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CHAPTER ONE
 
   Donny hit the tavern’s faded facade, rebounding off and landing on the ground with a squeal of protest. “I didn’t do it, Decker! I swear on my mother’s grave, I didn’t do it!” He rubbed his nose with one shaking hand, smearing mixed blood and snot over his face. I’m gonna die! Oh god, I’m gonna die! 
   Struggling to a sitting position with his back against the wall, he began to speak rapidly in his own defense. “Deck, please . . . ya gotta believe me! I done a lot of stupid shit but I wouldn’t be dumb enough to fuck ya over! I swear to God, I wouldn’t -” 
   His words ended in mid-sentence when the man in front of him took him by the throat and lifted him easily to his feet. He tried to pull away, but the fingers were a vise, and he only succeeded in cutting off his own air.
   Don’t kill me! Don’t fuckin’ kill me! The thought was loud in his mind, but even as the words formed he knew that it was useless to think them. If Decker wanted him dead, then dead he would be. The big man was not known for a forgiving nature. 
   At six feet and five inches, Decker towered over Donny’s slight five-nine frame while his exceptionally broad shoulders and massive arms spoke clearly of the immense strength that lurked beneath his skin. His oversized hand wrapped easily around his captive’s neck, constricting with carefully applied pressure. Donny’s face began to turn red from lack of oxygen, and he tried again to twist free, but he was unable to break the stronger man’s hold. If anything, the grip on his throat tightened.
   I can’t breathe! Help me, Jesus - I can’t breathe! His fuzzing brain formed his thoughts with increasing difficulty, and he shook his head vigorously, but it did not help. Talkin’s no good - gotta run! His feet shuffled against the sidewalk as his fingers clawed at the hand that squeezed off his air with steadily increasing pressure. Gotta . . . run . . .
   Decker adjusted his hold when Donny’s struggles slowed, being careful not to exert too much force. A slight smile rested on his lips as he allowed himself a brief moment of amusement at the expense of his prey. 
   It was not until Donny’s eyes rolled back in his head and his body went limp that Decker loosened his hold, letting the disheveled man slump forward. Donny’s body tilted as he fell, but Decker caught him easily, making a casual check for a pulse as he did.
   Satisfied that one still remained, he carried Donny to the curb and tossed him carelessly into the back seat of the high-performance Dodge Charger that he kept for work. He normally transported his prisoners in the trunk but, in spite of everything, he liked Donny and wanted him to travel a bit more comfortably.
   As he key-locked Donny’s door, he took a quick check of the people in the surrounding area, breathing a soft sigh of relief when he found no cause for concern. Nobody’s paying more attention than they should. I love it when it’s this easy. 
   There was a fair amount of traffic moving on the downtown strip, but the people in the cars stared straight ahead as they passed the assorted hookers, dealers, junkies, and johns who wandered up and down the sidewalk in search of action on a Friday night.
   As for the street denizens who loitered outside of the peep shows and low-rent hotels - they knew better than to get involved. The powerful enforcer known as the Drill had a well-deserved reputation for viciousness, which caused them to keep their eyes averted and their noses out of his business.
   The only exceptions were two young girls who were clearly out of their element on the gritty downtown streets. They chatted loudly as they sashayed toward him, their youthful beauty hidden beneath too much eye shadow and the wrong shade of lipstick. It was obvious that they were trying to look older than they actually were, but their push-up bras and provocative clothing would bring them nothing but trouble if they stayed too long on the strip. 
   The taller of the two nudged her brunette friend, pointing at Decker while peals of girlish laughter filled the night air. Cheerleaders, he thought with a mental groan. Lord save us from the terminally perky!
   The girls were still giggling when they approached. Almost in unison, they slowed their steps - all the better to see and be seen. So far, the night had given them little by way of excitement, but something about the tall stranger with the deliciously broad shoulders promised the kind of R-rated thrills that they had been looking for and they were not about to let the opportunity pass them by.
   “We’re lost,” the shorter girl said as they drew abreast. “Can you tell us how to get to the marina?”
   Decker leaned back against the side of the car, blocking the window even though nothing inside could be seen through the heavily tinted glass. Long legs crossed at the ankles, his body was deceptively relaxed while a disarming grin lifted the corners of his mouth.   
   The grin had the desired effect on the girls, as he had known that it would, for he was an expert at knowing exactly which expression was best suited to any given situation. And though he cared very little about the good looks that he had been given, he was not above using them to his advantage when it would best serve his purpose. The flash of a smile or the wink of an eye could often achieve the desired result with very little exertion on his part, especially when it came to charming the various women who crossed his path. 
   Ruggedly handsome, Decker had inherited his coloring and thick shock of wavy black hair from his Italian father. His impressive height and chiseled features had come from his Norwegian mother’s side of the family, and she had also given him his most striking attribute: brilliant blue eyes of an unusual shade and intensity that glittered beneath his brows like soulless orbs of the purest ice. 
   It was those eyes that coolly appraised the pair as he gave them the unneeded directions in a courteous but disinterested manner. He had no time for young girls seeking adventure, and he needed to move them along before Donny awoke and caused an annoying scene.
   It was the tall redhead who first tore her gaze away from the hard magnificence of his body and the rough beauty of his face to look into the frigid pools of his eyes. Decker gazed back with silent menace, his message clearly readable though his lips continued to smile. 
   “We have to go.” The girl interrupted her friend in mid-sentence, gripping her wrist and tugging firmly. “We have curfew.”
   Her words were followed by an awkward silence, and then the short brunette was gone, skipping down the sidewalk after her friend who had yet to let go of her wrist.
   Decker chuckled as a few bits of high-pitched conversation floated back to him, the excited chattering telling him that the redhead had clearly seen past his apparent friendliness to the darkness that flowed beneath. Whether or not she understood what she had seen was immaterial. She knew enough to be afraid, and that was all that really mattered. The strip was routinely unsafe for tourists, and the girls might strut their way into real trouble if they delayed their departure for too long.  
   Better they run from me then from someone who might be harder to get away from. He knew that he would forever be known as the “creepy-ass bad guy” that they had so narrowly escaped, but he accepted the title willingly. A little fear was a good thing, and it just might get the pair back to suburbia with their knockoff bags and their cherry-red virginity intact. 
   The two figures hung a right at the corner, and Decker fished his keys from his pocket while placing the faces of the girls into the corner of his mind reserved for useless tidbits and casual passersby. Then, keys in hand, he walked to the driver’s side and unlocked the door, folding his long body gracefully behind the wheel. 
   The car started easily, the high-performance engine purring like a contented kitten. The transmission slipped smoothly into first gear, and Decker pulled into traffic with a quick look at the rearview mirror to see how his passenger was doing. But if Donny was awake he gave no sign, and Decker did not bother to ask.
   Donny had regained consciousness, and he realized that his only hope was to escape while in transit. Once they reached, their destination he was dead meat, and his casual friendship with Decker would not alter that fact in the least.
