her free hand wrapped around his neck and she rested one foot on the lip of the tub, giving him better access to finger her. She stared into his eyes as their foreheads pressed together, both of them growing desperate for the other.



“I need you,” Sidney moaned.



“Take me, then.”



They swapped positions and Sidney pushed Devon until she was bracing herself against the wall with her forearms, her ass thrust out to him. He brought his tip to her sex and plunged in, his grunted “fuck” making her giggle throatily. He palmed one of her big breasts and held her waist with the other as he fucked up into her, hard, jagged thrusts that left him reeling with need.



“Mm, mm, mmm,” she moaned as he pushed her up against the slick wall.



“I want to taste you again.”



They stepped out, their lips coming together. Devon turned towards him and walked backwards, kissing him over and over as they danced out and fell onto the bed together. She pushed her bra and panties off onto the floor and scooted up the bed while Sidney followed. He pulled her legs apart and bent them up towards her chest as he leaned down to lap at her pussy, eager but forcing himself to take his time. She shaved that night and he nuzzled the bumps on her skin, licking those too and making her shiver.



“Sidney…”



His name lulled him back to her folds and he slid through them with his tongue, tracing her every line, allowing himself the slow thrill of exploring Devon in a way he had yet to indulge in. Her hands came to his hair, crushing it between her fingers as she rocked with his skilled tongue. He slid two fingers into her as he flicked up to her clit, teasing first her hood, then her button itself, and she was louder now, crying it out.



“Sidney!”



Devon came so beautifully, her hips coming together against his ears, her back rising up, her lips widening in a look of surprise, like she couldn’t believe it could be this good. He kept going, tonguing her clit with faster strokes, fingering her folds and curling his finger up to brush her sensitive walls. She let go of his hair and clutched at her own. She twisted with the pleasure, ending up on her side with Sidney trying to find a better angle until he pushed her over onto her stomach and brought her up to her knees, his nose against her bud, his tongue at her pussy again. He reached around her and rubbed her clit, still slick from his tongue. She drove her face into the mattress, crying out wordlessly this time, a single, sharp noise that drove him wild.



Then he was on her, pushing her onto her back again and taking her slowly, easing into her as he kissed above her closed eyes, then along the tear tracks of pleasure. She gripped his cheeks and kissed him with needy smacks of her lips, making him laugh against her.



“Shut up,” she said, and giggled so sweetly it would haunt his dreams until the day he died.



They moved together, their smiles fading as they stared into each other’s eyes. “You deserve better than a monster,” he whispered against her lips.



“I deserve you,” she whispered back.



There were no more words between them. Sidney rocked into her, and Devon clutched him tight, her head resting against his shoulder, twisted to look at the dim street lights flitting through the cracks in the window. She stroked his back, his neck. The sudden blare of a guitar riff made them both jump until they realized it was coming from one of the other rooms at the hotel, then they laughed shakily and kissed again. Devon pushed him onto his back and rode him, her dark hair spilling across her eyes as she smiled down at Sidney. He stroked her clit and her ass as she swirled her hips on him back and forth and side to side, rhythmic and slow. That did it for her again, and soon she crested with a soft moan.



Then she was off him and twisting around, but Sidney didn’t want her like that, He sat up and came around the bed, pulling her to the edge and kissing her again as her legs locked behind his ass. Standing off the bed, he took her faster, but no less gentle. There was no way to make up anything he’d done. He would burn for it and he knew it in his heart and soul. But for the moment, for that night and tomorrow and whatever time they had, he could take care of this woman.



Thinking about that, he finally released inside her before he crushed his lips to hers. He fell beside her, and she wrapped an arm instinctually around him, tucking in tight against his chest. He kissed her forehead.



“Mm,” Devon finally said. “Think our sandwiches are probably pretty cold by now.”



“Damn.”









Chapter 16



 



Though Sidney didn’t like sending Devon off by herself, he agreed it was best he keep away from the public eye from that point on. She grabbed his keys and enough cash to buy gas and breakfast.



“Anything for the road?” she asked, pulling on a sweater.



“No. I’m good,” he said, standing near the window and looking out.



“Still on edge?”



“I’ll feel a lot better when we see the Twin Cities.”



“Not too far now.”



“Yeah.”



He didn’t notice her until she was right on top of him. Devon gripped his chin and twisted his head towards her. She leaned up and kissed his lips. There were no words of forgiveness or anything of the sort, because there was no forgiveness to give. What had been done was done, and she could apparently live with it at least for the moment. That was all he could hope for.



Sidney watched her take off in the Charger, then eyed a few of the bikers from the night before stumble groggily out of their own rooms. They hopped on their bikes and pulled out of the parking lot.



Sidney let the curtain drop down and started getting the gear together. That didn’t take long, so he turned on the news again, waiting for any word on their chase. Fifteen minutes passed and nothing, no news – and no Devon.



He tried not to overthink that. She probably needed something from the store. But he crept back to the window, unable to help the concern in his mind. Commotion. A man with graying long hair and round black sunglasses was pointing and shouting at a couple of guys poking their heads out their door. The rest of the gang was mounting up and in a hurry.



“Fuck,” Sidney breathed. His worry no longer felt so stupid. Something was going on, and he had no doubt in his mind who was at the heart of it.



The two men in the hotel room closed the door and the gray-haired man headed for his bike. He and the rest of the gang rolled out of there, save for the two men in their room. Sidney ran for the bags and dug out the crowbar. He slung the bags over his shoulders and jogged for the two bikers’ hotel room, unmindful if anyone was watching.



When he pounded on the door, one of the men shouted, “For fuck’s sake, Frank…”



The man undid the locks and Sidney reared back and kicked the door when it opened. The force knocked the half-naked man on his ass and Sidney was already coming inside, swinging the crowbar hard right against the man’s skull. There was a sickening crack and he started shaking head to toe, his hands opening and closing. Sidney stepped over him and leveled the crowbar at the other half-naked man in the room.



“Do they have her?”



“Oh Jesus, oh God, you killed him!”



“Do they have her?” Sidney roared.



“F-f-fuck you, man!”



Sidney swung as the man dropped for a pile of clothes. Probably some weapon in there. Sidney swung again, this time connecting with the man’s meaty arm. The biker screamed and clutched his limb, still wriggling forward. Sidney flipped him over with his toes and leveled the crowbar at the man’s face.



“Do they have her?”



“Yeah, they got her, that princess cunt! Puh-puh-picked her up at the gas station!”



“Tell me where they’re going and I let you live.”



The man hesitated and Sidney swung for the man’s knee, pulverizing it.



“Fuck!” the man screamed. “Ah, shit! My knee, my fucking knee!”



“Where are they going?” Sidney jabbed the man’s chest. “Answer me right now, or the next one is in the face.”



“Old… ranch two hours east… of here. One, one one one of the guys owns it. ”



“Where’s the ranch?”



The man blubbered an address and directions. He started crying, and Sidney, feeling sick, made it quick. Three hard strikes to the skull, and the man was gone. He stared at the man’s clothes. At the leathers that would be just a little big for him, and the helmet that would block his face.



Sidney returned to the door, shut and locked it, and began to undress.



* * *



Two of them pulled Devon from the Charger kicking and yelling. She caught one of them across the leg but it was a glancing blow. When she was on her feet, she charged between them, nearly breaking free before one of them caught her hair and yanked her back. She didn’t hesitate and snapped at his face with her own, getting the tip of his nose in her mouth and biting down hard enough to draw blood.



“Motherfucker!” he yelled, and belted her in the gut hard enough to bend her over.



“That’s enough!” one of them yelled from a row of bikes lining up in a row. He pulled off a gray helmet and slammed it down on one of his handlebars. He was a big man, with long gray hair held back with a rubber band. He undid that now and let it spill down his back before he stepped off his bike and stormed over. “Jesus Christ, Phil, we don’t hit women.”



“She bit my nose off!”



The other man behind Devon said, “They’re gonna kill her anyways, so why does it matter?”



“It matters because we always follow the rules.” The big man checked Phil’s nose and shook his head. “Buck up, you’ll be all right with a Band-Aid and some disinfectant. Dickie!” he hollered to another man. “Get in your pack and take a look at Phil, would you?”



“Sure thing,” the other man called back as he killed his motorcycle.



“Aren’t you all sweet and polite?” Devon asked, sneering at the big man.



“No point in being hostile now, is there?” He pulled out a knife and slit the tape over her wrists before offering his hand. “Frank Rupp.”



“Jesus Christ,” Devon said. “They’re going to kill me and we’re shaking hands.” She laughed, but shook hands anyways before trying to rake his eyes with her nails, swinging hard for his face. Frank stumbled backwards and fell on his ass. Hands grabbed her, pulling her back.



“Hey, hey, hey, we’re trying to be civilized about this,” one of them said. “If it was someone else they’d be trying to, I don’t know, rape you or something.”



“Who are you assholes? You’re the least threatening biker gang I’ve ever seen.”



“Gang?” Frank asked, standing up and dusting off his ass. “We’re not a gang. A club. Not a gang.”



“We’ve even got our own patch,” one of the guys said, pointing to a cartoon badger on his shoulder.



“Great. Good for you.”



For the first time, she took in her surroundings. Ranchland, but well kept around the macadam lane leading to the big, rustic styled ranch houses. Handfuls of cows and sheep dotted idyllic pastures. A big barn looked like it might have been freshly painted yesterday, given how bright and vibrant the colors were. A dude ranch, small, but elegant.



Two of the bikers stayed near the gate leading into the property, one of them looking down the barrel of a pistol and making pop-pop-pop gestures. The others pulled off name-brand packs and stripped off designer leather jackets. They eagerly drew guns too, making a show of checking clips.



They were right, Devon realized. They weren’t a gang. This was a collection of rich guys out for a weekend cruise. She and Sidney stood up to the Sovereign and to two of her husband’s best, and now she went and got herself kidnapped by a bunch of doctors and lawyers.



Fuck, this was embarrassing.



“Frank,” she said, putting a hand up to her forehead. “How did you find out about me?”



“Your picture’s being circulated. All the gangs and the clubs know about you. I think a bunch of other people too. There’s a heck of a reward for finding you.”



“Do you even know who it is you’re dealing with? Why they want me dead?”



“Ah,” he said. “Your boyfriend. He killed some people in Seattle.”



And God knows how many others, you poor, stupid bastard.



“You need to let me go. Now,” Devon said. “I’m not begging you because of my life. I’m telling you, you just waded into something far, far crazier than you can imagine.”



“We might be polite, but we’re not lightweights here, honey.”



“Please, just listen. My husband… my ex, I guess, is Lance Durant.”



Frank took her arm and started walking her up the lane to one of the houses. “Should that mean anything?”



“Yes! Yes, it should mean something! He’s one of the biggest crime bosses in Texas!”



He chewed on that. “Okay, so what?”



