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      Zoe Reichert was drinking wine at The Optimist, downtown Atlanta, when her friends alerted her she was being undressed by a man at the bar. One casual glance and Zoe assumed he played for the Atlanta Braves. How else would a tattooed Latino afford The Optimist? He was fit and good-looking in a dangerous way, and Zoe had been single since her divorce and she needed to cut loose.

      She made a point of approaching the bar for another glass, thankful she wore heels and her short skirt, and she paused next to the man ogling her.

      Twenty minutes later they left together, her and Ramón, for dancing at the Gold Room.

      Ramón wasn’t a ball player. He worked locally in real estate, and smelled divine, and he’d do nicely for a walk on the wild side.

      At the Gold Room, Zoe was ten years older than the twenty-something girls, but she was a runner and the recipient of a fat divorce settlement and good highlights and better liposuction, and she belonged. Drunk on champagne and high on life, she posted an Instagram photo of herself with Ramón, partially for the benefit of her ex, with the caption, Tonite I’ll eat Mexican lol.

      They snorted a line of cocaine together, Ramón’s treat, and she took him home with her.

      The next morning she suffered the polite post-coital embarrassment and offered to call him a ride.

      Ramón explained he had nothing to do today, no place to go, so he was staying. He drank her coffee and ate her eggs, and reclined shirtless on her couch to watch ESPN.

      Zoe showered, and she wondered if his accent had been that thick yesterday. And all those tattoos, goodness, what was the point. Last night was a blur. She concocted a lie about needing to be someplace, but still Ramón remained. Until lunch. Feeling helpless, at the door, Zoe announced that she’d paid for an Uber which would arrive in ten minutes, and that she’d enjoyed their evening and maybe she’d see him around. Ramón acknowledged this with a noncommittal grunt.

      She left, fear growing in her heart. Her dalliance had backfired. An inconsequential dance with the devil wasn’t supposed to have consequences. The devil should know which side of the town was his, and which side was not.

      She drove to a coffee shop to kill time, and to a boutique for a new Emily McCarthy dress. Afterward she refilled a Citalopram prescription, and packed a box with white wine at Perrine’s. She drove home, walked in, and discovered Ramón on her couch with two of his cousins, not nearly as handsome.

      That evening she sprang for Chinese takeout, his cousins making themselves at home, and she slept with Ramón again, afraid to tell him no. Afraid he might make a scene and her neighbors would see. Afraid Ramón might hurt her. Afraid she might be labeled a racist.

      In Atlanta, being branded with racism was far worse than receiving a black eye. Anything to avoid that.

      Zoe announced in the morning she was leaving on a trip, and her house was being cleaned that afternoon, so she needed her visitors gone. So long, everyone, great to have met you.

      She checked herself into the Four Seasons for two nights, enjoyed a massage and facial at the spa, relieved entropy didn’t apply to the rich, and she returned home a new woman.

      Four cars were parked in her driveway. Ramón and his cousins were everywhere. His cousins had brought cousins who brought girlfriends who brought girlfriends. Each of them bore tattoos, many on their face, and they liked their music loud.

      Standing in the cul-de-sac, flummoxed, her neighbor Stanley took her aside and asked why the MS-13 had moved into her home. Zoe had no idea what the MS-13 was, but she objected to Stanley being a racist. These were her… friends. Ramón was grilling on her new Weber, wearing her apron, and he threw her a nod, but that was the extent of his greeting.

      Zoe stood uncertainly at her car a full hour, not daring to walk onto her own property to talk with her new friends. Instead she drove away and called the police.

      The 911 operator couldn’t understand her emergency.

      “They won’t leave,” Zoe explained again.

      “Are you hurt, ma’am?”

      “Of course not. I’m sure they’re lovely people.”

      “Is someone else hurt? Are you in danger?”

      “I’m parked at the Waldorf. What do you think.”

      “Is there an active emergency?”

      “Make them leave!” Zoe shouted.

      “Have you asked them to leave?”

      “That would be rude.”

      “How would that be rude?”

      “They’re Hispanic.”

      “I’m Hispanic, ma’am.”

      “So you understand. And good for you, having a job.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, this is not an emergency, and this call—”

      “They’re trespassing!”

      “Not if you haven’t objected, they’re not, and trespassing is not an emergency. Not in Atlanta.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Ask them to hit the road.”

      “I would rather die,” said Zoe. “Besides I don’t speak their language.”

      “Ma’am, there are eleven calls waiting to be answered. We do not have enough responders to handle actual emergencies, much less fake ones. I’m disconnecting.”

      “That house is worth four million dollars, and they’re filthy!”

      Zoe checked herself into the Waldorf.

      A day later, Stanley did too. The MS-13 was all over his lawn; thanks Zoe.