   He had to admit that it was his own fault. He had gambled stupidly, and now the time had come to pay the piper. But, unlike others that he had cheated during the course of his scheming life, this particular piper could crack a man’s skull between his palms without breaking a sweat.
   Mouth dry, pulse pounding, Donny reached cautiously for the door handle. When he touched it, however, a gentle voice came from the front of the car.   
   “It won’t open. But you knew that.”
   Donny threw his head back against the seat behind him with a grimace. He had known that the rear doors could only be unlocked or opened from the outside, just as he knew that the car’s body had been reinforced and that the tinted windows were made of bullet-resistant glass that could only be lowered by the driver. All of Decker’s work vehicles had been modified to provide maximum safety while eliminating options for anyone unlucky enough to be a passenger in the back. Still, even though he knew that there was no way out, he had to try.
   Rolling onto his back, he powered the soles of his feet against the window to his right three times in rapid succession. On the third strike he felt something in his ankle give and he cried out, more from dismay than from hurt. 
   While he tried to rub the soreness from his foot, he felt tears of frustration welling, and he fought to control them. But the tears that he managed to prevent were present in his voice when he tried again to save his own life. “Deck, I didn’t do it! I wouldn’t fuck ya over! I don’t wanna die, Deck! For the love of God, please don’t kill me!”
   Decker watched in the mirror as Donny babbled on, his ice-blue eyes revealing nothing. 
   “I did everything like ya told me - everything! I picked up the bag, then I took it to the bus station and put it in the locker like ya said. Then I took the key to the Box.”
   Decker switched on the blinker and pulled into the turn lane, his fingertips tapping against the steering wheel. Donny looked through the window, his voice rising as he realized where they were going. “I took it to the Box, just like ya told me. And the guy was there - the one I was ’sposed to look for. He was at the bar, like ya said, and he saw me come in.” Eyes wide, breath rasping in harsh gasps, Donny’s words came even faster as Decker’s destination neared.
   “He saw me come in and he waved to me. I went over and he asked if I wanted a beer. I said yeah, sure I wanted a beer, and then we talked until the bartender left. Then he said he wanted the key so I gave it to him, and he left. Honest, Deck - that’s what happened! I did it just like ya said. I didn’t do nothin’ wrong!”
   Decker sighed, pulling the car to the side of the road and putting the transmission into park. Then he looked into the rearview and waited in silence until Donny’s eyes focused\ on his. “You might want to give some serious thought to changing that story.” He spoke in a completely neutral tone, letting his words make his point without added volume or inflection. “You know what I am, and you know what I do. Do you really want to experience it firsthand?”
   Donny’s response was to proclaim his innocence even louder and more hysterically than before. Decker’s hand tightened on the gearshift when the desire to stab the man where he sat rose, and he held on tightly until the urge had passed. “Okay,” he said with just the slightest touch of regret. “You’ve made your choice. Whatever happens from this point on, you can’t say I didn’t give you a chance.”
   The car moved forward again, bringing Donny ever closer to Decker’s private version of hell. When it turned onto a quiet street where the houses were few and surrounded by double-lot yards, Decker pressed a button on a small box nestled against the visor and the tall gate in front of the property that they were approaching swung slowly inward. He pulled into the driveway while the gate clicked closed behind him and eased past the other cars that were parked near the house before bringing the Charger to a stop. 
   Donny pressed himself into a corner of the seat when the engine died, his terror visibly increasing. “No . . . no . . . no . . .” He brought his hands to his bruised and bloodied face, covering it in a useless effort to protect himself. “Dear God, no!”
   The door to his left opened, and he felt Decker’s strong hands close around his ankle. He squealed loudly, kicking out with his other foot while trying to hold on to the handle on his right.
   Decker cursed as Donny’s heel pounded the side of his face and he switched hands, gripping Donny’s ankle with his left hand instead of his right. Unsnapping the sheath fastened to his belt, he slid the knife inside free with a practiced flip of his wrist. The blade had been honed to a razorlike edge, cutting through the fabric of Donny’s jeans and into the flesh beneath with no trouble at all.
   Donny’s squeals became shrieks of blind panic when the pain lanced through his leg. His hands went to the source of the hurt, pressing against his calf and slipping in the blood that quickly covered his skin.
   Decker gave one last pull and Donny was out of the car, still shrieking like an adolescent girl who watched a late-night slasher film alone with the lights off. Annoyed by the sound, Decker swung his foot so that the toe of his boot connected squarely with Donny’s throat. 
   Donny’s screams ended with a squawk, tears flowing freely down his cheeks. He wondered vaguely how badly he was hurt, knowing that it did not really matter. He was going to die, no question about it. The only variable was when.
   Decker watched silently, waiting until Donny’s breathing had steadied before speaking softly. “Get your ass off the ground and come with me.” He walked toward the house without waiting for a reply, confident that his captive would follow.
   Donny tried to stand, but the hurt in his leg was too great. He fell against the car with a heartbreaking sob, unable to accept his fate with anything that remotely resembled dignity. After a short pause he tried to put weight on the injured leg but he stumbled again, unable to walk. Fuck!
   His last thoughts of escape disappeared with the realization that, in his condition, he could not possibly make it over the gate and back to the road before Decker caught up to him. He also knew that what waited for him in the big gray house was bad, but not nearly as bad as it would be if he tried to run.
   Resigned to his fate, Donny dropped to all fours and crawled the few feet to the house. Upon reaching the structure, he dragged himself up the short flight of stairs and through the side door to the kitchen.
   Decker stood by the stove, chatting with a younger man whose coloring, black hair, and warm brown eyes clearly indicated a Hispanic heritage. Donny recognized the man as Decker’s partner, Rudy Valdez, and knew instantly that he might be in for a very long night. He had seen Rudy in action more than once during his association with Decker, and he knew the man to be a vicious enforcer in his own right. As improbable as it seemed, things might have just gotten worse.
   The screen door swung closed behind him, and Decker glanced over with a nod to acknowledge his entrance while laughing at something that Rudy had said. Their camaraderie was obvious, and Donny found himself wishing that he could have somehow been a part of it. I shoulda stayed true, he thought miserably. Maybe things coulda been different. 
   At the table, a well-groomed man in an expensive suit poured coffee from the pot on the warmer into a handcrafted cup that bore the word Davis beneath a pale golden glaze. It was the kind of thing that a child would make in arts and crafts, and the sight of it caused Donny to sob loudly for the wife and family that he would never have. 
   Seated next to Davis was a slightly overweight woman with short auburn hair whom Donny had seen with Decker once or twice and who had been introduced to him as simply “Charlene”. He had never spoken to her, but something about her had suggested a gentleness of nature that he hoped might cause her to intervene on his behalf.
   She looked over at him when the door closed, her expression one of deepest sympathy. Help me, he begged silently as he lifted his eyes to meet hers. Please . . . help me . . . She turned away, unable to offer any comfort. She was fully aware of the horrors that waited for him, but she also knew that he had brought it on himself and that it was not her place to get involved.