“He’s the one that wants me dead. The man with me? He used to be my husband’s number one killer.” Actually, that might be Caesar, but she didn’t need to tell Frank that. It was semantics anyways. “He’s killed dozens of people, and that’s just the ones I know about. He’s going to come for me. I promise you that. If you put me back in that car and let me go, he won’t kill you. But if you don’t, he will kill all of you.”



Frank gestured down the lane. “We’re banking on him coming for us. Ambush him, take him here.”



“Sidney does this for a living,” Devon said. “He’s going to cut through all of you.”



“Let’s go sit on the porch up there,” Frank said. “Nice view of the road and the bikes.”



This wasn’t working. Talking about how bad a man Sidney was only made Frank more tempted to try and take him on. She had to take a different tack. “What do you need the reward money for?” Devon asked, plucking desperately at whatever string she could. “I can give you nearly twenty thousand dollars if we just go back to the hotel.”



“You’re both worth a lot more than that.”



“I see those bikes. I see your clothes. You don’t need this.”



Frank chuckled. “I’ve got two ex-wives and I’m on the low end by these guys’ counts. Joseph’s got termites out here at the ranch. Phil and Dickie, well… they have habits to feed. No offense to you, but yeah, we need this.”



“You’re going to let them kill me… for alimony.”



“And child support. Yeah.”



She heard it. A rumble, far far away, but coming closer. Frank perked up. “There they are. Had a couple late sleepers.”



They thumped up the wooden steps of one of the houses. The bike – and there was just one, God help these dumb assholes – was visible now on the old county road, slowing for the two men at the gate. The driver had something slung across his back – a duffel bag. He stopped, and one of the guys stepped forward. The biker’s hand came up. Two quick shots. Bang. Bang. Both men at the gate fell like bricks, and the man was already holstering the gun and unslinging the bag.



Frank shouted, “What the… get him, get him, get him!”



The biker – Sidney – pulled a rifle out of the bag and in one swift motion brought it up to his shoulder. Devon closed her eyes just as Frank’s brains splattered across the wall behind him and the boom rang out.



“I warned you,” Devon whispered. “I warned you.”



Then her eyes opened. She wanted to see her monster when he came to rescue her.



Frank’s gang, or club, or whatever, shouted, too stunned to scatter. They raised pistols, some of them even smart enough to flick off their safeties, but at that range, they were no match for Sidney. He fired, pulled the slide back, pushed it forward again, fired. Every time he shot, someone went down.



Two of the men scattered for the buildings. Another one turned for Devon, the one that had punched her. He came at her with a snarl on his lips, his gun coming up. Devon thought the next boom was coming from his gun and she dropped instinctually, hands over her head. When she looked up the man was facedown in the grass, his fingers stretched out towards her, blood bubbling from his lips.



Devon stood up and raced for his pistol. She snatched it up with trembling fingers and aimed at a man behind the row of bikes firing at Sidney. Devon blinked back tears and thumbed off the safety. One shot later, the man was down, clutching his knee and screaming.



Then there was silence. There were more men, she knew that, at least two, but they were running, guns cast aside and trying to find cover behind the building. Sidney stowed away the rifle and sprinted up the macadam road to Devon, a pistol back in hand. She came to him, sobbing, and collided with him in an enormous hug.



“Gotta go,” he said.



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I stopped in for breakfast and they were there and they knew me and I’m sorry…”



He kissed her quickly. “Who has the keys?”



She pointed him out, and Sidney ran to the man. He patted the man down and came up with the keys to the Charger. They slid into the car and raced out of there, aiming for Minneapolis and never letting off the gas.









Chapter 17



 



Caesar boiled, but it wasn’t because of the light blanket over him. It was the nightmares.



He dreamed he was in line for a meal back in prison. Mac and cheese, though the cheese part was so non-existent it was more like noodles and nothing else. To this was added a few pieces of wilted broccoli and canned pears. He took everything back to his table. The Durant family didn’t have much of a presence there, not that far north. In real life, there were three or four guys he sat with. Not exactly friends, but grim, hard guys who tried to look out for each other. Not that they did much when they were outnumbered and someone had Caesar in mind.



But in the dream, he was alone, entirely alone. The whole cafeteria emptied out, leaving just him and a shadowy figure at the edge of his vision. He ate fast, trying to shovel it all in and run, but he was too late. The figure grabbed his shoulder, slammed him down.



Caesar whimpered, both in the dream and in real life.



“Caesar.”



He snapped awake, drenched in sweat. His hands went instinctually to his ass and his throat. He was okay. He was okay.



Nia stood beside him, looking as concerned as she was probably capable of. “Bad dream?”



“Yeah.” The word was froggy with sleep. He cleared his throat. “Prison.”



“That really fucked you up, didn’t it?”



Caesar reached out and pulled Nia closer. She sat on the edge of the bed and twisted to face him. “You have no idea.”



“I’ve got a friend, Grace, she went in for three years. Said it wasn’t so bad for her. Did a lot of yoga, worked in the cafeteria doing dishes.”



He thought of the cafeteria in his dreams and shuddered. “Yeah, well, your friend got off easy. There are two types of prisons. The basic white collar weekend getaway, and the ones where you don’t come out again the same person.”



Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t mean to piss you off.”



“All of you young ones, you think about prison like it’s some TV show, like you’re going to get your wrist slapped and then it’s drama and laughs for the next few years. You, they find you out, you’re not going to white collar prison. You’re going to hell. They’ll make sure of that after you killed that cop.”



“I could handle that,” Nia snapped. “I’ve been raped before.”



“You think you could, but you wouldn’t. I told you, someone as pretty as you? You’d be on your knees all fucking day.” He grinned, but his eyes were fire. “Just like me.”



Her look softened. “I… I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be. Don’t ever say you’re sorry. Not in this business, baby. Don’t ever lose that confidence. That’s your edge.”



She took his hand, then brought it to her lips. “You were married. Do you ever regret it?”



“Huh?”



“Humor me.”



“Do I regret it? No. I wish my ex-wife knew who I really was. I mean, she knew, but she didn’t get it. But the kids, they were all right. Making them was even more fun.” He grinned. “Why? You asking?”



“What if I was?”



He pulled Nia on top of him until she was straddling his lap. With layers of clothes and the blanket between them, there wasn’t too much sexual about the gesture, but he liked the closeness of her. “We’ve known each other less than a week.”



“That’s not a no.”



“It isn’t. Falling in love with old Caesar?”



She laughed. “Fuck yes I am. You eat pussy like you’re desperate for it.”



“Mm. That the only reason?”



“No.”



“What else?”



She leaned in and kissed him. “You have a really great ass. My mom always said, marry a man with a great ass.”



“Good advice.”



“Mm hm.”



“I am an old man. Probably be all wrinkly in ten years.”



Her lips moved to his ear and she bit the lobe. He hissed and she chuckled throatily. “You really think either one of us is going to last ten more years in this business?”



“Good point.”



Marty hammered on the door. “Get dressed and out here, now. Someone says they have Devon Durant.”



* * *



“We got her. Got a plan to trap the man too.” The man on the other end of the line had a mellow, smooth voice.



“How do I know this is legitimate?” Marty asked. He was the only one seated. Caesar and Nia stood behind him, Nia relaxed, Caesar tense.



They were in a shoddy three-room house that was a decided step down from their Los Angeles and Las Vegas housing. The walls in the basement bore marks of a water leak somewhere and Caesar didn’t want to think too much about the bathroom down there. They all stuck to the first floor instead, crowded though it might be.



“Hang on,” the man – Frank – said. There was a pause, then Devon Durant shouted, “You don’t want to do this, he’s going to kill all of you-”



Then she was muffled again. Frank came back on the line. “Is that proof enough?”



“Send a picture,” Marty said. A minute later, they had one, of Devon peering out at them sullenly from behind a car window. “If looks could kill. Where are you set up?”



“One of our guys owns a ranch. Pretty secluded place.”



“Think we could land a helicopter there?”



There was some muffled discussion about that, and a minute later, Frank came back on. “There’s a concrete pad in one of his fields, going to be a calving barn come next spring. Your pilot could land there, and we’ll come get you.”



Marty glanced up at Caesar. When he nodded, Marty said, “Give me the address. And what about Sidney Lambert?”



“We’re going to set up an ambush for him. Nobody watching out there. Bunch of gunfire, shit, we’re just doing some target practice, sheriff.”



“I like it,” Marty said.



While Marty finished up with that, Caesar called into the dispatch service. He was quickly transferred to Gina and filled her in. She gave him the go ahead to use whatever resources he needed to finish this.



Nia and Caesar packed in a hurry. Forty-five minutes for the jet to be prepared, another hour and change in the air. None of them knew how far this ranch was from Minneapolis, but with a helicopter it would be negligible. When Marty was ready, they ran.



The mood on the plane was raucous. Nia drank half a bottle of champagne. Marty and the copilot piped rock and roll through the cabin. Caesar danced with Nia, then pulled the privacy curtain and introduced her to the mile high club.



And just as they were about to descend, they got a call.



“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Caesar said. He punched the empty seat next to him. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”



“Sidney?” Nia asked.



Through gritted teeth, Caesar said, “He killed all of them, except two. Drove right up to the gate and just shot them, point blank.” He thought. “Screw it. We know where he’s at. The plan doesn’t change. We get the helicopter, we sweep west of Minneapolis.”



He went up front to tell Marty and the copilot that, then came back and poured himself a scotch and water. He knocked it back, thought about another, and decided against it. He needed to be clearheaded. Needed to focus.



But damn it, Sidney was throwing him off his game. The man was beyond the point of embarrassing Caesar. Now he was just scoring points on him. Caesar crashed down beside Nia and roped an arm around her. “I’ve got a place. Santiago. Chile. It’s a one bedroom nothing little shack. I always meant to retire there. When this is done, I cash out. Maybe I haven’t performed up to snuff on this job, but I’ve done enough for the family to earn my retirement a dozen times over. Come with me. They’re going to want you to disappear for a while anyways, so it’s a win-win.”



“I like it,” Nia said. “Is it nice?”



“Most beautiful city you’ve ever seen. Mountains so tall they’ll make you dizzy to look at them. You ever been skiing?”



“No. I’d like to.”



“You’ll love it. Goddamn, you’d be a sexy snow bunny. You like architecture? Old churches, that sort of thing?”



She laughed quietly. “No. Not really.”



“Yeah, me neither. But that shit’s there too.” He trailed off, smiling, thinking about it.



Nia looked up at him. “We could be our own crime family down there.”



“Hell yes.”



Marty came back with a headset on. He said, “We’ve got no official Durant family support in the Twin Cities. But I do have one guy there who can hook us up with some bigger guns than what we’ve been playing with.”



“You don’t sound pleased,” Nia said.



“I’m not,” Marty said flatly. “He’s a crazy bastard. Henry Wilson. Generally known as the Grouch. You’ll probably love him just fine.”



* * *



The Grouch leaned against a white Lincoln Navigator, a cigarette between his lips bobbing up and down to the hip-hop playing from within. He wore a Hawaiian shirt over a bulletproof vest over a white tank top with khaki shorts and socks and sandals. He was starting to go bald and had a dreadful combover combined with frosted tips. It was… well, it was a look.