      Their neighborhood was an enclave of eight minor mansions in Brookhaven, built at the meeting point of Atlanta and the counties of Fulton and DeKalb. The zoning lines collided in their enclave, a constant source of irritation. When the Prathers called 911 two years ago, due to a faulty fire alarm, no fire department came, each unaware the enclave was their jurisdiction. Technically two of the homes should get to vote in Atlanta elections, and half of a third home, and yet none of them received ballots. A true no-man’s land, a tragedy of the commons.

      The Prathers fled for an extended vacation when Ramón’s cousins began sunbathing on their property. Dr. Halstead worked up the courage to demand they leave, and Ramón promised they would, but he also asked how old Halstead’s daughter was, and if she’d like to party? If not, Halstead’s wife would do.

      That night, the Halsteads joined Zoe and Stanley at the Waldorf. Two days later, the enclave contained no rightful homeowners, each of them absent for pseudo-legitimate reasons, and the empty bedrooms filled with friends of friends of cousins of Ramón, secure in the knowledge that no help was on the horizon.

      No police came. Operating below necessary staffing levels, trespassing was not an emergency to Atlanta precincts. Even if it was, which department should respond? Atlanta didn’t have the manpower. Neither did Fulton, nor DeKalb. After all, no one had been hurt, right? How could the cops deal with trespassing when they were stacked up for weeks on homicides?

      The local news ran the story, even managing an interview with Ramón, who shrugged and explained Zoe had invited him to stay. When asked how he knew Zoe, Ramón winked at the camera and said Zoe had seduced him and taken dirty photos with him, which he possessed.

      Zoe considered suicide.

      She would do anything to avoid being labeled a racist, or having those photographs exposed. She ran. To Florida, in her mother’s house by dinner.

      WSBTV started a daily Mansion Standoff—Day Seven. Day Eight. Day Nine, since Zoe’s home was invaded, the interlopers still there and Zoe in hiding.

      Interviewed about the phenomenon, local politicians blamed each other. They blamed the Black Lives Matter crowd. Blamed the Defund the Police Crowd. Blamed the president. Blamed the cops. Blamed the Proud Boys.

      National news picked up the story. Here was a microcosm of Atlanta’s malcontent. Shouldn’t the feds get involved? That was tricky, due to the open feud between the attorney general and the leadership of Georgia, including the governor and the mayor of Atlanta. The president had ordered a drawdown of federal agents within Atlanta, pulling out DHS and ICE, leaving behind only skeleton crews at the FBI and DEA in a political maneuver to force compliance with federal mandates. Lawsuits lay thick on the ground.

      Let Atlanta burn, shouted one side.

      In Atlanta we trust, shouted the other.

      The Prathers, the Halsteads, and the Tidwells took matters into their own hands—they hired a private security force. Former Guard Alliance agents, now freelancing for more money. Ten of them, paid a thousand dollars each for one day’s work, to force Ramón out. Him and his cousins.

      The showdown came on a late July evening. The news recorded the agents marching up the street, into the enclave on the hill, carrying assault weapons and Tasers and wearing body armor. At the first house, total success. The MS-13 gang members vacated the house, running to the next one, which they subsequently abandoned for the third, like the three little pigs outrunning the big bad wolf.

      The security agents marched on the fourth house and met a wall of armed resistance. Twenty men formed a semi-circle around them, each carrying a pistol.

      The leader of the security force, Rob Mancini, had agreed to wear a microphone. Facing down the gang, he asked to speak with Ramón.

      Ramón wasn’t there. Rob could deal with them instead.

      Rob produced a ream of paperwork—trespass notices, cease and desist orders, tenant eviction orders, anything their lawyers could think up.

      The leader of the gang blew his nose with the paperwork, and the semi-circle laughed. These were not men who cared what a lawyer said. They had no names, no social security numbers, no real identity in America. With nothing to lose, they couldn’t be threatened.

      You’re trespassing, Rob told them.

      So sad, said the gang leader.

      Grab your people and take a hike, said Rob.

      No.

      If you don’t, we’ll use force, said Rob.

      Go ahead, amigo.

      Rob Mancini arrived at the crux quicker than he anticipated. His show of force wasn’t working, nor was the legal threat. Was he bluffing or was he willing to fight, because that was the only card he had left.

      Rob Mancini was recently married with a baby on the way. Todd, to his right, was trying to put a son through college. Anthony, to his left, had bought a fishing boat for Lake Lanier.

      The men across from them had spent years in El Salvadorian prisons, and knew in all likelihood they would spend some behind American bars too. Violence had been the norm, growing up. Twenty guns in twenty hands, desperate and hardened hands, who’d open fire if someone sneezed.