   The small group fell silent while Donny inched his way to a corner and huddled his body into it. Rudy glanced at Donny, then at the clock. His finely formed brows arched, and Decker waved him grandly toward the door.
   “Go back to the club and tend to your girls,” he said mildly. “I got this covered.”
   Rudy nodded once, his eyes twinkling merrily as he said his good-byes. Charlene reached for his hand when he passed behind her chair and he bent to give her a hug, wincing slightly as he squeezed her shoulders.
   “I saw that,” Decker remarked with a frown. “What’s up?”
   “I pulled a muscle.” Rudy shrugged one shoulder, indifferent to the situation. “Which happens sometimes ’cuz, unlike you, I’m only human.” He chuckled when Decker muttered a sarcastic remark under his breath, then brushed a soft kiss against the top of Charlene’s head. “I’ll see you guys later. Deck, call if you need me.”
   “Game day tomorrow,” Charlene reminded him, her green eyes sparkling. “And you’re on pizza detail, so don’t be late.”
   “I won’t,” he assured her as he straightened up. “Did you want breadsticks too?”
   “Rudy, those things go straight to my hips!”
   “So that’s a yes?” His grin was contagious, and she could not prevent her own. 
   “Fuck you,” she snapped teasingly, momentarily forgetting the teary-eyed man who bled onto the kitchen floor. “Get a double order.”
   “Consider it done,” Rudy said with a grin. He sobered when his eyes passed over the huddled lump that was Donny, and then he was gone, his boots clicking as he descended the stairs to the sidewalk.           
   Decker exchanged a few words with Davis before leaving the room, switching his cell to silent mode as he moved down the hall. He flipped through his keys when he reached the basement door, humming softly to himself as he unlocked it. He did not need to look back to know that Donny was being brought along. His word was law in some circles, and his people were very obedient.
   When he switched on the overhead light and descended the stairs, he felt his cell vibrate but chose to let the call go to voice mail. He had other things to do.
   The basement was large and fully finished, with the tools of his trade concealed behind the doors of a large oak cabinet. Framed photographs adorned the coffee table and the matching end tables while a richly colored oil painting of a beautiful young woman dominated the wall directly opposite the door so that it was the first thing seen upon entering the room. The floor was not carpeted, but throw rugs added warmth and color as did a crocheted afghan which was draped over the back of a long sofa.
   The only thing that did not match the overall decor was a chair that had been placed in the center of the room. It was a plain metal chair, one of a set of four that Decker had purchased at a yard sale one sunny July afternoon. He remembered that carefree day, as he did each time that his eyes touched upon the chairs, and he also remembered the girl. After sixteen years he could still hear her carefree laughter and smell the scent of her hair as it blew in the warm summer breeze.
   He had not brought the chair downstairs because it held any special significance. It was there because he had needed a chair, and the metal fold-up would do as well as any. But, at the sam time, he could not help but wonder if having it there was not some kind of subconscious security blanket. An attempt to keep her close by surrounding himself with the things that she had touched.
   Then, as always, he dismissed the notion and set about the business at hand.
*  *  *
   Tawnee tossed back her lustrous blonde hair, checking her lipstick in the mirror before reaching for the rest of her costume. When she fastened the tiny halter between her ample breasts she caught sight of a small bruise, nicely purpled, just above the edge of the fabric.
   “Shit!” She grabbed her stick of concealer, annoyance hardening her voice. “Just what I need - more fucking marks. Rudy’s gonna shit kittens!”
   The girl sitting next to her giggled hysterically, dropping the tube of mascara that had been gripped between her teeth. “Hey! Don’t make jokes when I’m doing my eyes! I have enough trouble as it is!” She recovered the mascara, replacing the brush and tossing it into her makeup bag. “How come you let that dildo leave marks? You know how Rudy gets.”
   Tawnee began gathering up her scattered cosmetics, leaving the concealer on the table. “Yeah, I know how he gets,” she replied. “And I keep telling Red to be careful, but it doesn’t do any good. We get goin’, and it’s Katie bar the door!” She uncapped the concealer and began stroking it across the bruised area of her breast. “Is it still gonna show, Bun?”
   Snowbunny leaned forward with eyes half closed. “I think it’ll be okay, ’cuz it won’t be this bright once you get out front. Besides, they’ll be too busy starin’ at your fur to notice one little hickey on your boob.”
   Tawnee tossed her hair playfully. “I sure hope so!”
   Dressed and ready, they wandered out to the front bar for one last drink before going on shift.
   The bartender on duty was a busy little man by the name of Tony, who fancied himself the ultimate object of feminine fantasy by which all others were judged. He favored too-tight jeans and white silk shirts that did nothing to hide his pudgy frame, but for some reason, he considered the look to be sexy.
   “What an asswipe,” Tawnee commented when Tony caught sight of the two girls and waved cheerily. “Why won’t Rudy fire that fucking troll?” 
   “Stop it.” Snowbunny giggled as she fluttered her fingers in Tony’s general direction. “He’s weird, but he’s always been nice to me.”
   “That’s ’cuz he wants to fuck ya,” Tawnee informed her loftily. “And trust me - you don’t wanna go there.” 
   Snowbunny’s unplucked brows lifted, and she cast a sideways glance in Tawnee’s direction. “Speaking from experience?” Ignoring Tawnee’s horrified gasp, she walked quickly to the bar while trying to remember the colorful name of a drink that she had tried a few days earlier.      
   Tony beamed widely at the girls, winking suggestively when they approached. “Hey, ladies, what’s it gonna be? A double shot of Tony, straight up?”
   “Thanks, darlin’,” Tawnee drawled condescendingly. “But I’d rather have somethin’ stiff that tastes good as it goes . . . down . . .”
   Tony’s face reddened, anger slitting his eyes as he leaned toward them with his mouth open to reply. But before a word could be spoken, Rudy’s hand closed over his shoulder and pulled him away from the two women.
   “Back to business, Tony. Leave the ladies alone.”
   The bartender shot a final hostile glance at Tawnee then spun on his heel and stalked off.
   Tawnee stepped forward, flashing the seductive smile that had encouraged countless men to hand over their credit cards without a second thought. “Thanks, Rudy. He’s such an asshole.” She arched her back, causing her breasts to push against the sheer fabric of her halter. “How are you doing tonight?”
   Rudy mixed himself a Seven and Seven, ignoring her completely.
   “Rudy . . .” Her voice held a faint note of petulance. Snowbunny touched her arm, but she pulled away. “Do you like my new outfit? I think it’s kinda sexy, don’t you?” 
   He did not look up so she took a step closer, running her hands provocatively over her body. “Well, whatcha think? Is it gonna work?”
   Rudy looked past her, his attention for Snowbunny alone. “Tony’s an idiot. We all know it, and I’ll be the first one to tell him. But he’s also a damn good bartender, and I can trust him all the way.” The phone jangled behind him and he reached for the handset, motioning for them to remain.