“Morning, gents,” he said. It was nearly the afternoon, and there was a woman among the four. “We ready to hunt some rabbits?”



The copilot, Jansen, didn’t acknowledge him and gaped at the helicopter. It looked like a strong wind might blow it apart. “We’re all going to die.”



“Oh, no shit?” the Grouch asked. He seemed genuinely shocked by this bit of news.



“What have you got for us?” Caesar asked impatiently.



“Two toys you’re going to like.” The strange man opened up the back of the SUV. Inside was a long gun case resting atop a cardboard box, the kind Caesar saw used in law offices to hold files and folders. “Marty tells me the pretty lady-”



“Nia,” she said, “and if you call me pretty lady again, I’ll cut off your balls.”



“-the nice young woman likes a rifle.” He flicked open the case and they all gaped at what was inside.



“That’s… a very big gun,” Marty said.



“I made it myself,” the Grouch said proudly. “.375. She’s got some kick. You only get three shots before it needs to be reloaded, but just one and you could stop a rhino.”



Nia licked her lips and pulled the rifle free. It was heavy, but it came with a long bipod. She took it to the helicopter, loaded up, and set up shop on the other side. She would need a lot of room, but Marty was staying back to coordinate things and to listen in to the police channels.



“What else?” Caesar said, stepping forward to look in the box. Then he hastily stepped back. “Nope. Screw that.”



“What is it?” Marty and Jensen both asked as one.



“C4,” the Grouch said. “Military-grade. Bought it from a colonel who was mighty pissed off about some troop drawbacks.” He dug in the box and pulled out what looked like a cross between a TV remote and the grip of a gun. “You activate each brick by flicking the switch on it. Then on this baby, you press the green button and hold onto the trigger. It’s a dead man’s switch. All you have to do is let go of the trigger and boom, boom, boom.”



“Put it back in the box,” Caesar said, starting to sweat. He looked aside at Marty, who looked back, wide-eyed.



“We could drop it on them like grenades!” the Grouch protested.



“I said put it back,” Caesar said, trying very hard not to yell at the man with the trigger for a bunch of explosives.



“This is going to be no fun.” But the crazy bastard did, and closed up the trunk. He jangled his keys. “Well, who’s ready for a helicopter ride?”



* * *



The green, wet landscape began to change long before Minneapolis itself. Houses and small businesses yawned to life and the traffic began to thicken. Not nearly as bad as Los Angeles, Salt Lake, or Vegas, but there was a definite shift from the countryside to civilization.



Devon was wrapped up in a blanket. She didn’t seem to be in any sort of shock over the kidnapping. By now she was probably mentally numb to the violence around her. Had to get her safe so she could find some kind of new normal in whatever her life would become. Her hand crept over to touch Sidney on occasion, as though she were convincing herself he was real. He didn’t mind that. It was nice.



“They were so… stupid,” she said. “Like children.”



“What do you mean?”



“I think it was the first really important crime they ever committed. They were normal guys. Maybe not rich, but upper middle class, at least. And they all had guns and I think they all thought it was like… it was like cops and robbers. The kids’ game, you know?” He nodded and she shivered. “But in a way that makes it so much more depressing. Taking me was their walk on the wild side. They didn’t know what they were doing.”



“I’m sorry I got you involved in more killing.”



“I’m not. I think that Frank would have done something worse to someone else if he could have. He was so… so…” Devon frowned. “Mmm… happy about the whole thing. He was polite to me but I think he was eager to see me get killed, too. Like I was a bug he wanted to see stomped. I don’t know. The world’s gone really scary, and I don’t just mean what we’re going through. People’s moral meters are broken anymore and I don’t think we can fix them.”



“Lance told me once laws and etiquette were the world’s veneers. That we were all just hiding rotten teeth and decay behind it all but it was still there. He was full of a lot of shit, but that, I think he was right about.”



Devon snorted. “Don’t take Lance’s philosophies as anything deeper than manure. He got most of it from one of those quote-a-day calendars.”



“You’re kidding.”



“I wish I was. He bought them for himself every year. Real
 Art of War
 type stuff, but colder.”



“What was it like, living with him? Day by day, I mean?”



Devon thought about that. “You know how fastidious he was at work? His office always had to be just so?” Sidney nodded. “Well, imagine that kind of uptightness at home too. We went through cleaning staff like toilet paper, and honestly, I think we treated the toilet paper nicer. Everything had to be precisely right. Everything dusted, polished, vacuumed. He had them vacuum the ceiling.”



“What? Why?”



“I don’t know. He was a little crazy. When we were remodeling one of the bathrooms, I swear to you, I think he hired a contractor just because he knew the guy would do a bad job. When the guy’s crew broke a pipe, Lance beat him black and blue. Put him in the hospital. After that, we had to hire contractors from out of town. Everyone else knew better. And he always liked to control me. He and a dietician worked out an ideal meal plan for me to be soft and beautiful, but not fat. I ate the same foods on the same schedule for over three years until I finally had enough and told him I needed a variety. Even then, if he saw me near a carb, he would flip. He had to be in control of everything. The only time I ever saw him relax was when he was around you lieutenants or his inner work circle. He liked his machine better than he did his home life.”



She fell silent after that, playing with the radio some, stopping on a news channel that didn’t have much to say about the actual news, then switching to a pop hits channel. She mumbled a few lyrics, but her heart wasn’t in it and soon she leaned forward to shut t off again.



“What’s the plan?” she asked. Sidney fought back a smile at that. The question was becoming her catchphrase.



“I don’t have another car here, but I do know an old hitter who used to work the steel mill circuit. He’s a friend. If we can get there, I’m sure he can get us another car.”



“How far?”



“St. Paul. But we’re almost…”



Sidney trailed off. A fly-sized speck growing slowly in size. A blue and white Bell helicopter, maybe forty or fifty years old, not so much hovering as bouncing in place in the sky, the pilot obviously struggling.



“What is it?” Devon asked, then she saw it too. “News crew, maybe?”



“Maybe,” Sidney said doubtfully. Then the rear door on the helicopter slid open – and off. It dangled from the metal bird like a hangnail, to the shock of the woman inside.



The woman kneeling behind what appeared to be a rifle.



“Gun, gun, gun!” Devon shouted.



The helicopter dipped hard, fighting the sudden change in weight from the open door. The woman fired at that moment, the boom audible even at this distance. She nearly fell out of the helicopter. A man shot a hand out and grabbed her, keeping her steady. He looked out just long enough for Sidney to recognize him.



Caesar.



“Get a pistol out of the back,” Sidney said, his voice as calm as he could make it. Traffic flowed fast enough he could potentially take cover behind a semi further up the road, but there were maybe twenty cars between them. He punched the gas and the car roared forward, finally unleashed.



Devon twisted in her seat and whispered a prayer under her breath as she unzipped the gun bag. She nearly fell across Sidney’s lap as he veered sharply behind a crossover, the helicopter steadying itself slowly but surely. He saw the rifle barrel come up and slammed a hand across Devon, reaching for the side of her seat, nearly sending them into a concrete barrier as he found her seat adjustor and pulled. The seat and Devon fell flat, and she screamed, a reflexive sound. Boom. The bullet tore through the roof of the car.



Devon covered her head as Sidney shot forward again, slicing between two cars jamming on their brakes. Traffic turned into chaos as people fought to get off the road or gawked up at the helicopter. A truck swerved right into a crossover trying to take an offramp, cutting off Sidney’s plan to do the same. Instead, he went for the semi again, half the distance now, a third, then Devon was up with a pistol in her hands, her eyes bright.



“Oh God,” she whispered, and nearly dropped the pistol as Sidney whipped left, then sharply back again when he was cut off by a veering van.



They were doing ninety through traffic that was as unpredictable and wild as any Sidney had ever seen. He needed to back off but the helicopter was still above them. Down came his window and he took the pistol from Devon. The sniper saw his hand snake out and she shouted something. The helicopter jumped up and swung wide, narrowly missing a billboard as it bounced and readjusted. Sidney used the time to slide alongside the truck, keeping it between them and the helicopter.



Despite the poor quality of the craft, the pilot was good and wrangled the chopper up and behind them, the nose pointed low. Sidney tried to move with it, cutting off the truck in front and then to the left. The driver saw him decelerate and then the helicopter was in front of them again, the woman’s rifle aiming. The truck driver slammed on his brakes, too hard, too fast. The cab kept moving forward but the trailer spun in a wide arc, nearly flipping the truck and banging against the stone median. There was no more cover. It was just Sidney and the sniper.



She took aim. Sidney tried to think like her, but in the end, it came down to pure human reflexes. Her aim versus his natural reaction.



He slammed on the brakes.



She fired.



* * *



Nia aimed. “I’ve got you,” she breathed, staring at Sidney’s head through the sights. She dropped the barrel, pointed it at his chest, fired.



Just a second too late.



The bullet punched through the engine block. Sidney looked startled but unhurt, and the Charger kept rolling, despite the ice-cube sized hole in the hood.



“Fuck!” she screamed, and started to dig out more shells. The helicopter bounced and the shells rolled out of her fingers. She snatched at them, realized her mistake too late, and the rifle bounced out the door and away.



Caesar still had hold of her belt. He yanked her back from the edge and bellowed, “Get up here and buckle in. We’ve still got him.”



Frustrated, she did as she was told as the helicopter banged up and down again. The door, still hanging off the side, finally gave way with a sharp metallic screech and banged harmlessly off the pavement below. That stabilized the helicopter some, though the open air through the door sure didn’t help.



“I’ve got him!” the Grouch shouted from the seat next to Jensen up front.



He twisted around and wormed his way into the back, Jensen shouting at him to stay still and rising higher to balance out the sudden shift in weight. The Grouch ignored him and drew a six shooter, a big clunky .357. He aimed the pistol with one hand and fanned the hammer with his other palm like some Hollywood asshole actor. The bullets hit everything but a vehicle on the road, let alone the Charger. He threw the pistol out the door, turned, and grinned. “Nothing ventured!” he shouted, then turned back for the door again. The Grouch bent his elbow, then jumped.



Caesar blinked. “The fuck?”



* * *



The helicopter bobbed up and down so hard Sidney was sure it was going to hit the pavement. Instead, a man in a Hawaiian shirt and shorts peered out at them, a revolver coming up in his hand. He fanned the hammer while he fired, like some Hollywood director told some actor to do in a movie, Sidney thought. The man’s aim was atrocious and he was out of ammo in seconds. Then he grinned down at them, raised an elbow, and sprang out – falling straight on his face right in front of the Charger.



“The fuck?” Sidney shouted as they hit the man’s body and bounced over the top of him. They slammed back down again and Devon gaped backwards at the man’s body quickly disappearing behind them.



“What just happened?” she asked.