      Was Rob Mancini prepared to die? For a thousand dollars?

      No he wasn’t. He already had the world.

      His hands began to shake. What the hell was he thinking?

      Rob Mancini marched his security force out as the nation watched, mission failed, and informed the Prathers, the Halsteads, and the Tidwells he’d refund them half their money, but they’d need a damn SWAT battalion to roust the squatters.

      A crushing defeat and morale ran low. Was this anarchy? Who had their hand on the tiller of this sinking ship?

      Home invasions skyrocketed, Ramón was spray painted on walls. In Atlanta, if you wanted something, you could take it.

      The mayor of Atlanta, watching updates on the news, timed his delivery with pinpoint precision. After a particularly grim six o’clock newscast, in which Ramón was mentioned four times, Mayor Campbell released his pre-recorded video, with his villain firmly established—

      “The cause of this mess is federal, irresponsible, misguided attempts at help, poorly designed insults and soft bigotry to our mighty citizens. Why would anyone join our police force, when the feds claim they can solve every problem with their big money? Should we sit around waiting on a bailout, growing weaker? No, my fellow Atlantans. The feds got us into this mess, but the city will dig itself out.”

      At the denouement, he announced that in September, arrest warrants would once again come with financial incentives. Another bounty mandate. Catch a fugitive, earn money. He personally guaranteed Ramón would be worth fifty thousand dollars.

      “Get ready, Atlanta,” he told the camera. “It’s time to take back your city. This time, once and for all.”
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      Billy Young killed his old 4Runner’s engine and he listened to the sounds of the woods, forcing himself to count to sixty. His window down, he spit tobacco juice into the gravel, waiting, hoping no one put a .45 slug through the windshield. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been betrayed. He stepped out and he peered into the Chevy truck he’d parked next to. He suspected it would be empty and it was.

      A captain in the Fulton County Sheriff’s Office, today he wasn’t on duty. Today was personal.

      He began the hike upward to his father’s hunting lodge, choosing to travel through the Georgia forest instead of along the path. From his boyhood, he knew the southern-facing slope grew more moss, dampening his footfalls. Behind him the door to his 4Runner remained open, lest the slam be heard. In late August, the heat had been trapped beneath the pleached leaves for months, creating a damp, musty world, humidity rising like he hiked an exhaling giant, and Billy streamed sweat by the time he crested the rise.

      Wally Habersham stood at the tree line surrounding the big lodge. He was supposed to be standing guard, alert, but he was watching a downloaded episode of Oak Island on his phone. The Youngs and Habershams had long harbored resentment between families, and Billy swung a stout tree branch with no remorse, like a baseball bat, into Wally’s skull. The branch didn’t break, Wally’s head absorbing the momentum, and Wally fell concussed with only a grunt. Billy confiscated Wally’s pistol and fastened his wrists to a ten-year maple using three heavy-duty police zip ties.

      “You’re an ugly son of a bitch, you know that,” Billy told him, panting.

      The clearing showed signs of neglect. Months late for a mowing, the grass had gone to seed and the pigweed was rampant. A series of blue tarps covered the back side of the lodge, protecting a charred hole in the ceiling, damage caused by a fire set intentionally to smoke out Billy’s father back in April. One of the tarps had come loose and hung limp and worthless.

      Billy spit tobacco juice into the leaves and was wondering where his quarry might be when the man himself appeared—Ryan Rhodes. A tall man, heavy with fat and muscle, he wore a black North Face windbreaker despite the heat. Scowling and mumbling, Rhodes walked beside another man. The other man was dragging something that struggled.

      “Let that thing go,” Rhodes was saying. “I’m not hauling it back.”

      “Better idea than that, I’ll leave it dead inside the house,” said the younger man. More like a big kid with long dank hair.

      Billy stepped from the trees, pistol raised; Springfield 1911, not his service piece, unregistered.

      “Stop there, Rhodes. You won’t give me a reason, if you’re smart, though nobody ever accused you of it.”

      Rhodes wore an Atlanta baseball cap. To mask his surprise, he removed it and wiped his forehead. His hair was buzzcut-short.

      “Afternoon, Billy. What brings you to this hallowed ground?” said Rhodes.

      “Hallowed ground? How’s that?”

      “You’re standing on the very sight of the most impressive gunslinging that’s ever transpired in the great state of Georgia,” said Rhodes. “But you knew that already.”

      “Prove it.”

      “One man took on ten. Somehow, by God, the ten lost.”

      “Doesn’t sound possible to me,” said Billy, though he knew it was. He’d witnessed the slaughterhouse aftermath. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Thought I’d bring Junior. Like visiting Gettysburg, another mass killing.”

      “Junior.” Billy examined the big kid again “This is your boy?”