   “I don’t know why he wants me to stay,” Tawnee muttered. “He never talks to me unless he’s pissed off. I don’t know why I fucking bother.”
   “I don’t know either.” Snowbunny nodded to a young man who had just entered the club. “I mean, you got all the action you can handle at home. Why are you so hell-bent on Rudy?”
   Tawnee slapped her hand against her thigh in exasperation. “Sometimes I can’t believe how stupid you are. I don’t care if you got ten guys at home - you still wanna be boppin’ the boss.”   
   She stared at Rudy’s back, wondering how his body looked under his clothes. His jeans hugged his perfect ass like a second skin, and Tawnee had to fight a sudden urge to reach across the bar and grab a cheek in each hand.                 
   It was an urge that she battled often, and it was not because Snowbunny had been wrong about her man. Red-Boy was totally hot, and every girl in the place lusted after him. It was just that, in her opinion, the fastest way to the top in a petty business where no one could really be trusted and a girl was only as good as her body was by having the boss in her corner. Or better yet, in her bed. Which had not happened yet, but would in time. She was nothing if not confident. 
   Rudy swore at the phone, tossing it roughly onto the counter before turning back to the girls with a strained smile. “Where was I? Oh yeah. You -” He pointed at Snowbunny. “Get a grip. I know he can be a bit tough to deal with but don’t let him push your buttons.” He winked as he poured her a glass of orange juice. “For me.”
   Snowbunny nodded, taking the glass and jumping when their fingertips touched. Face flaming, she caught sight of her image in the back mirror and silently chided herself for what she considered schoolgirl behavior. Blushing, for Pete’s sake! Blushing, and the way he makes me feel when he smiles. She felt her cheeks flame again, and he gave her hand an understanding pat before she fled to the bathroom to check her face. 
   Rudy watched her go, enjoying the bounce of strawberry-blonde hair against creamy white shoulders. Work that walk, girl, he thought with a twinge of sadness. Play the game and make ’em want you, even though we both know you have absolutely no business in a place like this.
   Snowbunny vanished through the door marked Ladies, and Rudy looked at Tawnee, his voice suddenly hard. “And you - don’t even think about it. I have enough shit to handle here without having to sidestep every little bitch who thinks my bed has golden sheets.” 
   Tawnee pulled back, but he grabbed her wrist to stop her. “I’m not done. You and I need to get some things straight, and it might as well be now. First off, I don’t like you and I never have. But you’re good at your job, and I respect that. You also make me money, and I can sure as hell respect that. But that’s where our relationship ends. While you’re here, I’m your boss and that’s it. Nothing more. Not now, and probably not ever. As for the outside . . .” He released her, knowing that she would stay. “I don’t know you.”
   Tears of humiliation filled her eyes, and he sighed while handing her a napkin. “Look, Tawnee, I like what you do. If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be here. But you’re not my type, and that’s nothing against you. It’s just the way it is. Focus on your job and quit playing games with me. If you can do that, we’ll get along fine.”
   Head back, eyes on the corner of the ceiling, she indicated agreement with a miniscule movement of her head.
   “One more thing.” He tapped her arm, not gently. “Look at me.” He waited until her defiant eyes met his. “You’re not going to like this, and you can get as pissed as you want, but I still make the rules here. You ever - and I mean ever - show up with another hickey and you can clean out your locker. Got it?”
   “I got it.” She backed up a few more steps. “Is that all? Can I go on shift now?” The humiliation had passed; anger was now evident. “Or is there something else you wanted to yell at me about?”
   The phone rang again, and he picked it up without bothering to reply.
* * *
   Donny’s body sagged against the restraints that held him upright in the chair. He no longer had the strength to scream, which was fine by Decker. The noise had begun to irritate him, and he was glad that it had finally stopped.
   A glance at his watch told him that it was five minutes after ten, which was not bad. Another fifteen or twenty minutes would give him what he needed with plenty of time to spare. Then a quick shower, a couple of phone calls, and he would be ready to hit the streets.
   He knelt down with his hands resting on Donny’s knees. The man had not opened his eyes in almost ten minutes, but Decker knew that he was listening. “Donny, I’m gettin’ tired, and my back hurts. It’s been a long day, and I hear the shower callin’ my name. We both know you’re lyin’, so just tell me where the key is and we can be done.”
   He waited for the requested information, but his prisoner did not respond. “It’s over, man,” he said finally. “You broke the faith, and I can’t let it pass. If I did, word would leak that I actually do have a speck or two of compassion and that’s the last thing I need. Every dipshit on the strip would start thinkin’ they’re good enough to play me, which would make my life a living hell. I have enough to do without spendin’ my time defendin’ my reputation as a heartless bastard. So . . . you gotta go. Now you can go easy, or you can go hard. It’s up to you.” He yawned, rolling his left shoulder to ease a minor twinge while Donny protested frantically in useless denial. 
   “Look . . .” Decker kept his voice reasonable. “I talked to the bartender, and he fingered you. He’s seen you in the bar often enough to know who you are, and I’d told him when you were comin’ in.” He stood up and reached for his coffee cup.
“He remembers what time you got in, but it’s not the time I told you to be there. It’s not even close. So I have to ask myself - why would Donny be in the bar an hour and a half early? And then you say you met my investigator, and everything went as planned . . . except for one little thing.”
   He leaned close, his face inches from his prisoner’s. “Do you know what that one thing was, Donny? Do you have any ideas?”
   Donny shook his head vigorously, his mouth working without sound. His body felt as if it was on fire, with the burns on his back from Decker’s lighter a constant source of suffering. He was close to breaking, but resolved to fight for as long as he possibly could. He had betrayed Decker for a reason, and if he broke then both the betrayal and its consequences would be for nothing. His only hope was to die before he spilled everything, and he prayed desperately to whichever God it was that listened to low-life, panhandling, purse-snatching, garbage-grubbing street trash to take him quickly.
* * *
   Upstairs, in Decker’s private office, Charlene poured another drink before seating herself at his desk. Her fingertips idly traced a pattern on the blank computer screen then meandered up to the small silver book frame that rested on top of the monitor. Both sides of the frame contained a picture - neither was of her. 
   Holding the frame in one hand and the glass in the other, she leaned back in the chair and prepared to wait - again.
   To drink - again.
   Alone - again.
* * *
   Decker slouched casually against the door, his good humor still genuine. For the most part, he enjoyed his work and did not find it stressful when a greasy little fuck like Donny tried to hold out. On the contrary, he found those occasions to be a source of cheap entertainment. 
   He waited until Donny’s sobs had subsided before heading over to the cabinet and opening the top drawer. His searching fingers found the object that he was looking for almost immediately and he pulled it out, swinging it by the cord as he walked back to where Donny sat.
   The bound man was bruised, his eyes swollen almost shut, while his bloodied lips concealed two or three gaps that, when he had gotten up that morning, had contained teeth.