“I have no idea. I…”



Something in the engine rattled. Sidney winced, but there was nothing for it. They saw a turnoff. Traffic was still wild but mostly behind them. They took it, the helicopter trying to keep pace. But they were close to taller buildings now, and the helicopter couldn’t navigate as well as they could, not as low as it was flying. They roared around a line of stalled traffic, a cop’s lights and sirens blaring somewhere in the distance.



Caesar and whoever was piloting the thing stayed with them, trailing behind them now. Something pinged off the back bumper, then another bullet hit the trunk, punching through and burying itself somewhere in the car.



“When I shout ‘now,’ take the wheel,” Sidney said. “Keep us pointed straight.”



“Okay.”



Sidney waited until they cleared an intersection, then shouted, “Now!”



Devon snatched at the wheel and he twisted to lean out the window and aim up into the sky. The pilot tried to pull up, but Sidney was already firing. His first two shots were low, but he put one through the belly, then another two into the nose. The helicopter yanked up and away, and Sidney and Devon were gone.









Chapter 18



 



“I’m hit! I’m hit! Shot me in the foot!” Jensen screamed.



“Put us down,” Caesar roared. Nia said nothing, but she was as pale as a ghost, her eyes huge.



Jensen pulled up, away from the buildings, swinging wildly side to side. Something in the engine whined and the whole thing shuddered. Jensen aimed for a big thoroughfare, dipping low enough that Caesar shouted for him to watch the wires. Jensen didn’t hear him, or was already going, Caesar didn’t know. They caught a power line, snagged in it, and the rotors shrieked. They crashed down. One of the landing skids snapped and they canted wildly sideways, nearly tipping over. More metal shrieked, and then they were still, the engine dying, the rotors still chuffing.



Nia moaned beside Caesar and he looked. Her hand was mangled, at least two fingers twisted in ways they shouldn’t be. She stared too and frantically tugged at her straps.



“Hold on, hold on, hold on,” Caesar said. “I’m going to ease myself down, then you undo you. If you fall, I can catch you. Jensen. Jensen!”



But when he looked in the front, Jensen was either out or dead, his head dipped towards the lower side of the helicopter. No time to check on him. They had to get out of there.



Caesar undid his harness and eased down to the pavement. People gathered, shouting for help and snapping pictures. He ignored them and prepared for Nia to drop. She did just that, falling towards Caesar and banging her shoulder off the door before hitting him and taking them both down.



“Some catch,” she said weakly.



Sirens so close again.



“Can you get up?” he asked.



“Y-yeah.”



She did, stumbling when she righted herself and holding a hand to her head. Caesar picked himself up, his back aching but nothing he couldn’t manage. He got an arm up under Nia and she leaned on him, limping with him towards a car thirty yards away. The driver gaped as Caesar drew his pistol and shouted, “Out of the car! Now!”



The man scrambled out, tripping over his own feet and barely catching himself before running for the crowd, casting a fearful look over his shoulder. More and more people had their cameras out. Nothing for it. Caesar got Nia into the backseat and then jumped in. They spun around in a sharp U-turn, the car responding with eager jumps like a puppy. A cop car rounded the corner behind them, but the snarl of wires popped and stopped them cold.



“What the hell was the Grouch thinking?” he asked, not actually expecting an answer from Nia.



“I… think… he tried to elbow drop… the Charger,” she gasped.



That set Caesar off, and he roared with laughter as they took a twisting route through a trendy shopping district, past restaurants and shops. Nia slumped against the door.



“Think I’m con… concussed.”



“We got off lucky.”



“Mm hm.” She blinked slowly at him. “Don’t let me go to sleep.”



“Stay with me. We’re done. We’re fucking done. We’re on a plane to Chile tonight.”



“Chile, Chile, Chile,” Nia whispered.



“Stay awake. Stay awake!”



“I am. Asshole.”



More sirens. They had to hide, had to find somewhere to get away. He fumbled in his pocket and came out with his phone. He dialed Marty. The other man picked up on the first ring.



“Jesus, Caesar-”



“Shut. Up!” Caesar roared. “I’m going to need a pickup. We’re in a stolen car and we have cops swarming us. We’re going for the light rail. I’ll text you east or west. Be ready.”



“Got it.”



Caesar started to back out, heard a siren, shot forward again. He parked, staring over his shoulder until the cop raced by, then pulled out again. They kept to back alleys and roads, Nia looked slightly more with it but she was still pale as a sheet and sweating hard.



They had to stop again when he couldn’t find his way to a light rail station. While he looked up the address, the home office called. He answered with trembling fingers. “Not the best time.”



“We heard,” Gina said drily. “Where are you?”



“Trying to find the light rail. Marty’s going to pick us up on the other end. Nia needs a doctor, then transportation out of the country. Can you help us, or can you get off the goddamn line?”



“We can help you,” Gina said. “Not both of you.”



Caesar went still and blinked. “What?”



“You two caused a lot of chaos. A lot. Pictures are circulating online of both of you. We talked about cutting all of you loose, but Lance still wants you in play. You’ve nearly had Sidney twice and we’re willing to give you one more chance. But Nia… as of right now, she is no longer under our protection.”



“Excuse me,” Caesar said to Nia. He stepped out of the car and slammed the door behind him. “None of this has been her fault,” he hissed. “We’ve had the shittiest string of bad luck I’ve ever seen. She’s the coolest part of this operation, and that’s me included.”



“I’m sorry, Caesar. This is what needs to happen. She’s on her own.”



He took a deep breath to try to calm himself. It didn’t work. But he did, at that moment, hear the faint metallic whistle of a train running somewhere close by. Five, maybe six blocks. Slowly, clipping every word, “When this is all done, you and I are going to talk.”



“I look forward to it,” Gina said, just as furious. “Call us when you’re free and clear.”



He hung up and stuffed the phone away. When he got back in the car, Nia sleepily eyed him. “They’ve cut me out,” she whispered.



Caesar didn’t say anything. He started the car again, but before he pulled out, he looked at her. “We’ll rent a boat down there,” he said hoarsely. “Spend some time out on the water. You in a bikini, me listening to dad rock. Do some fishing, make love out under the stars.”



“To hell with making love,” she said with a shaky laugh. “I want to fuck.”



“I heard the train. We’re close. Can you walk?”



“I think so.”



They got out. Her hand was bad, three fingers a nasty shade of ruddy purple and swollen to the size of sausages. They found a coat in the backseat. It was huge on her, nearly hanging down to her knees, but with her hand tucked away, no one could see the damage that was done. Caesar brushed a hand across his mouth, and they started walking.



Five blocks. Five blocks and it took them the better part of fifteen minutes. Nia was so shaky she could barely walk a straight line, and they had to stop, often. But he thought, for a brief while,, they would make it. That this would all end okay.



Then they saw the cops at the station. He turned, about to tell Nia that they needed to go back, needed to find a different place to get picked up, and there were more cops turning the corner towards where they left the stolen car. There was no going back.



* * *



Caesar held Nia’s cheeks between his hands. “Keep walking. Don’t stop for anything.”



They moved together, Nia with her arm around him, Caesar supporting her weight. They tried to keep to the crowd approaching the light rail, but everyone was moving faster than they were, and the train was coming any minute. When it did, they would have only a couple minutes to board. Had to move faster.



“Faster,” Caesar said.



“I can’t,” Nia mumbled.



“Faster, goddamn it!”



She started to jog with him, but her foot kept dragging and she couldn’t maintain the pace. The cops were near the platform, eyes scanning the crowd. So many people. If only they could just lose themselves in them. They should turn around, but there, the train, slowing, easing into the terminal.



“Shit,” Caesar swore. “We’re right there. I’ll hold the door, then you walk to me.”



“Okay,” Nia said.



He plunged forward into the mass of humanity. The train doors opened and people spilled out, talking, laughing, ignoring the cops looking all around. He kept far away from the cops, looking down at his phone, just another bored passenger. He was one of the last to board the train and stayed right by the door, blocking it from closing.



Nia was close. She stared up at him, smiling tentatively.
 Come on. Come on. Come on.



“Hey. Hey, you.”



Her smile froze. Broke. Her hand shot for her pistol but it was on her bad side and she couldn’t grasp it. It fell out of her pocket and clattered on the ground. The cops stormed her, shouting for her to get on her knees.



A cop killer. She would never see another day of freedom in her life.



Caesar drew. People shouted. People shrieked. He aimed down his sights, clicked off the safety, and he blew Nia’s brains out.



* * *



Two more shots, and the cops were down, grabbing their hip and their ass respectively. Then he was running with the crowd, stampeding with them back out into the open, rushing towards the parking lot. He kept to the most crowded areas, keeping his head down save for a few panicked looks behind him, all the while trying to hold onto that last smile of Nia’s.



The other cop car, the one down the street, came barreling into the car park at the base of the light rail and Caesar ran past in a herd of a dozen people. They never gave him a second look, and then he was breaking left, sprinting for the stolen car and praying it was still there. It was, and he dove inside, reversing out and moving with the flood of traffic from the light rail passengers fleeing the scene. He parked another block on, ditched the car, and walked. And walked. And walked.



A mile on, he stopped in a restaurant, sat down, ordered a cup of coffee and a slice of pie. He called Marty, then stumbled into the bathroom, threw up in one of the stalls, and raised his hands to his face to sob.









Chapter 19



 



Sidney’s guy in Minneapolis, a white-haired black man still powerfully built even into what had to be his mid-seventies, provided them safe haven for the night. With a phone call, Quintell made the Charger disappear, and in its place was a simple Taurus.



“I really liked that car,” Devon said wistfully.



“Me too.”



Over dinner that night, Sidney talked about his plan to make it to the docks in Vineport, and asked if Quintell had any contacts in the area.



Quintell thought and shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I do know people down there, but no hitters. Not any younger than me, anyways.”



Sidney leaned back. “Shit.”



“Can have some of them do some runs with a phone camera, get you the lay of the land. Put it up on the Internet for you.”



“That’d help. Thanks.”



“And I’m sure they’d do it cheap, too,” Quintell said. “Say… three hundred my way and I’ll make sure they get after it.”



Sidney laughed, but paid up. It was worth it.



They stayed two nights in Minneapolis, staying put and watching the fallout on the news. Two of Caesar’s associates were dead, namely the man who jumped out of the helicopter and the sniper. In a strange twist, it seemed Caesar had been the one to kill her when they were trying to make their escape by light rail. He shot two cops too, but they were expected to live. The pilot of the helicopter was in the ICU, though they never heard anything more about him, whether he lived or died.



Miraculously, no one on the highway suffered any major injuries. Of Caesar, there was no word. His picture circulated, and clips on the Internet abounded of him stealing a car at the helicopter wreck site. Sidney suspected that when this was done, Caesar would be too. It was bad form for the Durant organization to kill their own people unless it was strictly necessary, like with Charles. He wondered if Caesar had crossed that line yet. At the very least, the Durant organization would send him out of country soon, if they hadn’t already.