      “I ain’t no boy,” said Junior. He’d erupted since the last time Billy saw him. Near three hundred pounds. Now he held a rope in his fists, dragging a deer by the neck, a deer still kicking.

      Rhodes’ eyes were a clear blue and hard to meet. “Shouldn’t you be off saving the world, Billy? There aren’t enough cops as it is, without you ranging the woods.”

      “Even Superman takes days off,” said Billy.

      “Somehow, someway, Billy, all those bodies were gone in a week. So were the bullet casings. I know, I looked with a metal detector. Ten of my men, poof. Vaporized.”

      The deer bleated pathetically and tried to stand and Junior kicked it down with a big boot.

      “Cut that thing loose,” said Billy.

      “I caught it. Lassoed it. It’s mine and you can go to hell,” said Junior.

      “Sweet kid.”

      Rhodes chuckled. “Ain’t he, though. His mother was a bitch, it’s where he gets it.”

      “The thing’s back leg is broken anyhow,” said Junior.

      Billy fired twice with his Springfield, meaty thumps into the doe’s thrashing head, and the animal ceased the struggle.

      “Damn, Billy, we were standing too close.”

      “You came out of the woods. Checking the trail cameras, see if you could find footage of your men disappearing?” said Billy.

      Rhodes grinned the truth at him. “Wouldn’t that be something. You must’ve spotted me on the cams, huh, and ran up here.”

      “You and I were supposed to have a deal. Stay out of each other’s way.”

      “We still do. Your brother Johnny Sugar, he ain’t part of the deal.” Rhodes tugged at his zipper. “I’m roasting and I’m taking my jacket off.”

      “You go for a gun, I shoot you between the eyes.”

      “I’m not packing. Left it in the truck.” Rhodes unzipped the windbreaker and shrugged out of it. His shirt was sodden. “We were supposed to have backup.”

      “Habersham? You can’t count on that clan, not for anything.”

      “Johnny’s gotta pay, Billy.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You know he does,” said Rhodes. “Deep down where things are real, you know he does. He killed my men.”

      Billy spit out his plug of tobacco and had the sudden urge to never partake again.

      Junior stepped on the deer to prevent it from moving as he fed the loose rope through the honda knot. Once free, he coiled it, slow loops in his big hands. Billy guessed he was nineteen.

      Rhodes waved off a bee. He was cooking in the sun. “You know what I think. I think Johnny Sugar Young had help. With the clean-up, I mean. It’s hard work destroying bodies. Whoever did it, they even sprayed the spots with bleach. Hell of a job. Way more than one man can do. Somedays I sit around thinking on that. Thinking that Johnny needed assistance and it was probably his family that did it. I think, well, Johnny has a brother that could help. Billy. A cop. I sit around thinking on Billy the cop and then I start thinking about another cop. A cop named Gaskins.”

      “Gaskins the mole,” said Billy.

      “That’s the one. Gaskins the cop-killing informant. Gaskins the man I hate more than anyone in this world.” Ryan Rhodes was a heavy breather and his nostrils flared. “And I got a lot of hate.”

      “You inferring that I’m Gaskins?”

      “I think somebody is, Billy. Somebody sure as hell is. Some cop is a double-crossing coward and soon as I catch him I intend to kill him myself.”

      “Self-righteous horse shit, Rhodes. You’re crooked as they come and you were fired for it and everyone knows.”

      “I left the force of my own volition. Any rules I broke were in the pursuit of justice.”

      “Justice the way you saw it,” said Billy.

      “You’re damn right.”

      “You better hope I’m not him,” said Billy. “Gaskins is a son of a bitch with a lot of juice, so the tales go. And what are you, Rhodes? A quitter. A crooked cop who quit to chase money. Now you’re nothing. All you are is a trespasser.”

      “Funny, isn’t it,” said Rhodes. “You and I on the same team.”

      “We’re not on the same team. What we are, we’re two grumpy pissants with the same enemies for the next sixty days. After that, we can kill the other. Long as you haven’t crossed Johnny before then, in which case you’ll be fertilizing the trees around here.”

      Junior made a snorting noise and twitched the hair out of his face with a jerk of his head, and he kicked at a rock that wouldn’t move.

      His father told Billy, “It ain’t just me you got to worry about. The feds can’t let Johnny run free. He’s got too much power. I said he’s got to pay, but it might be someone else who collects.”

      “You get the hell off this mountain and you don’t come back,” said Billy. “You let me worry about the feds.”

      Behind Billy, Wally Habersham made a groaning noise and he sat up like a man unsure of his surroundings.

      “Cut that thing off his wrist and help him up,” Rhodes told Junior.

      “How about you do it yourself,” said Junior.

      Billy laughed. “Trained him up good, didn’t you.”