   He knew that he was going to die, and that he was making it much harder on himself by resisting, but he stubbornly refused to give in to the pain. His life was over, but out in the city was his family and the money that he had taken would give them much-needed financial relief. To his way of thinking it was a fair trade, and he refused to give back the money, no matter the cost to himself. He heard Decker behind him before the hand gripped his hair, and he braced himself against whatever was to come.
   “Okay, Donny,” Decker said quietly. “Let’s try this again. You went to the Toybox, and you gave the key to the guy at the bar, right?” 
   Donny managed to nod his head, and Decker went on in the same soft tone of voice. “Your story just isn’t addin’ up. Tony remembered you meeting a guy that bought you a beer, but that’s the only thing that clicks. And I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough. So let’s see if we can clear some of it up, okay?”
   Donny watched Decker plug a soldering iron into an outlet next to the chair. The iron appeared to be clean, but, as it heated, Donny caught a distinctly unpleasant smell beneath the scent of hot metal that reminded him of when, as a child, he had severely burned his palm on his grandmother’s stove. The acrid stench of his scorched and blistering flesh had haunted him for years and, even as an adult, he often sat straight up in bed, clutching his right hand to his chest while the echoes of a twenty-year-old scream pounded in his ears. 
   The smell that emanated from the iron was sickly sweet and, though he tried, he could not keep it from his nostrils. It clenched his brain with cloying fingers, and he felt his sanity teeter on the edge of oblivion. He had been around Decker long enough to know how seriously he took loyalty - or the lack thereof - and he knew the enforcer’s reputation well enough to understand that playtime was now over.
* * *
   Tawnee left the stage to halfhearted applause, tripping over the top step for the fourth time that night. The drunk directly to her right hooted loudly, and she snapped back an unpleasant retort. Who the fuck did he think he was? Let him go down those steps in fucking six-inch heels and see how well he did! 
   Her mood had not improved over the course of the evening. In fact, it had worsened. Business was slow, there were twice as many girls as there were customers, and the few men watching the show were not tipping at all. To top it all off, her Monday night regular had not come in. Granted, it was only eleven o’clock, but he was usually in by nine with wallet in hand. If things did not pick up soon she would go home broke, which was not something that she could afford to do.
***
   “So, did you get the key?” Charlene asked the question cautiously, hoping that everything in the basement had gone as planned.  
   Decker poured another cup of steaming black coffee then added sugar and stirred briskly. “I know where it is, so . . . yeah.” He drained the cup with one swallow, handing it to Charlene before reaching for the phone. “I still can’t believe the little fuck tried to play me. And for what? What the hell did he think he’d get? A few thousand bucks? How is that worth dying for? And the thing is, Donny was always straight with me before. I actually liked the little shit. Damn him!” 
   He slammed his fist against the wall, causing Charlene to flinch. She moved a step away from him, waiting for the storm to pass.
   Decker gave his knuckles a cursory glance, not noticing her unease. “He gave the key to his sister, Char! The guy in the bar was his fucking nephew, and the stupid fool thought I’d just . . . swallow his bullshit like Rocky Road!” He took a deep breath, the stiffness of his posture softening as he leaned back against the counter.
   The tension left Charlene’s body when a shift in attitude chased the shadow from his face. She gave him a playful wink then went to the cupboard and reached into a box of chocolate cookies, slipping one between his lips while her other hand stroked the side of his face. “I don’t see how he thought he’d get away with it,” she said thoughtfully. “Don’t tell me he honestly thought you were that stupid!”
   Decker finished the cookie in two bites, adopting a puppy dog pout until Charlene rolled her eyes and handed him another. “Well,” he told her, “he figured I’d check it out as soon as the key came up missing, so he had the kid meet him and pretend to be Davis. He tried to tell me that he’d done his part, and it wasn’t his fault if the guy that got the key wasn’t my guy.” He laughed freely, all tension gone. “Like I wouldn’t grill him six ways from Sunday.” 
   Fishing a battered phone book out of his back pocket, he thumbed through it before tossing it onto the counter. “Where the hell did I put that number?” He rummaged through his wallet, checking each small piece of paper before going on to the next. “He even tried to convince me that Davis was lying - that I should look closer to home for the damn key.” Replacing the wallet, he checked the other pockets in his jeans. “But he came clean once I got serious with him. They always do.”
   Charlene watched with amusement while he opened the small kitchen closet and began searching through the jackets hanging inside. She had been apprehensive when Decker had first returned from the basement, cautiously gauging his mood. He had never been one to take his occasional frustrations out on her, but there was always a first time and she would not be caught off-guard.
   But she saw that he was no longer overly upset at Donny’s betrayal, so she allowed herself to slip back into the pleasant mood that she had been in before Decker had brought his quarry to the house. Sitting on the edge of the counter, she swung her feet while admiring Decker’s body as he moved. 
   Age suits you, she thought with a touch of longing. You haven’t lost a thing, baby. You’ve just gotten better. A familiar warmth heated her skin when she remembered the last time that he had taken her to his bed, and she shifted position so that her jeans rubbed her pleasantly. I still want you, she admitted silently. We were so wrong as a couple but . . . when it came to that, it was never more right!
   Decker had finished with the closet, his hands less than gentle when he closed the door. He faced Charlene, appearing not to notice the color in her cheeks or the hungry way that she watched him. “Char, did you see where I put my other phone book?”
   She slid from the counter and sauntered to his office, coming back with the book. Cocking one eyebrow, she extended her hand with the book gripped loosely between her first two fingers. 
   Decker grinned sheepishly, knowing that he could have saved both time and frustration by asking for her help sooner. “Where was it?”
   “Next to the computer, where you left it last night.”
   He took the book, kissing her soundly. “Thanks, babe. I don’t know how I’d find my head in the morning without you.”
    She pulled away, not trusting herself to let go if she did not do it then. He could still make her crazy without really trying, and the only thing that saved her dignity was the fact that he did not seem to realize it.
   He left her then, disappearing into the hallway with a cheery “Thanks, hon” called back to her. Alone in the kitchen, Charlene’s smile faded slowly, as had her hopes for a normal life with the only man that she had ever truly loved.
* * *
   Tawnee tossed her hairbrush into her bag, followed by the comb that had failed to tame her wayward curls. Her face was set in a forbidding scowl that perfectly mirrored her attitude, and even a message that one of her most generous regulars would be in the following night could not cheer her up. The other girls had long since given up trying to talk to her with the sole exception of Snowbunny, who was used to her friend’s moods. 
   Snowbunny’s chin was supported by her hand while she sat on the most stable of the chairs in the room and watched Tawnee’s belongings sail through the air. Her hair was limp, her makeup faded, and all that she wanted was to go home and sink into the hot bath that she knew would be waiting for her, but she could not bring herself to leave the club. Not until she saw Tawnee safely into a cab and headed for home. Which she suggested for the fifth or sixth time, receiving the same response as before. 
   “I told you - I can’t go home ’til I make some money. And if I end up bein’ out all night . . .” Tawnee sighed, running her hand through her hair. “Oh well. That’s life.”