They left Minneapolis with new clothes and new wigs. Sidney might have grumbled about his just a couple weeks prior, but now he looked at himself in the mirror, saw the hollow-eyed man with the shaggy brown hair, and nodded. That wasn’t all they left Minneapolis with. For five grand, Quintell gave them a list of names and addresses, people he trusted to see them safely to Vineport.



Still so many miles to go.



They cut through two states before stopping again for the night at the first of the safehouses. Sidney didn’t sleep that night, sitting upright in an armchair in the room where Devon slept, hand resting on the pistol at his side, sure at any moment a Durant family thug would break into the room and try to end things. But instead there was silence, apart from their host’s oxygen machine working. In the morning, they made the bed, left a fifty, and kept driving.



Devon drove that day while Sidney alternated between naps and mulling over the approach to the pier in Vineport. Between them and the docks would be a lot of city, but he didn’t think Caesar – or whoever was in charge now – would spread his people out. No, he’d wait at the finish line, with an army at the pier waiting for Sidney to try and break through. As for the pier itself, there was a straight shot from a T-intersection right to it. Already Sidney saw what Caesar or anyone worth their salt would, the crane, the shipping containers. That would be where he would position some of his men.



“I don’t suppose you can swim, can you?” Sidney asked Devon.



“No.”



“Hm. Then diving’s out. I was thinking we could take scuba gear but…” He sucked his teeth. “A boat? Caesar would think of that.”



“And we’d still have to get close enough to board.”



“Yes.”



He saw one possibility, a grain of something he couldn’t even call hope. It was, at best, a lateral move, and at worst, it was dangerously insane. It would very likely end in his own death, but as they neared Brittany’s safe haven where they would spend the rest of their time before making a run on Vineport, Sidney could see no other choice.



* * *



If Brittany had double-crossed them and laid a trap, Sidney couldn’t see it. They spent the better part of three hours observing the hotel from various angles, but no one who came in or out was carrying a gun that Sidney could see. No one looked around too hard either, or seemed too jumpy. The hotel itself was a two-story, quiet building. He and Brittany picked it because it was off the highways and close to the edge of town. The hotel room they stayed in had a clear line of sight up a gently sloping field. They could, back then, see anyone approaching without being seen themselves behind the thick curtains in the room.



“I think we have to risk it,” Sidney said.



“I’m so tired of running,” Devon said. “It’ll be nice to stay one place for a while. Right now, I don’t care if that’s in a hotel room or a morgue.”



Sidney glanced aside at her. “A bed’s a hell of a lot comfier than a metal table.”



“Yeah, let’s go for the bed.”



They drove down to the hotel, and Devon went inside. A minute later, she came back out, shaking her head. When she got in the car, she said, “Someone’s already renting the room.”



Sidney thought about that, then drove around to that side of the hotel. They already knew the side door was propped open, and headed in. The room was near the end. A couple were in the hallway but already disappearing into a room down on the other end.



They knocked on the door of the room Sidney shared with Brittany, and a tall man in khakis and a blue golf shirt answered. He peered at them for a long moment and said, “Huh. You actually showed. Brit wasn’t sure you would.” He drew a breath. “I’m Turner. her ex-husband. And…”



“…the father of her kids,” Devon said softly.



“He told you the story then,” Turner said. He ushered them in and closed the door behind them. To Sidney, he held out a hand. “I never got a chance to thank you.”



“You don’t have to.”



“Yeah. I do. Brittany and I might not see eye-to-eye on what she does, but you, you brought my kids home. You saved them, and that means…” Turner shook his head. “It means everything. She asked me to take a few weeks off, come here and watch out for you two. Said I should give you the keys and tell you the room is yours if you need it. There are suitcases in the closet, one for each of you. She said they’re full of things you might need and that I needed to get lost when I told you all this, but I wanted to tell you, if there’s anything else I can do for you, anything at all, I’m here. Ask it.”



“Actually,” Sidney said slowly, “there is one thing.”



“What?”



“I need to take a trip. I don’t know for how long and I might not be coming back.”



“Sidney, what…?” Devon asked.



“I need you to stay here with her,” Sidney said. To Devon, “I have an idea, and it’s a bad one, but it is an idea. If I told you what it is, you’d think I was insane. I swear, I’ll tell you everything when I come back, but it has to wait until then or you’re going to convince me to stay, and I don’t think it would take much to do that.”



“Don’t go,” she whispered. “Please. Whatever you have planned, we can figure out a safer way.”



Sidney brought his hand to her chin and titled it up. He kissed her, long, gentle, putting every bit of the love he felt for her behind it. It was not a word he thought he would ever be able to voice to her. The reality of who he was twisted the word and made it an ugly thing, a funhouse mirror of love. But it was love, and he knew he was doing the right thing. One last chance.



He looked at Turner and the other man nodded. Sidney shook his hand again, and then he was flying out the door, his heart thumping in his chest, feeling strangely free.



* * *



Caesar pushed through the tail end of a legs workout, his calves killing him. He didn’t often feel old, but that day he did. The lactic acid in his legs screamed for hm to stop, but he kept pushing himself, kept moving. It was the only thing that helped with the fury that had been bubbling up inside him ever since Minneapolis.



He was still in charge of the hunt, at least in name, but there was nothing left to do. At this point, Sidney was holed up somewhere and Caesar had no idea where that might be. All that was left was the inevitable showdown, and that was what Caesar prepared for. He knew the dock Sidney and Devon would shoot for. He had permission from the city’s de facto crime lords to bring in exactly eight people plus himself to stand watch. He would rather it be eighty, but even with eighty, Caesar had the sinking feeling somehow Sidney would find a way through.



Cops weren’t an issue in Vineport. They were owned by the locals, but Caesar kept his head down regardless, staying to a condo owned by Brittany McDowell. That the treacherous bitch was working two angles, everyone knew, but no one could or would do anything about it. Besides, Gina and Lance reluctantly agreed, the kind of favor she owed Sidney, everyone would have done the same thing. At most, she would get her hand slapped for this, but Caesar doubted even that would happen.



His phone rang. Caesar stopped pushing the machine weights and let them drop slowly before answering. Breathless, he snarled, “Yeah?”



A dispatcher, sounding befuddled, said, “A caller has asked to be connected to you.”



“Who is it?”



A pause. “Sidney Lambert.”



Caesar sat up straight. “What?”



“Should I put him through?”



“Do it.”



Sidney. “Are you still in the hunt?”



“Hello to you too, Boogeyman. And yeah. In name, at least. Other people are running the search for you inland.”



“So you’re in Vineport.”



“Waiting on you, big man.”



“I want to meet up.”



“What?” Caesar asked, a note of incredulity in his voice.



“Just you, just me. No Devon, and none of your escorts.”



“And what, we smoke the peace pipe? Fuck you, I’m not walking into a trap.”



“Don’t pretend you’re not intrigued. Drinks will be on me.”



“Where?”



“Ah, old Dad and Friends are probably listening to this. Go to the emergency room at the hospital. It’s one of the few places in the city that still has a payphone. Wait there. I’ll call you.”



Sidney hung up, and Caesar stared at his phone until it rang again. Dispatch, of course. They would want to connect him to Gina, and she would want to tell him to wait until they could put together a team. Caesar cut off the call, shut off his phone, and hurried to change and grab his keys.



* * *



Sidney gave Caesar maybe a fifty-fifty shot of actually showing up to the bar alone. On the one hand, he figured Caesar would be curious what Sidney had to say. On the other, he had to be nearly as desperate as Sidney to end this.



He picked a city halfway between the hotel where Devon and Turner were and Vineport. It was far enough he could pick up a tail in the countryside if Caesar sent one after him. The bar was quiet and classy, with red-stained wood countertops and walls, black leather couches and seating arrangements away from the bar, and lofty padded stools backed in white to match the flooring around the bar. Not a bad place to die, if it came to that. He felt at peace with the notion, though he was worried what would happen to Devon. Then again, Caesar wasn’t the type for long, drawn out pain. That had always been more Sidney’s department.



Caesar walked through the doors as Sidney was just finishing off the dregs of his second soda. Soda and sweets in general weren’t something he often indulged in. He felt almost like a child sipping on it, and made a promise to himself. Maybe he wouldn’t be a soda fiend, but he would never again deny himself a simple pleasure like this.



The other man looked rough. Caesar was usually well put together, but the stress of the job spoke in every crease of his shirt, the hollows around his eyes, and worst of all no doubt in Caesar’s mind, the wild, uncombed hair. Never had Sidney seen him not look like he just came out of a mold for male models, but that night he looked rough. Sidney supposed he did too.



He tensed, but Caesar didn’t go for a gun and wasn’t followed by his people. He strolled to the bar and took up a stool next to Sidney.



“I’m unarmed,” Caesar said, “so if you’re going to make a mockery of my better judgment, make it quick.”



“I’ve got a pistol,” Sidney said, “but I promise to play nice if you do.”



Caesar rested his hands on the bartop. “Jesus, Sidney, what a mess.”



“Tell me about it.”



“The sniper. She was on the fast track to becoming a lieutenant. Shithouse crazy, but goddamn, she was like a porn star. Kinda… sorta… fell in love with her.” Caesar’s hands folded and unfolded. He stared at the bottles of liquor. “I put her down rather than see her go to prison. She was the one that killed the cop in LA.”



“They would have eaten her alive. You did the right thing.”



“The right thing would have been to take you at the gun shop. We had you. If she waited just a few seconds more…” Caesar shook his head. “How’s Mrs. Durant? We even clip her?”



“Not much more than some bruises.”



The bartender came over. Caesar ordered top shelf tequila and a middle-of-the-road beer. When they came, he raised the tequila to Sidney, they clinked glasses, and Caesar downed the shot quick as lightning. He held up a finger to the bartender and pointed at the shot glass. The bartender nodded and came back. After another, Caesar finally pulled his beer to him and started nursing that.



“Done after this job,” he said. “I’m going to Santiago and I’m never going to spend a day of my life sober again. The fuckin’ family…”



“What?” Sidney asked.



Caesar blinked back tears. Honest-to-God tears. “Goddamn… goddamn Gina pulled me out of the fire but they wouldn’t do it for her. Made her the scapegoat. Shit, Sid, she wasn’t even twenty-five.” He sniffed, drank, and waved the bottle at Sidney. “I’m going to kill you, I’m going to kill Devon, and then I’m going to fly back to Texas, punch Gina so hard she’s shitting ivory for a week, and then I’m gone.”



“Help me stick it to her and Lance another way. Get Devon on that boat.”



“I do that, and all my accounts are closed. Thirty years of work, gone.”



“You’re telling me you’re really doing this for the money?” Sidney asked.



“What else is there now?” Caesar asked.



“Pride. Honoring the dead. Honoring the women we love.” Caesar eyed him and Sidney smiled grimly. “Yeah. It’s like that for me too.”



“Jesus. I’m going to do you a favor and not tell Lance. He won’t want you dead. He’ll want you castrato, my friend.”



“I’ll walk right in the door with you. No fight no anything. He could do whatever he wants to me.”