      “Gonna be a bad day, he realizes his old man is a monster.” Rhodes stepped around Billy and he drew a knife to cut Wally’s plastic cuffs. “Gonna be an awful day for you too, Billy, when you figure it out. That, Gaskins or not, there’s bigger monsters out there than either of us.”
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      Johnny Young stood on a ladder before an HVAC vent with his eyes closed. Sweat ran down his spine, dampening his shirt, and his face glistened. His thumb hovered above the ON button.

      “I swear,” he mumbled. “If this doesn’t work.”

      He was perched in the showroom of an old tack shop, which sold saddles and bridles and horse feed to the wealthy thirty years ago, then abandoned as suburbia crowded out customers. It could be mistaken for a barn, based on the wooden floors, high ceiling, and exposed rafters. Situated at the northern edge of Atlanta, his father bought it a couple years back and Johnny understood why. A bit of country at the edge of the city. Johnny’d spent a month wrangling the power and water back on, and weeks more troubleshooting the electrical system and an infestation of vermin and termites. A little galley kitchen in the back was a problem he hadn’t begun to consider.

      Atlanta’s summer temperature was his primary antagonist. He could only work so long before the thermometer on the wall reached 110 degrees and he’d knock off. He had plugged in lamps and fans the minute the outlets were live, and toiled at night, more bearable but difficult in the light and shadow. The HVAC condenser he’d purchased and installed himself was too powerful and he’d blown three fuses before surrendering to a new circuit breaker, one made this century, and then it’d fried the old blower. He thought he’d die replacing that, lying on his side in the utility room coughing sawdust and shooing mice, his roommate Kunga feeding him tools.

      Now he held the A/C remote in his clammy hand, standing at the vent like a pilgrim before a deity, asking for mercy. He couldn’t handle one more defeat.

      “C’mon,” he said. “Please God, or I’m done,” and he pressed the ON button.

      The wall thermostat beeped like it always did and hidden machinery hummed to life.

      Something happened then that hadn’t before. A blast of icy air blew his hair back, so cold it hurt, and construction dust stung his eyes. He cursed and stepped backward off the ladder, too far, stumbling and catching himself on a chest-high pile of lumber. Another vent on the far side of the room surged, spitting dust, and Johnny blinked and watched the particles waft through squares of sunlight, daring to hope.

      He stood still, afraid he might upset something, waiting, his eyes watering, until he felt the cool air descend on him like a miracle in the middle of the room.

      He grinned and coughed and wiped his eyes. Victory. He had air. To celebrate, he took a bottle of Dr. Pepper from a mini fridge next to the naked lamp. The best part of a Dr. Pepper was twisting off the top, and he savored the hiss and sweet aroma, and he sat on a barstool and drank, and enjoyed his existence for the first time since July.

      From what he could tell, Johnny’s father Alexander bought the place on a whim and forgot about it. When Alexander lost his underground poker parlors to online play and the MGM, and his bookie business was consumed by the legalization of sports betting, and stores began carrying mass produced moonshine, Alexander grew desperate and returned with plans of creating a legitimate bar. Potentially with the distillery attached, though he’d need more space. Alexander had purchased tables, stools, and lumber, and had a front bar installed before losing interest again.

      The final nail in the coffin—Alexander’s son had thrown him into prison. Hard to build a distillery behind bars.

      Now that same son sweated and toiled on his father’s project like trying to raise the dead, or make amends, or something equally incapable of saving his soul. He’d even taken the foolish step of applying for a business license, a boondoggle of an idea, caught in the gears of Atlantan bureaucracy, gears that barely churned these days.

      He had surveyed his father’s remaining whiskey supply. The way he figured it, he had enough to supply a small bar for about three weeks. Alexander's shine was better than anything produced by the giants, but there was only so much.

      So what the hell was he doing here, Johnny wondered, building something that couldn’t get off the ground, an airplane with no engine.

      He didn’t know, but at least the thermometer on the wall had dropped from 108 to 89 in an hour, and Elvis was singing on the radio. What was life other than a succession of days, and this day had turned good. He felt renewed.

      That afternoon, he stood on a ladder patching leaking ductwork with sealant and silver HVAC tape, and he was daydreaming about walking a horse by a stream, Bella Adams on the horse behind him, when Bella Adams herself pushed open the heavy front door.

      She made a gasping noise that Johnny accepted as praise.

      “Johnathan,” she said. “I had no idea.”

      Johnny patted the rafter he was propped against. “She has good bones, doesn’t she. This is red cedar.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It’s solid and trustworthy, now the termites are dead.”

      “This could be a honky-tonk bar in Nashville, after you finish it.”

      Johnny climbed down his ladder, the temperature cooling five degrees each step, and he spotted no more ragged holes in the duct work.