   Snowbunny leaned back in the chair, her hands busy in her purse. “You made some money tonight. I heard you in the bathroom with that bald guy, and I know you don’t do that shit for free.”
   “Oh please,” Tawnee said with a snort of derision. “I might as well have! I only got fifty bucks out of that asshole, and twenty of that was in the john.” Zipping the bag, she pulled off her pumps and shoved them into a side pocket. “I can’t believe I risked my job for a twenty-dollar hand job.” Slipping into her boots, she shouldered the bag and headed for the door.
   Snowbunny followed, her hand hidden behind her back. “Look, if you talked to Red . . . he’s gotta know you can’t always have a good night.”
   Tawnee snorted again. “Oh, come on! Like he really cares how my night goes. Besides - he don’t care how I make my money so long as there’s plenty of it, and it all comes home to him.”
   Snowbunny touched Tawnee’s arm sympathetically. “That’s not right. It’s like he thinks he owns you or something. I don’t care how good in bed the guy is, it’s not worth it.”
   Tawnee pulled her arm free, her usual after-shift foul temper erupting with the force of a small volcano. “This has nothing to do with ownership! Or sex!” Her eyes flamed with anger. “He takes care of me - and I take care of him! It works out, okay?” She fumbled a cigarette out of her bag, igniting it with a sky blue lighter that bore the image of Elvis. “And you can get that fuckin’ pity look off your face, Bun, ’cuz my life works for me!” Undisguised bitterness flooded her words. “It’s all well and good for you to point fingers, but you’ve never been where I was, so you got no business! Understand?”
   Snowbunny started to protest, but Tawnee cut her off before the first word was spoken. “You’ve never had to work the streets. You’ve never seen twelve-year-old girls giving blow jobs in an alley for five bucks so they can pay rent on a twenty-dollar room where the roaches are bigger than they are!” Noticing that the girls remaining by the bar were looking over at them, Tawnee lowered her voice. “And you sure as hell never saw your best friend - your only real friend on this whole fucking planet - beat to death by her fucking pimp. In the street. She died in the fucking street!” She paused briefly, struggling to control the anger that had entered her voice. “And you’d never guess why, Bun. You’d never guess why.”
   Snowbunny shrugged, unable to speak, while Tawnee proceeded in her usual tone. “I’ll tell ya why. This is what she did that was so fucking terrible.” Flipping the cigarette butt into the nearest ashtray, Tawnee immediately lit another. “She had sex. For free. With another girl. She didn’t do it to trash her man, or to prove some fucking feminist point. She did it because it made her feel good. Like she was a real person instead of somebody’s fucking merchandise.” The memories were ruthless, and she closed her eyes against them. “But do you know what the real kicker was?”
   “No . . .” Snowbunny whispered the word, trying to visualize the world the way that Tawnee had known it. The picture that entered her mind was anything but pretty, and she shivered, grateful that her own path had not taken her into a life so filled with brutality.
   “Get this.” Tawnee waved the cigarette for emphasis. “Her pimp, Jimmy K, said he wasn’t gonna deal with no Lesbos. But he had six boys in his stable, and he spent more time playin’ hide the weenie with them than he ever did with the girls.” She squared her shoulders defiantly, determined not to break from the guilt like she had so many times before. “It was okay for him, but God forbid she should do the same fucking thing.” Her hand jerked, scattering ashes onto the floor. “You know what I think?” Expecting no answer, she did not wait for one. “I don’t think he killed her because of the dyke thing. I think he did it because she had something that didn’t include him, and he couldn’t handle it. He was just plain jealous.” 
   She shouldered her bag, tossing the half-smoked cigarette into the ashtray. “And just in case you’re wondering . . . yeah, she slept with me. And there hasn’t been one night in over ten years that I haven’t woke up screaming.” She pursed her lips ruefully. “Red-Boy doesn’t even hear it anymore. He just keeps on snorin’.”
   Snowbunny made a gesture of apology. “I’m sorry, Tawnee. I didn’t mean to start shit. I know it’s ugly out there, but I guess I just don’t see sometimes how ugly it really is.”
    “Forget it,” Tawnee replied in a more casual tone as her mood shifted again. “I was just tryin’ to say that your life works for you, and mine works for me. Myself, I’d get bored shitless boppin’ the same guy every fuckin’ night without gettin’ a little strange thrown in now and then. But that’s your choice, and I don’t get down on you about it. I don’t understand it, but I don’t have to, ya know? It’s your thing, and . . . good or bad, Red-Boy’s mine.” Glancing at her watch, she headed for the bar to collect her pay.
   “By the way,” she tossed back over her shoulder, “I never told anybody about that before. ’Cept for Red-Boy.” Her smile was sincere. “Thanks for listening.”
   Snowbunny watched Tawnee make her way to the bar while their conversation replayed in her mind. I don’t know what just happened. Bewildered, she stared at her friend as if the answer would suddenly appear on the back of her head. And I’m not sure what I said that set her off. I just know I really didn’t wanna hear any of it.
   She gathered her own belongings, pausing to examine the fifty-dollar bill wrapped around the fingers of her left hand. It was damp with sweat, a little torn, and she silently chastised herself while she slipped it into her purse. You’re a fool, Bun. An absolute fool. Like giving her fifty lousy bucks - assuming she even took it - would keep her off the streets tonight.
   She suddenly realized that her eyes were throbbing, and the need for a hot bath and a glass of wine overwhelmed her. She walked to the front, fishing her drink tickets out of her purse. It sucks trying to live on one income, she thought with a sudden surge of frustrated anger toward her habitually unemployed boyfriend. Thank God, I get a third of what I sell! A big plus for Rudy - he pays well!
   Rudy was the only person still in the room, and when she approached he tossed a sealed envelope with her name written in one corner onto the bar. “I was beginning to think you didn’t want your money.”
   Her mouth tightened as she lined her tickets up to be counted, but he did not notice. “Sorry, Rudy. I was in the back, talking to Tawnee.” She sank onto a barstool and rested her head on her arms. “You got any aspirin?”
   He nodded while consulting the drink log. “I got you at two eighty. That’s what you got?”
    She did not bother to look at her tickets. “Yeah.”
     “So you got salary of one fifty, plus cocktails at ninety. That gives you a grand total of two forty” He opened the register and removed four twenties and a ten, placing the bills on top of the envelope in front of her. “Not bad for a Monday.”
   “Rent’s due in the morning,” she said with a sigh. “Thank God for payday.” She slid the money into her purse without counting it. “You got that aspirin?”
   He poured her a glass of water then fished two scruffy pills wrapped in a napkin out of his wallet. “One of those nights?”
    She gave the question some thought, swallowing the pills gratefully. “No, not really. Not until a few minutes ago.” She stood, preparing to leave. “One of these days, I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut.”
   He watched her button her jacket, admiring the profile of her breasts. “Hey, Bun . . .”