“Let me guess,” Caesar said. “If I let her on that boat.”



“Devon doesn’t deserve any of this. She’s the closest thing to an innocent person I’ve ever met.”



“None of us are innocent, Sidney. You and I both know that.”



“Bullshit,” Sidney said, the vehemence in his voice surprising both of them in equal measure. “That’s what we tell each other so we can sleep at night when we pull the trigger for him.”



Caesar stood up and walked halfway up the bar. Sidney thought he was leaving, but instead, the other man plucked up a napkin from across the bar and came back, dabbing at his eyes.



“What was her name?” Sidney asked gently.



“Fuck you.” Caesar sniffed again, took up his beer, and with the bottle against his lips, he muttered, “Nia.”



“What would you have done for her?”



Caesar took a long drink and ignored the question. Instead, he said, “You want to buy some C4? I got about fifty pounds of it back in Vineport.”



“Jesus. Why? Going to blow up the docks?”



“Nah. That crazy asshole who tried to belly flop on your car? He was an arms dealer. He wanted to chuck it at you like grenades.”



“Wow.” Sidney squinted at him. “Really?”



“No shit. I’m telling you, this whole thing has been loony.”



“You know those bikers who almost got Devon?”



“Yeah?”



“Weren’t a gang, not really. They were a bunch of wannabes. Doctors and lawyers and dentists. Preppy bikers.”



“Well, now I’m kind of glad you killed them.”



They both chuckled at that, dark edges to their laughter. Caesar finished his beer, looked at the bartender like he might go for one more, then pushed the bottle away. Sidney finished off his own soda and said quietly, “We doing this here?”



“Nah. I’m just ass-hurt enough by Gina to let you make it to the finish line. I’ll give you that much of a chance.”



Sidney grabbed his arm. “Caesar. I’m serious. My life for hers. I swear to you, I’d go with you down to Texas right now.”



“I know you would. You’re real stupid that way.” Caesar pulled his arm free. “You’re right. This isn’t about the money anymore. It’s about seeing if you can really make it. She touches that pier, I’ll let her go. And I’ll kill you quick afterwards. No pain, no suffering. But I’m not letting her stroll onto that boat. Not after everything I’ve lost to get here.”



Sidney smiled. “Then I guess I’ll see you at the finish line.”



Caesar closed one eye, tapped it, and made a finger gun at Sidney. He tried to saunter out of there, but in his reflection in the glass door, Sidney saw no spirit left to the man.



* * *



Turner opened the door and let Sidney in. Devon rushed to him and leaned up to kiss him before slapping him hard across the cheek.



“Where did you go? Why did you leave me again? I’m never safe when you leave me.”



Sidney held her shoulders, then pulled her to him. To Turner, he nodded. The other man nodded back. “Need anything else from me?” Turner asked.



“No. Thank you. I mean that.”



Turner collected his bags, said a quiet goodbye to Devon, and left. Devon leaned into Sidney’s chest, tears falling down her cheeks. “Don’t leave me again before the end. Please.”



“I won’t,” he said, thinking about Brittany’s words. Only one person could board the boat.
 I’m sorry, Devon. It’ll be a better life than this one, wherever you wind up.



“I have a plan,” he said. “It’s an insane one.”



“What is it?” she asked.



“We’re going to spend a few days here. I need some tools and supplies. They might not be easy to find. Then I’m going to call in my last favor from Brittany and we’ll need to head to Vineport early to get ready.” He allowed himself the first honest grin that had touched his face in a while. “You said you can’t swim,” Sidney said, “but can you kick your feet?”









Chapter 20



 



Brittany really came through when it came to gear. Each suitcase was stuffed with a bulletproof vest and leggings, a tactical belt, riot squad helmets, knives, and enough dried food to last them a month. The only thing they would really need was the bulletproof gear, and that, they had to test.



“I feel ridiculous,” Devon said, standing at the edge of the hotel pool in her vest and leggings. Both were big on her.



“Not being dead will be a salve to your feelings,” Sidney said. She snorted. “Lift your arms.”



She did, and he helped her put on a life jacket. It was almost too small considering the bulk of the vest she was already wearing.



It was two in the morning and they were the only ones using the place. In a few days, they would be heading to Vineport to finish the last preparations before they hit the docks. Brittany came through one last time for them with the location of a big garage and a bus. It would have to do.



But first came this simple test. He picked up one of the riot helmets, put it on Devon, and pulled down the visor. She smiled tentatively at him, and he counted down.



“Three. Two. One. You were supposed to jump.”



“Push me,” Devon said. “I’m too scared to jump.”



“I’ve got you. And I won’t be there for the real thing. You need to try to do this.”



“Okay. Count it down again.”



“Three. Two.”



Devon fell backwards with all the gainliness of a buffalo. She hit the water and came up, coughing and gasping. Every limb kicked at a different angle, but she floated.



“Don’t move your arms, kick your legs,” Sidney hollered.



“I ca-” she spluttered, then started swatting at her helmet. Sidney, in a pair of shorts and a shirt, dove in, cutting through the water to her and guiding her to the shallow end. He yanked the helmet off her and she coughed up water.



“I can’t do it with the helmet on,” she gasped. “It’s like I’m drowning.”



“Okay,” he said, “okay, we had to know. So you wear the helmet until you hit the water, then yank it off. But you have to show me you can swim. Aim for the other end of the pool and kick your legs.”



“The water makes the leggings really heavy.”



“You have to try, Devon. Please. Take a breath, hold it, and point your head towards the other side. Then just start kicking.”



She nodded, took a breath, and flopped over onto her back. She kicked up like she was trying to punt the lights in the ceiling.



“Smaller kicks. Smaller than that even. There you go,” Sidney said. He started paddling beside her. Her progress was slow but she made it to the other end, nearly banging her head against the concrete wall. He stopped her short.



“No no no, I’m going to sink, I’m going to…”



“Hey, hey, no, you’re okay, you’re okay. Don’t move.”



She thrashed for a second more but Sidney caught her shoulders and kissed her. Devon stilled, her eyes huge, but soon she realized he was right and pulled away, looking around.



“I’m not sinking.”



“No,” he said, and chuckled. “Holy shit. This might work.”



“You’ll be right behind me.”



“I’ll be right behind you,” Sidney promised her.



“I still don’t know why you don’t get on the bus with me.”



“Because while you’re in the water, they’re going to think you’re the sitting duck. But they’ll be the sitting ducks.” Sidney winked, feeling shitty about the lie he was about to tell, but knowing it was the only way to set her free. “You’re going to be my decoy. Now try to swim one more time to the other end.”



“I’m so tired,” she said.



“I know,” Sidney said. “We’re almost there.”



* * *



“What is it you want?” Devon asked him the night before they left for Vineport.



“What do you mean?” Sidney asked,



She was tucked in tight against him, his arms wrapped around her as she nestled her head against his chest. They were under the covers, but hadn’t yet started fooling around. It was building between them, and he was hard, but he liked this intimacy.



“When we get on that boat and start our new life, what is it you want to do?”



“I want this,” he said without hesitation. “Right here. Like we are now.”



“You want me in the picture?”



“Yeah. You?”



“Yes,” she said immediately. “I’m scared of you but… you’d never hurt me. Or our children.”



“Children?”



“Mm hm. I’d want kids.”



“Okay. And no. I wouldn’t.”



“I know.”



“What is it you want?” he asked her.



“I want… normal.”



“What’s normal?”



She kissed his breast. “Normal is… you having a quiet job. In an office. Or…” she kissed lower and he shivered pleasantly. “Construction. Mm. I could see you building things.” Devon sucked his nipple into her mouth and flicked the tip with her tongue before speaking again. “And you’d come home to our little house and you’d think I wouldn’t want to hear about your day because it was so boring, but I would, I always would.” She ran her mouth lower, kissing the underside of the taut muscles of his pecs. “And you’d pick up our toddler and you’d play with them while you told me about… hammering things. Or typing things. Or whatever.” She smiled against his abs and flicked her tongue along them. “We’d make dinner together, music playing quietly and I’d have a glass of wine and you’d have a beer…”



Sidney stroked the back of her head. “I’m a terrible cook.”



“So am I…” she breathed, sinking down and lower, rubbing the vee of muscles above his groin as she trailed his belly button with her lips. “We’d be terrible together though, Sidney. We’d make a mess and laugh and I’d be so hot for you while we ate I could barely stand it. And then we’d put the baby to bed and you’d take me to bed…”



She gripped his hardness now, and he was so close already after the tease. His voice was hoarse when he asked, “And then what would we do?”



“Mm… this and that,” Devon whispered, and engulfed his tip.



He stroked her head as her warm mouth slid down his length. His moan was genuine, his need as great as it had ever been. She wrapped her hands around what she couldn’t fit in her mouth and stroked him, his beautiful Devon, the one and only woman he ever loved. Only minutes into the blowjob, only a few languid long sucks and strokes, and he whispered, “Devon…”



She bobbed up and down harder. He pulled down the blanket to watch her, her ass thrust high in the air, her eyes glimmering with tears. She knew, he thought, his need about to be let loose. She knew her dream was only that, a dream, and there could be no new life between them. Even as the guilt wracked him, he came, and she swallowed it up, taking every drop and swallowing it down.



Then he was moving, and it was his turn to fantasize as he knelt on the carpeted floor beside the bed and nuzzled Devon’s pussy. It was not his dream, but hers, because monsters didn’t get to dream. Monsters only knew nightmares until someone else showed them different, and he loved it, loved the idea of coming home to her, of a family with her, of a dinner spent sitting next to each other at a table, their hands occasionally brushing while they talked and ate. And the idea too that she could be there every night beside him, warm, safe, loving him.



It was a good dream. The best he ever had.



But it was, Sidney thought, just that.



A dream.



Devon came with a quiet cry of his name and he didn’t want to move, didn’t want to let the moment go. He kept licking and fingering her, until she came over and over again, three, four times maybe, her fingers clawed and raking the bed as she stared up at the ceiling, mouth wide open, unable to speak or make any sound other than moans. But finally she begged him no more, and because Sidney would have given Devon anything, he gave in and finally let the dream slip away.



They made love deep into the night, and this time, Devon wanted to be under him, staring up into his eyes as they began to say goodbye. After he spilled into her and thought she was asleep, Sidney whispered into her ear, “I love you.”









Chapter 21



 



Caesar roamed the dock in the days before the ship was scheduled to arrive. Out of respect to the owner of the place, Isiah Duffy, he stayed off the pier itself. That was the finish line for Sidney and Devon. If they set one foot on the pier, the hunt was off.



The city’s most powerful underworld figures sent by representatives to check with Caesar to make sure he understood the rules. If his people walked onto the pier or tried to impede Isiah’s employees in any way, they would raise hell there and in Texas. They would decimate the Durant family, something Caesar was no longer sure he cared about. But he liked structure and rules, and he was damned curious how Sidney was going to try and pull this off, especially considering only one of them could make it on board the boat.