      “Probably I’ll just sell it. I don’t want to own a honky-tonk bar.” A half-truth.

      She ran her hand along the polished wooden bar top.

      “This place is incredible. You’re funding it with poker money?” she said.

      Johnny’d been asking Bella to visit for a month, and he paused to enjoy the sight. A woman he’d loved since college, now his roommate. A woman you couldn’t ignore, like standing in a room with a thoroughbred. Her face held a wildness when she was excited.

      He’d learned not to compare her to a horse out loud.

      He said, “Poker earnings and my old man hid cash everywhere. I found five grand on a shelf in his whiskey bunker last week.”

      “I’m impressed, Johnathan.”

      “Want a glass of peach? It’s warm,” he said.

      “No, I can’t stay. I’m serving papers and this was on my route.” She bounced her fist on the bar top, a drum beat full of meaning. “I’m too busy.”

      Johnny knew that line, I’m too busy, and he didn’t take the bait. The launch of her private investigations firm was a success, thanks in part to the work Captain Billy Young sent her way, stacks of summons and subpoenas. Johnny held a suspicion that Billy’s aim wasn’t altruism, not entirely; Billy wanted Bella the same way Johnny did.

      “I could use your help,” she said.

      “With Adams Investigations.”

      “Yes. I have too much to do.”

      “I know. What about Kunga?” he asked.

      “When I need reinforcements, he’s willing. But he’s off with the stripper poles again. I don’t need reinforcements, I need another detective, or a process server driving around town delivering subpoenas.”

      Johnny set down the HVAC tape and he maneuvered the tall ladder to a different rafter, next to an inoperable ceiling fan. It needed to be rewired or replaced, and finally he could get at the wires without roasting.

      “September is next week,” continued Bella. “The second bounty month.”

      Johnny spoke around a screwdriver in his teeth. “It’s all they talk about on the radio. Well, that and Atlanta burning.”

      “It’s exactly like April, except the list is longer. There’s a fortune to be made,” she said.

      Johnny made a grunt, universal to men concentrating on something else.

      “Another hundred million is up for grabs, John.”

      “You already have more work than you can handle, right?”

      “The list came out. Hacendado is worth a million again. So is Gaskins. A handful worth a half. Half a million. We were good at it,” she said. “The best.”

      “For one month we were.”

      “So?”

      “I don’t like drawing lines from a single point.”

      “John.”

      “And as I recall, we nearly died half a dozen times.”

      “We might not have a financial opportunity like this again.”

      “I’m set at the moment. So are you,” he said.

      Bella made a shrug. “I’m doing it with or without you. We both know you won’t sleep, picturing me out there catching hell.”

      “When is enough enough?”

      “I don’t know, John. As soon as the oil dries up, you quit drilling. But that’s not yet.”

      Johnny raised a finger and shook it at her. “One.”

      “One what?”

      “I’ll help you tackle one guy. You pick. Better make him expensive. I’ll help you, free of charge, and then I go back to my life. That’s the best deal you’ll get, and I’m only offering because you wore the little blue jean shorts,” he said.

      “I don’t want to be in your debt, I want a partner.”

      “No thanks.”

      “You’d be your own boss. We’d share it, fifty-fifty,” she said. “And with Kunga, of course.”

      “I decline.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why,” he said.

      She crossed her arms and leaned against the ladder, preventing him from climbing.

      “Because you want me,” she said.

      “I do.”

      “And you won’t work with me unless I undress.”

      Johnny wiped his forehead with a sleeve and wished he smelled better. Quickly they’d found themselves on dangerous ground. Lesser men would quake under the full tiger-like gaze of Bella Adams. Not Johnny. Youngs don’t panic.

      “It’s not that. It’s not only that,” he said.

      “Maybe you forgot, you have a girlfriend now?”

      Johnny’s hand tightened on the ladder.

      Johnny didn’t have a girlfriend. He didn’t. But somehow, someway, there was another woman who had a claim on him. AnnaLynne Isaacson. She’d introduced herself at a baseball game. A brunette, every inch a dream, and Johnny agreed to a drink. Then a date and then another.

      Over the years, a myriad of girls had asked Johnny out, drawn by the myth, and sometimes he acquiesced but it never lasted. Often because they had no way to reach him, no phone number, no social media. AnnaLynne Isaacson was determined, though. She was two years older, good company, an attorney, and the best part, she kept his mind off Bella. A local celebrity attorney, infamous for showing cleavage in her interviews and commercials. Not like a pornographic movie star, just enough so you’d take a closer look. She’d made a name for herself suing the government on behalf of low-income clients, earning fans and admirers. Two weeks ago, Johnny’d been stunned to see her on the news, discussing her campaign—she was running for mayor of Atlanta, something she hadn’t mentioned to him. Kunga told him that she’d posted a couple photos of Johnny Sugar on her Instagram page, getting over half a million Likes, and now Bella stood here reminding him, and it aggravated Johnny.