   “Hey, what?”
   Reaching across the bar, he touched her hand. “Look, Bun . . . do you ever think that maybe this isn’t the right kind of work for you? That maybe there’s something better out there?” 
   His concern was sincere - she was a sweet girl, and he hated the thought of watching her become jaded and old. The truly innocent struck a chord with him, and he could not help but play savior/protector.
   Snowbunny took his hand, trying not to blush when their fingers made contact. “Better? Better how? Rudy, I can’t do anything. I never finished high school. I can’t type, I can’t file, and I know almost nothing about computers. I can barely check my e-mail, let alone do anything related to a job. I figure . . . I can take my clothes off, or I can marry some nice guy who wants to pay my bills while I stay home and make babies.” She smiled, but her eyes were suddenly ancient and hauntingly wise. “And I don’t know any nice guys.” 
   Fatigue swept over her, and she hid a yawn behind her hand. “Thanks for the aspirin, Rudy. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
   Rudy locked the door behind her and then wiped down the bar, tossing her discarded tickets into the trash. Sweet Bun, he thought with a touch of sorrow. You don’t belong here, and you never will. You belong someplace nice, someplace safe, with a white knight who’ll take perfect care of you.
   Wistfulness softened his features as her innocent beauty rose before his mind’s eye. I’ve thought about being that guy for you, once or twice. If you had a little more fire, and I was a lot less . . . me . . . maybe we could’ve had a shot. But . . . we are who we are and, in my experience, “sweet” tends to mean “bland.” I’d be bored out of my mind in three weeks or less, and you’d end up hating me for not giving you the life I’d promised. For breaking your heart. A hint of regret shadowed his eyes, but he quickly dismissed the subject once again. But if I thought there was the tiniest chance that you wouldn’t get hurt . . .  He chuckled at the thought before reaching for the paperwork that he had sworn would be finished before he left for the night. Get your mind back on business, dumbshit. The till won’t count itself. 
   He had set the schedule for the following week, put the night’s receipts in order, and was reaching for the light switch when he heard a familiar knock at the front door. Checking his watch, he was surprised to see that it was almost three a.m. which meant that his visitor was running late.
   “Hey, bud,” Decker said as he came through the door. “I wasn’t sure you’d still be here.”
   Rudy gave a careless shrug. “Where else would I be?”
   Decker rolled his eyes, going behind the bar to take a bottle of beer from the cooler. “Tell me about it. You really need to find a life.” He emptied the bottle, reaching for another. “You know - a woman. That sort of thing.”
   “Yo - stupid,” Rudy chuckled good-naturedly. “Think about the kind of joint you’re standin’ in. Don’t you think I’d have a woman if I wanted one?”
   “No, no, no . . . not one of these bitches. Can’t trust a one of ’em. They’d just as soon cut your balls off as look at you.” Decker extended a cupped hand toward his friend. “And serve ’em to you for breakfast.” 
   They shared a moment of levity, and then Decker put the joking aside. “Seriously, I know this girl. Her brother’s a friend of Char’s, and he’s doing some time. We’ve been sort of watching out for Wendy since he left and . . . well, she’s been bored lately. She spends a lot of time hitting the bars, and I don’t want her getting hooked up with some asshole.” His smile was shy, strangely out of place on his rugged face. “She’s a nice girl. Really nice. Even if she does drink a little too much. Think about it, okay?”
   Rudy eyed him with skepticism. “Think about what?”
   “I don’t know. Dinner, a movie. That sort of thing.”
   “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Rudy also opened a beer, but after the first swallow he tossed it into the sink and poured himself a scotch instead. “You really want me to take this girl out? Me?
   Decker lifted his massive shoulders. “You’re right. Forget it. It was just a thought.” He spoke without apology. “I admit, I have ulterior motives for finding someone to take her off my hands.” He eyed Rudy’s glass with obvious longing. “Can I have one of those?”
   “Of course. What kind of motives?”
   “She lost her lease. If she doesn’t find either a cheap studio or a boyfriend soon, she’s moving in with me.”
   Rudy broke into a hearty guffaw, almost spilling the drink as he placed it in front of Decker. “And we can’t have our style cramped, can we?”
   Decker raised his glass in a toast, his eyes crinkling merrily. “Ain’t that the truth, good buddy. Ain’t that the truth.”
* * *
   Tawnee tossed her keys onto the kitchen counter when she passed through on her way to the bedroom. Her feet were killing her, and the heel of her shoe had broken which pissed her off to no end. Sixty-five bucks for the fucking things, and they couldn’t last through one night on the stroll. She should have kept her boots on, but the pumps were so fucking sexy!  
   She was counting her money when she entered the bedroom - almost two hundred dollars plus what she had made at the club. This oughta put a fucking bounce in Red-Boy’s step.         
   She stopped short at the sight of the empty bed, still made from the morning before. The clock on the bedside table read 6:60 a.m., and Tawnee stared at the numbers in disbelief. “Where is he,” she whisperred softly, squeezing the money in her hand. “Where the fuck is he?” 
   She approached the closet, closing her eyes and simultaneously throwing open the door. His clothes’ll be here, she told herself without opening her eyes. They’ll be here because he just ran down to the corner for beer and a bag of chips. He’ll be right back, and we’ll make nachos and drink a little, and then he’ll fuck me silly  and I’ll scream . . . Oh god, how he makes me scream . . .
   She opened her eyes slowly, staring into the depths of the crowded closet. To her relief, she saw that his side was as cluttered as always. Slacks and shirts hung neatly in a row, and nothing seemed to be missing. Nothing, that was, but her man.
   The phone shrilled and she jumped, uttering a soft cry as her lower leg bumped against the bed. She reached for the receiver, her voice barely audible when she spoke. “Hello?”
   The voice on the other end was unknown to her, but apparently she was no stranger to him. “Tawnee, hey, how’s it shakin’, babe? You were lookin’ real good tonight. Yeah . . . real good. Especially that little satin number. Yeah, buddy, that was a good one.”
   He paused, and she spoke quickly into the phone. “Who is this?”
   His reply was preceded by a rather unpleasant chuckle. “Babe, I’m the guy that’s gonna die happy between your legs. Yes, sirree, that’s eggzackly who I am.”
   She swallowed once, her mouth suddenly August-dry. “Where the fuck is Red-Boy?”
   “He’s gone, doncha know. He’s history, babe, and I’m your future.” The sound of a belch caused her to wrinkle her nose in disgust. “See, Red wasn’t quite the card player he thought he was. And two pair don’t beat a straight in any game I’ve ever played.” The chuckle repeated, filling her ears with its harshness.
   Oh Lord, I’m so fucked! There was no question in Tawnee’s mind that the unknown man spoke the truth. Red was no gambler - even she knew that. The only one who didn’t know it was Red-Boy himself, but who was she to say anything? So the question was not “if” he had lost but rather, “how much”. And the way the asshole on the phone was talking, she was going to be smiling at sailors for the rest of her fucking life to bail Red-Boy out of this one. She took a deep breath and prepared herself for the worst. “Tell me what he owes and I’ll take care of it.”