The pier was set at the end of a long dock. Closer to the ship’s arrival time, two of Caesar’s men would climb atop a crane and a group of shipping containers with long rifles. His other men would wait at the pier, or feet from it anyways. This would include Caesar and Marty. The latter was not thrilled.



“We should be in a helicopter again.”



“Because that worked out so well the last time,” Caesar said drily. “Besides, we don’t have permission.”



“Fuck their permission. It’s dog-eat-dog in this city right now. We bribe one of the heads of the underworld and they give us the go-ahead to bring in a helicopter. Then we tell anyone who gets pissed off, hey, we had permission.”



“We are already pushing the limits of the neutrality agreement between the family and this place,” Caesar said impatiently. “We’re going to play this straight as an arrow.”



Marty clenched his fists and came in close. “You have fucked this up at every stage. We’re down to it and you’re still half-assing this.”



Caesar grinned, his teeth gleaming white. “You want to take a swing, Marty? Maybe go for your gun? The Durant family’s ghost versus its… what, its birdman?”



Marty spat, “Fuck you.”



“How eager are you to be in charge? I’ll write you a goddamn letter of recommendation when this is done. I’ll tell Lance Durant myself you should be bumped up to a lieutenant. But for right now, for today, I’m in charge. And if this goes south, that’s on me. Not you. Be grateful for that, because that’s Sidney Lambert out there, maybe the only man in the organization who’s killed more people than me. So sit back, take a breather, and if I screw it up as badly as you think I will, take it to Gina. Tell her you told me so. They’ll love you for it. Administration loves a suck-ass.”



Marty swung at him, a fast blow that would have dropped Caesar if he didn’t know he was goading the other man into it. Caesar danced back and drew faster than Marty swung at him. He aimed the pistol at Marty’s head. Marty froze, and Caesar’s grin held long enough for him to spin the gun and hold it out butt first.



“Don’t come for Caesar with anything less than your best,” Caesar said. “Take it. Go on. Take it. Put it against my head and pull the trigger. Take over.”



Marty hesitated, then snatched at the gun. Caesar bopped his nose with it, not hard enough to break it, but it had to sting.



“You idiot. I’m not going to let you take my gun.”



“You’re crazy!” Marty shouted. “Ever since you killed Nia, you lost it! We are screwed and it’s all because you’re the most incompetent piece of shit in the Durant family.”



“Maybe,” Caesar said, holstering his pistol. “But there’s just one thing.”



“What?”



Caesar held up his fist with his thumb pressed between his pointer and his middle finger’s knuckles. “Got your nose.”



* * *



Sidney worked tirelessly on the bus for the better part of three days. It was once a school bus, still painted bright yellow. But after his modifications, there was a lot of steel added to the mix.



His welding skills were primitive, at best. He knew the basics from a summer spent working with a construction crew when he was a teenager, but he was rusty. Thankfully, it didn’t have to hold up long, just enough to make the drive to the pier. He added sheeting in small strips around the tires and the windows, leaving small ports to see through when driving. Then came the driver’s side and the engine. He didn’t bother fitting it exactly right, and by the time it was done, it looked like a big pyramid in the front.



With both of them behind cover, he took aim at the sheeting and fired. The bullet dimpled the metal, and if Caesar’s people were firing armor piercing slugs, it would chew right through it. Then again, if they had a bazooka or a tank, that would end their hopes too. Best not to think about what Caesar might have and focus on what Sidney could do.



In the interior, he cut out two of the seats closest to the driver’s, then used the space to make a sheet metal box big enough for Devon to fit into once the bus was aimed true and up to speed. This he padded with some of the cracked leather and stuffing from the seats he removed. It would buffer the impact of crashing into the water. Not by much, but a little.



That was the easy part. The hard part was figuring out how to remove the doors on the front and back. He ended up simply using a cutting torch and brute forced the hinges. It was ugly, but it worked. The passenger side door was the most worrisome part of the plan. If a shooter was to come up along that side somehow while Devon drove, it was the end for her, but she needed to be able to get free of the bus when it hit the water. It was a risk they agreed they needed to take.



They spent the last eight hours going over how to run the bus. Devon had trouble with the stick shift, but she got the basics down pat enough that she could gun the engine and point it in a straight line, the two things he needed her to be able to do.



“There’s no sheeting on the car,” she said.



“No.”



Devon stuttered out something, a laugh, a cry, a plea. Her words wouldn’t come to her but she could still move. She came to him, pushing him back towards the bus, pushing him towards the tools still laid out on the ground.



“There’s time, there’s time, there’s time,” she finally gasped. “We can take the next boat.”



“Brittany can’t hide us forever,” Sidney said calmly.



“No,” Devon, said, then shouted it. “No! You’re getting on the bus with me!”



“I have to give you time to get to the pier.”



“Goddamn it, Sidney! I’ll… I’ll…”



He left her sputtering like that, walking over to the bus and offloading the guns. He checked the rifle, pocketed a handful more shells, and holstered both pistols. Devon came to him as he looked everything over one more time.



“You’re coming with me,” she said dully. “To South Africa or… or… or… wherever.”



“We’re going to learn to cook together,” he said, grinning sidelong at her.



“Yes. Yes, we are. And… and…” She twisted away from him. “I love you,” she whispered. “Please don’t let this be the end.”



He took her in his arms. They rocked together until his watch beeped. Time to move. They got her life jacket on, and he wiped away the tears in her eyes.



“I love you too,” he whispered, and kissed Devon one more time.



* * *



Vineport’s underworld sent twenty of their best to oversee things, both on land on the pier. All of them were kitted out in bulletproof vests and carried shotguns or pistols. They didn’t look thrilled about the presence of Caesar’s people, but mostly ignored them as they kept watch, same as Caesar.



Caesar’s own people were some of the Durant family’s best. Lieutenants, every one of them, and a few who had been hunting for Sidney too. None of them so much as saw the man, so this was Caesar’s show, his prize for having nearly caught the man twice. They were professionals, and relaxed while they waited, but every once in a while, one of them would show some excitement. Blood in the water.



The boat arrived at dusk. Some of the crew ambled off and vanished into the dock’s parking lots, but most stayed on board. They knew to keep their heads down until the firefight was over Lights illuminated everything from the road to the pier in bright swaths cutting into the night.



Caesar relived the last time he was with Nia over and over in his mind. Her telling him she was falling in love. Him telling her to run away with him to Santiago. Then his mind shifted to Sidney, in that bar. Caesar itched so hard that night to kill the other man, to take out all his anger and frustration and choke Sidney out. Without him, Devon would have stood no chance of making it to the docks and the job would have been done.



So why hadn’t he done it? He had a clear bead on Sidney from the parking lot, just a rifle shot and the other man would have been done for. Or in the bar itself. Caesar doubted Sidney would have put up a fight, not if Caesar promised to see Devon safe. Then he could have just killed Devon in any number of ways. Hell, even walk her back to the old man to let him do it himself.



The hell of it was, Caesar was kind of rooting for Sidney. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t try his damnedest to kill the other man, but in his heart of hearts, he wouldn’t mind seeing Sidney walk Devon down that pier and onto the boat before getting what he had coming to him – a bullet in the brain.



Hell yes I’m falling in love with you.



If only Gina promised Nia some protection. At a federal level there would have been nothing the Durant family could do, but while they waited in a local jail, absolutely. Enough money changing hands and wouldn’t you know it, the arresting officer made a whoopsie. Or they could have sent a crew to wait until Caesar and Nia were being walked out and transferred, then hit the guards and helped the pair disappear down to South America. Shit, Caesar ran that play once himself for a dope dealer whose connections were too important to lose.



Instead, the machinery ate its own with a shrug and not much else of an acknowledgement.



However this played out, Caesar was done. Gone. Some people couldn’t get out of the life, but he could. He’d happily spend his days drinking, fishing, and fucking and be damned happy about it.



But goddamn it, why couldn’t Nia be there with him?



Shouting. Caesar peered down towards the road and made a “go” gesture. The other lieutenants fell in, taking cover behind barricades and getting their guns ready. Marty joined him, silent, sullen. Caesar didn’t care. He saw it coming, the tall beams of a truck. No. Not a truck.



A bus.



His radio burbled. “It’s them, it’s them, he’s armored some kind of bus.”



Nia’s words, just weeks ago in California.
 I’d get a truck. Something big. I’d go right up the gut.



You called it.



Caesar spoke back into the radio, “Open fire.”



Two shots rang out. Then within three seconds, two more, further out.



Caesar brought his radio to his lips. “Are you hit?”



Silence. The snipers were gone.



And the front of the bus erupted in flames.



* * *



The fire was Devon’s idea. “Maybe it’ll distract them. Or draw their attention. It might give you another second or two, anyways.”



“It might,” Sidney agreed. He liked the idea. Tactically it was probably useless, but there was something about the visual of the bus on fire as it roared towards the pier that appealed to him. They coated the hood in a light dousing of gasoline, not enough to cause great big gouts of fire that might set the whole bus ablaze, but enough to distract.



Sow chaos, reap chaos.



Now they sat side by side, Sidney in the car with his pistol in hand, Devon behind the wheel of the bus. She looked down at him. The tears that fell from her earlier had faded into a manic glee, one reflected in his own soul. She held up the long-necked lighter. He held up his pistol.



“I’ll see you on the pier,” he shouted.



I’m sorry, Devon.



I love you.



She flicked the lighter to life, lit a rag, and tossed it through her window slit. The gas went up, blue and bright.



“Go,” Sidney mouthed. She nodded, looked ahead, and pushed the bus into motion.



Gunfire erupted. If Devon was following the plan, she would duck low as the bus built momentum. Once the bus hit forty, she would dive for the cover of the metal sheeting box in the front row, staying low and hopefully away from the gunfire.



Sidney followed right behind her, his lights off, letting the bus draw the fire for the initial run. The crack of staccato rifle fire intensified, and he could hear the bullets ping off the metal. Fifteen. Twenty. Twenty-five. The bus was a slow thing, lumbering and bulky, but it was a straight shot to the pier.



Caesar’s people stood behind metal barriers, like security gates at concerts but with solid metal paneling not unlike the bus. He would have been better served by concrete, Sidney thought, and he grinned as he aimed right for a short, boyish man holding an AR-15, aiming down the sights at the bus. Caesar, standing next to him, stared at Sidney’s car, shouted something, and the gunfire turned on him. Bullets punched through the plastic paneling, three finding him nearly instantly. One in the hip, two in the side.



The bus hit the security gating. Punched right through it, not quite true to the pier anymore, but they hadn’t expected it to be. It launched into the water, not jumping but sinking.



“All you gotta do is kick your feet,” Sidney croaked, and a bullet gouged his cheek.



* * *



“Focus on the car!” Caesar roared. “Bring him down first!”



Marty ignored him, firing wild shots into the side of the bus as it neared, the engine whining. Caesar leveled his shotgun at the car, fired, fired, fired. Solid slugs punched thumb sized holes in the hood until the car slid wildly, sparks flying up from a wheel gone flat. Caesar still aimed at the car as the bus hit the metal and pushed right through like it was paper. Half his people still fired at the great big machine, the other half focused on the car, Caesar included.