      “What about her?”

      “I’m keeping my clothes on, that’s what,” said Bella.

      “It’s not about your body. I want more than that, I want the whole thing.”

      “I offered you the whole thing,” she said.

      “Not even close.”

      “We live together and I want to be business partners. That’s all I have.”

      “This is college all over again,” he said. “You only offer the minimum.”

      “John.” Her chin jutted.

      “I’ll listen.”

      “What if this is it? What if, right now, this is as close as I can ever come to a relationship?” she said.

      “We all have our issues, Bella Adams. I happen to like yours.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “You stink.”

      “Everybody stinks,” he said.

      “John, I sleep with a shotgun by my pillow. I’ll be in therapy the rest of my life. There’s something inside me that can never love you like you want a girl to love you.”

      “You’ve got to want me more than you want the job. That’s the first thing that’s gotta happen,” he said.

      “Impossible. All I am is a job.”

      “That’s a helluva low opinion of yourself, and I don’t share it.”

      Bella shoved away from the ladder and she paced the room. He knew her enough to recognize the anger and hurt, and her working through the tricks her therapist taught her to cope so she wouldn’t hit him or say things she’d regret.

      Her damage ran deep. A friend on the UGA football team joked that Bella was autistic, and briefly Johnny had wondered. She’d been criminally neglected by her birth mother, forced into foster care, and moved around too much growing up. She wasn’t on the spectrum, though; it was that she had attachment issues that made love and trust hard, which did nothing to dissuade Johnny. He was a simple man. He didn’t need much. Besides, he hadn’t loved another girl since the day he saw her, and he felt no remorse about that. That girl right there, the one pacing and fuming, that was who he wanted.

      “John.” Her eyes were closed and damp. She crossed her arms again. “You’re dating someone.”

      “A diversion. I’m in love with another girl. Always will be.”

      “You picked the one girl who can’t love you back.”

      “Maybe that’s why I did.”

      “You can have me,” she said.

      “Kinda I can. But do you want me back?”

      A pause. A heartbeat. Something scared behind her eyes flinched.

      “Bella,” he said.

      “It’s not that easy!”

      “You still don’t trust me.”

      “That’s… I can’t trust you. I can’t—”

      A phone rang and they flinched. A loud obtrusive wail inside their hurt.

      “Is that the cell phone your girlfriend bought you?” said Bella.

      “Stop calling her that. I haven’t even opened the box.”

      “So this place has a phone.”

      “I forgot about it,” he said. “I hate it.”

      “Who has the number?”

      “Only Kunga.”

      “Then you should answer,” she said.

      The dusty phone was connected to a cord that ran into a wall. Johnny found it under his felt Stetson hat. He took the receiver off the cradle and an automated message shouted at him, told him he’d been chosen by the federal government for debt relief offered to certain Atlanta citizens, and that if he called this number—

      He slammed the device down and debated jerking the cord from the wall. He turned back, but Bella was already gone, leaving a cold spot in the universe.

      Just him and his project again, the old building.

      Alone together.
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      Bella Adams stewed inside her Honda Accord, windows up and sweating. She pressed herself backwards into the seat, arms like iron bars against the steering wheel.

      A fire burned inside her that nothing could quench. Flames without origin, smoldering as long as she could remember, stoked on occasion by John Young into an inferno.

      Or by certain memories of her youth. Or by a nameless dread that she was not enough, would never be enough. She had so many triggers that a lot of her days ran hot.

      What else did the man want? Marriage? Like Bella Adams could ever be a good wife, like the ones on television, Clair Huxtable, or even better like Carmela Soprano. He thought she could throw on a white dress and cook him dinner?

      She started the car to get the air conditioning.

      No, that’s not what John Young wanted, not a doting homemaker. But whatever he wanted, she couldn’t provide it. She’d known since they met that Johnny could kill off the remains of her sanity, because she desired him. Badly. A first for her. The trouble was, he was too good for Bella Adams. He needed something, deserved something that she didn’t have, and it would destroy her trying to please him, and she’d been running ever since. Anything she offered, John would say, that’s not enough, and she knew it wasn’t enough, but that was all she had, dammit. He’d say, I want more, but there was nothing more, a fact terrible to admit. She hated him for it. Hated herself for it. Hated the fire in her gut that made her want to break something.

      AnnaLynne Isaacson was perfect. Tall, successful, took a great photograph. Everything a woman should be, based on the novels Bella read. She could be things for Johnny that Bella couldn’t.