   The man made a sound in his throat that sounded like a cross between a cough and a fart. He threw in another belch for good measure and then blew her a kiss via Ma Bell. “Don’t worry, babe - it’s been taken care of. No problem.”
   “Whadda ya mean, ‘taken care of’?” She was immediately suspicious.
   “Just what I said. The boy paid up before he left. In full.”
   Tawnee felt the frigid fingers of fear caressing the back of her neck. Fear bordering on . . . what? Terror? That’s a little strong, isn’t it? Yet somehow, she did not think that it was too strong of a word at all. “Where’d he go?” Her voice became bolder, edged with sarcasm. “And was he breathing when he left?”
   “Not my problem where he went. And he was breathin’ just fine.” 
   He inhaled loudly, giving her a sudden vision of white powder and a rolled-up dollar bill. The image brought back memories, and she shuddered. “You said he paid up. So if he paid, why’d he leave? Why didn’t he come back for his things?” For me!
   “He probably couldn’t face ya, luv. And I can’t say as I blame him.” He snorted again before continuing. “He owed money, babe. Big time. He couldn’t pay, so . . . we took it out in trade.”
   “In trade?” She was puzzled. What did Red-Boy have that was worth any kind of a trade? A few pieces of jewelry, his stereo, the car . . . add it all up, and it still would not cover a “big time” debt. They had approximately two thousand dollars in cash, but if he had not been home to pick up his personal items then it would still be stashed in the closet. “I don’t understand. What kind of trade?”
   “Everything, darlin’ - I got it all. The pink on the car, the keys to the crib . . . and you.” He cackled, picturing the look on her face. “Your contract’s mine, baby, and I hope ya understand what that means, ’cuz I’d sure hate to have to explain it to ya.”
   Tawnee’s knees buckled, the money that she had been holding falling unnoticed from her hand when she connected with the rug next to the bed. Red, you fucking asshole! How could you do this to me? How could you fucking do it? Her head was throbbing, blood pounding against her temples, and it was all that she could do to keep from screaming.
   She had no doubt that the man on the phone, whoever he was, would not hesitate to “explain” the situation to her, and she was equally sure that there would be no marks left on her face, arms, or lower legs. 
   She also knew that there was no option but to stay where she was and hope for the best. Life was hard on the streets but it was infinitely harder on the run, and she had no desire to relive that part of her past. Taking a deep breath, she forced a small amount of pleasantry into her voice. “I’m gonna grab a quick shower. Come by when you want.”
* * *
   Decker rolled three quarters of an inch too far to the left, lost his balance, and hit the floor with a thud. The table that he had been lying on tipped, crashing down less than an inch from his face. “Whafuck?”  
   He lay motionless, waiting for the room to stop spinning. There was a dull ache in the general vicinity of his ribs, and he was dimly aware that he had landed on top of his boots. It was an uncomfortable position, but it required too much effort to move either the boots or himself. Besides - he had yet to hear of death by unoccupied boot so, by his way of thinking, there was no cause for immediate action.              
   A melodic chime sounded from beyond the open door of Rudy’s office, and Decker counted eight bells before losing track. So it was somewhere in the vicinity of nine or ten a.m., and he was righteously hung over. 
   By tilting his head, he could see that Rudy was still stretched out along the polished surface of the mahogany bar. The younger man was shirtless, shoeless, and passed out cold with one arm folded under his head to form a makeshift pillow. 
   To Decker, it looked as though his friend had not moved since he had climbed onto the bar at five o’clock that morning for a “quick nap”. But, to give Rudy credit, it had taken a lot of booze to put him down, and Decker had not been too terribly far behind him. You’re gettin’ old, he told himself with typical directness. Old and tired. Tired and old.
   He did not often feel his age, but every once in a while it crept up on him. It would ice through his bones and wrap around his heart with skeletal fingers, harshly reminding him of exactly how old he really was. At those times, his hands would shake while his legs and shoulders cramped painfully. The scars that marked his body would itch with maddening relentlessness, and the skin at the nape of his neck would crawl as if an unseen hand was taking aim. 
   He generally bore the unpleasantness in stoic silence, for he knew that it was simply the ghosts of old wounds coming back to haunt him. But each time that it happened he could not help but compare his chronological age with his psychological age, and each time the vast difference between the two numbers shocked him.
   It’s not the number of years that’ll age a man, he thought while he rubbed the base of his skull in an attempt to massage the headache away. It’s the weight of ’em. And sometimes, there’s a whole hell of a lot of weight!      
   All it usually took to banish that particular shadow was a rousing fight or the touch of a very young, very cheap, woman. Particularly one who did not waste time with small talk or questions. But on occasion, in the wee hours of a seemingly endless night, he would walk the streets alone, counting the years and wondering where in the hell his life had gone.
   Wondering what had happened to the idealistic young man with the bright eyes and the brighter dreams who had once lived in his body. The one who had danced barefoot in the rain, and who would find simple pleasure in the purr of a kitten or a moonlit snowfall. Did that man slowly fade with the passage of time, leaving nothing behind but the shadowy memories that frolicked around the edge of Decker’s consciousness? Or had he been ripped brutally away, tossed to the ground next to a terrified young girl with a bruised face and exposed breasts, leaving the NEW AND IMPROVED Decker behind to face the world alone?
   They were questions seldom asked and never answered. And if there were, in fact, answers to be found, Decker would have willingly sold his soul to make sure that they never were.
* * *
   Tawnee stretched her arms over her head, trying not to disturb the burly man who slept next to her. She had been with worse over the course of her life but, even though things had actually gone better than she had expected, she was not in the mood for a replay. 
   She was able to slide from the bed without waking him and crept into the bathroom, grabbing a clean towel on the way. Her lower body ached, front and back, causing her to bite back a groan when she climbed into the tub and slid the shower door closed.
   Girl, you are not cut out for this, she thought as she adjusted the temperature of the water. This is not your thing. You were not meant to spend your nights on your fuckin’ hands and knees while the King of the Minidicks shoves his rod up your ass. Not in this lifetime, anyway.
   Her sense of outrage increased the more that she thought about how he had used her. Bend over, kneel down, suck this, grab that - it was enough to piss a girl off! And not once - not fucking once - had he bothered to ask what she wanted. And kinky . . . no whips and chains, thank you very much - she would have had to seriously put her foot down on that - but blindfolds, silk scarves, and oh yeah . . . let’s not forget the best fucking part - “I want you to call me Daddy. And Daddy loves his little girl . . .”  
   “Daddy” my ass!. The guy was a fucking pervert, and she was stuck with him. But not for one minute longer than was absolutely necessary - she’d fucking see to that! It was time to regroup and go for Plan B - Operation Rudy. And God help anyone who got in her way!

IF you would like to read the rest of the novel, you can get it now:

The Shadow of the Drill