The car jerked to a stop, and Sidney didn’t step out – he fell. He dropped to the ground, leveling his pistol under the car and taking aim at who and what he could, dropping one of Caesar’s lieutenants and sending the others ducking behind the barricade. His pistol fell from bloody fingers.



Caesar turned, saw Marty running towards the pier, saw what he saw. A figure, pushing away from the bus and towards the pier.



Devon Durant.



Marty fired at her, the bullets skipping across the water. At least one hit her. She screamed, coughed on water, and floundered. But Marty kept moving, kept getting closer and closer to no man’s land.



“Marty, don’t,” Caesar shouted.



“Fuck you!” Marty shouted back. “We got her, we got her, we got her!”



Devon was close. Three feet. A life preserver went over the side of the pier and she clutched at it before a bullet hit her in the leg. She screamed again, and behind Caesar somewhere, Sidney roared. “Me! Me! Shoot at me, you dumb fucks!”



Caesar turned. Sidney was on his feet, stumbling towards the lieutenants, face a red mask, his leg dragging. He wasn’t even trying to go for his other pistol. Caesar’s people looked at each other, then back at Devon and Marty.



Marty’s foot touched the pier. A single shot rang out, and Marty fell, sightless.



One of the Vineport men called, “She has her hand on the wood. That’s good enough for us.”



“Hold your fire,” Caesar told his people. He chuckled and ran a hand through his hair. “Motherfucker.”



He stared as Devon was brought up out of the water, shivering, shaking from the effort of the swim. Sidney stepped up beside him, panting, blood bubbling out of his nose and the corner of his mouth.



The men on the pier guided Devon towards the boat, but she wouldn’t go. “Sidney. Sidney come on,” she shouted.



Sidney smiled at her. “Only room for one. That was the deal.”



Caesar’s lieutenants formed a half circle around both men.



The men on the pier pushed Devon towards the boat forcibly now, grabbing her by the life jacket and her arm. “No,” she said, kicking at them and fighting to get free. “No! I’m not going without you!”



“Loved the… idea of us getting old,” Sidney said. He coughed up a wad of red, and dropped to his knees as Devon’s feet hit the gangplank to the boat.



“No!” she screamed.



“Please, Caesar. Don’t do it until she can’t see.”



“I can give you that,” Caesar said softly. “I’m sorry, Sidney. You’re the best I’ve ever squared off against.”



“You too.”



The men on the boat dragged Devon closer and closer to the cabin. In just seconds, she would be locked away safely in there. Caesar had failed, but he felt no remorse about that.



“If you want to pray-”



Devon bit the man holding her arm. Sank her teeth right into his shoulder. He let her go out of reflex, shouting a curse. The other man still had a firm grip on her life jacket. She reached up, unclipped it, and was free.



And running towards the edge of the boat.



“No,” Sidney shouted, pushing up to his feet and staggering forward.



She jumped off the side of the boat.



And sank.



* * *



Devon Durant dropped in the murky water like a rock, the weight of her bulletproof vest and pants keeping her down despite her legs kicking furiously at the water.



She couldn’t see much except light filtering through the water above her in great halos. From the boat? The dock? She didn’t know, but it was sort of lovely. Silent. Peaceful. Her lungs burned but that was okay. She would have to try and take a breath soon and then it would all be over.



Someone hit the water, dove down to her. His form was shrouded in crimson, but she knew who it was, her monster, come to be with her one last time.



And that was okay. That was okay. They’d be together. That was okay.



His fingers were on her. Freeing her vest. Pulling it off her. Sidney got his arms around Devon. And kicked off the mud. It wasn’t much of a kick. They didn’t move far. His lips pressed to hers, then his thumbs were at her chin. He pried her jaw down, and their mouths formed a seal. He breathed life into Devon, still holding her tight, and kicked one more time.



* * *



The lieutenants walked to the water’s edge, peering in. Sidney hadn’t so much dove in as belly-flopped, and though the water was plenty dirty already, it was now even darker with his blood.



A head emerged. Long hair, plastered to Devon’s face. She gasped for air, and screamed, “Help me. Please. Please.”



Then she was under again, fighting, pulling at a still form.



Caesar sighed, and muttered, “Fuck it all anyways.” He drew his pistol, aimed it at the back of one of his lieutenant’s heads, and fired. Just as fast, he aimed, fired, fired, fired, and fired again, until he was the only one standing. The men on the pier raised their rifles, but when he tossed aside the pistol and dove into the water, they didn’t shoot.



He pulled Sidney into the shallows, and then people were there, helping all three up and out of the water. One of Marty’s bullets had penetrated Devon’s bulletproof leggings, and someone was helping her with that.



But Sidney… Sidney didn’t move. Or breathe. And as a man tried to perform mouth-to-mouth and another shouted for a medic on board the ship, Caesar crashed onto his ass, wondering what the hell he just did.









Chapter 22



 



Caesar moved around his hotel room, packing as he waited to be connected to Gina. She finally answered with a snarl, “This had better be good news.”



“Well, it isn’t,” he said, throwing a pair of socks into his luggage. “Devon made it to the boat. He rammed a bus down the middle and dropped her into the water. He had us distracted with a firefight. Everyone’s dead. In the meantime, Devon swam towards the pier. We could have had her if the Vineport people didn’t decide touching the pier was enough to consider her safe.”



“Sidney killed all your people?”



“As it turns out, you hire some pretty good people on occasion.”



“That seems convenient.”



“What the hell are you implying? Sidney’s dead. I killed him myself. Devon made it by a split second. I tried my damnedest.”



“We want proof Lambert’s dead.”



“I’ll bring his head to your goddamn office, how’s that for proof? And then you and me, Gina? I think I promised you and I would have some fucking words.”



Gina purred, “Count on it.”



* * *



Caesar carried the duffel bag into the lobby of the skyscraper, feeling good, feeling mellow. In his left hand was a picture of Nia, taken from her file. That was all he had of her, that one picture, a shot of her when she must have been younger and more innocent. Her smile in the picture didn’t hold the flame of insanity that drove him to her.



He smiled cheerily at a middle-aged couple heading towards the front doors. The woman checked him out with a quick flick of her eyes and his smile widened. Still had it. He gave the guards at the Durant family elevator bank a wave as he approached.



“How’s it going tonight, guys?” he asked.



“Pretty quiet,” one of them said. “How about yourself, Mr. Berthold?”



“Heard you took down Sidney Lambert,” another one said.



“It’s true, it’s true,” Caesar said. “Might not want to look into the bag. That’s kind of why I’m here. Gina wanted proof he was dead. This is proof.”



One of them blanched. The other looked more interested. “We really gotta check out every bag that comes in and out.”



“Hey. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Caesar said. He tossed the duffel onto one of the plastic bins for the security checkpoint and gestured at it.



The guard stepped forward and unzipped it as Caesar’s hand went behind his back. He drew just as the guard asked, “What the heck is this?”



Caesar shot him point blank, twice in the chest. The other guard, an impetuous young man who once upon a time pissed off Sidney Lambert, didn’t hesitate. He drew his own gun, and Caesar shot him in the shoulder.



“Don’t,” he warned. “Just walk away, kid.”



Instead, the young man’s other hand came free of his pocket, a switchblade in hand. Caesar’s eyes widened as the blade sunk home in his side.



“Well, shit, how about that?” he asked, staring down at the knife buried deep in his gut Then he looked up, grinned, and shot the guard twice more in the stomach. “Trade for a trade.”



The wound was bad. Seriously bad. Caesar left the knife in and staggered towards the elevator bank. He slapped his forehead, then staggered back for the duffel bag. The picture of Nia fluttered to the floor. That was okay. It was covered in blood anyways.



In the elevator, he fell against the wall and slid down to his ass, the lights going slowly out. He thought about Nia’s lips against his. Wished he could remember the feel rather than the sight. God, she felt good in his arms. Soft and beautiful.



He dipped a hand into the duffel bag. Came out with the dead man’s trigger. Then he flicked the switches on the eight pounds of C4 inside.



He wondered if he might have made a better husband the second time.



Probably not.



Never sleep with someone you work with.



Words to live by. Words to die by.



When the elevator doors opened again, he was back on his feet, blood trailing him. Gina came at him, five men and two women surrounding her, guns raised. They shouted. He blew Gina a kiss.



“Bitch,” he said, winked, and let go of the C4’s trigger.



* * *



Lance Durant sat on the park bench, his overcoat done tight and his hands in his pockets. One of his guys was on the phone. No one believed Caesar Berthold’s story about Sidney Lambert killing all of his people. That was why Gina wanted Lance out of the building. He hadn’t protested much. He could feel the bloodshed coming, one last shitshow.



A gunshot. The bodyguard to his right dropped. The other man shouted for Lance to get behind cover, and then he was down too. People screamed. Ran. Lance withdrew his hands from his coat pocket and reached into the brown paper bag beside him. He came out with a turkey club from his favorite restaurant, heavy on the sweet and spicy homemade pickles. He took a bite, chewed, swallowed. By the time Sidney walked across the street, leaning heavily on a cane, Lance had half the sandwich finished and was starting on the homemade fry chips. They weren’t quite as crisp as he would have liked. Oh well. Can’t have everything you want.



Sidney looked rough. A bandage across his cheek. A stiff leg that was also probably bandaged. A side he held as though it pained him. And when he spoke, it was more of a wheeze.



“Hey boss.”



“Hello, Sidney. Want half a sandwich?”



“Not much of an appetite.”



“Yeah, me neither. Sit. Please. Rest up.”



Sidney did, and at that moment, there was a boom and even more screams. Lance flinched instinctually, and Sidney shook his head.



“That would be the end of Caesar,” he said softly. “And your office, probably.”



Lance rubbed his face. “So much death.”



“You started this, old man.”



“Mm.”



“Answer me this,” Sidney said. “Did you expect me to save her?”



Lance smiled, and ate another chip. “If you didn’t, there would be peace with the Sovereign. Dozens, maybe hundreds of lives saved. I had to weigh her life against that. Against that of my people.” He sucked at his teeth and cocked his head. “But if you did save her, well… maybe the two of you could have gotten clear of the chaos. Though I thought the body count might be a little more contained. Is she okay?”



“A leg wound. Some scrapes and bruises. That’s about it. By the way?”



“What?”



“She wants a divorce.”



Lance laughed at that. Laughed long and hard. He finally went for his gun, but it was a token gesture. The blade slid across his neck, and he bled out in seconds.









Chapter 23



 



The best part about Caesar’s last gift to Sidney and Devon was the view. They could both drink in the sight of the Andes every day. That was what they were doing, both of them sitting out there, a plate of cheese and sausage between them, when Devon could finally take no more. She reached a hand out, took Sidney’s, and with her other pressed to her stomach, told him the news.



 



* * * * *
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