      Bella couldn’t be a wife.

      Certainly not a mom; just imagine that disaster.

      Bella couldn’t be a girlfriend, not for long.

      She couldn’t be devoted, couldn’t be selfless, couldn’t be sacrificial, or anything good, because she didn’t have it inside her, she wasn’t enough, and she never had been, never would be, and she’d die alone.

      “Easy, Bella,” she told herself, and she counted to ten slowly. “Easy, eaaaaasy, you’re in control, you’re not a kid anymore. You got this. You’re in control. You’re enough.” She counted to fifty this time.

      She dropped into gear and escaped into her salvation—work. Five miles down the road, windows open, her pulse returned to normal.

      She parked a block from Barry Yo’s house in west Fulton and strolled the sidewalk, pretending to be on a call. This was a nice neighborhood, like where the Huxtables or Sopranos would live, a lifetime beyond her reach. Passing Barry Yo’s house, she dropped her keys at his blue Lexus. She crouched and smacked a little blinking box under his rear bumper, hidden, the magnet sticking immediately. Simple. She stood and made a show of slipping her keys into her pocket, in case anyone was watching, and she continued the stroll, returning to her car ten minutes later.

      She verified the device on her phone. There, a blue dot, Barry’s car. If he drove, she could follow the magnetized tracking device. She had him cold.

      She left the neighborhood, humming a song to herself.

      An hour later she caught Wes Lightner leaving his job at Advance Auto and she served him divorce papers on her first try. The men were easy—always happy to be approached. The women, less so. Shelly Kent had been ducking her for weeks, in no mood to be served her court summons, and Bella banged on her door for the better part of an hour, until the knuckles on both hands were raw, knowing the woman was inside, knocking until a small crowd of children laughed at her. Bella stormed back to her Honda, furious. She’d get Shelly Kent one of these days; she’d catch Shelly slipping, and she’d have the camera rolling to prove it. Two hundred bucks to serve this summons, but it’d already cost her six hours, not worth it.

      Bella needed employees. She could pay someone hourly to catch Shelly, while she handled other work, more profitable work. Her investigation firm was up and running, and she was liquid but not enough. Not enough to hire and train newbies. A seasoned pro like John would produce an immediate return, but rookies would be a financial drain for the first few months, and they might not even hang around. The job wasn’t for the weak.

      Her phone chimed and she read the text message.

      A half smile to herself, and she changed course. It was nearly quitting time anyway.

      She parked at the Thrasher Saloon, a gathering place for cops. Designed like a saloon from the old west, complete with buffalo busts on the wall and swinging doors. She was known and welcome, the men respectful. At the bar she ordered a chardonnay that she’d barely sip, and she examined herself in the mirror, tying her hair up so her neck could benefit from the cool air. Vanity suggested she should primp, but she resisted it.

      She didn’t care how she looked.

      No, that wasn’t true. She liked how she looked, and if that wasn’t good enough for others then screw them.

      Captain Billy Young joined her at the bar, five o’clock on the nose, like his text predicted.

      “Pretty little Bella Adams,” he said, and the bartender poured him a glass of Hey Man beer without being asked.

      “You have work for me?” said Bella.

      He raised the glass of beer. “Cheers. To Atlanta in all her sin and glory.”

      She clinked his beer with her chardonnay.

      He wore his work uniform, which spoke to her on a deep level. She revered the badge, a source of succor growing up, and seeing a man in uniform caused her shoulders to draw back, her chest to puff out, her eyes widen. She didn’t feel natural seducing a man, but for a badge she would try.

      Billy was sweet, and he’d been winning her over. Back in June, after discovering Johnny had drinks with a cocktail waitress named Darlene after poker, Bella had rewarded Billy with some progress. Not everything he wanted, just enough to frustrate him, enough to pretend Johnny hadn’t hurt her, that they were even now.

      Wife material she was not.

      “Have you eaten?” he said.

      Bella shook her head.

      “Let’s go next door for dinner, then.”

      “Not tonight,” she said. “I’m too busy.”

      “You always are.”

      “September is coming,” she said. “I need to capitalize.”

      He drank some beer and set it down and wiped his lips. “Is Johnny playing ball? In September?”

      “He’ll help me when I need it, but that’s it. He doesn’t need the money like I do.”

      “You could always work for me,” Billy said, casually, knowing the offer worked wonders on Bella Adams.

      A muscle in Bella's eye twitched.

      He’d offered once before. She’d been blackballed by local law enforcement due to a lack of good judgment during her academy, but apparently the stigma had worn off. Or the cops were that desperate. Or Billy liked her that much.

      Billy worked in the sheriff’s office though. Her dream was to be a police detective, not wrangle the jails. Billy was offering a career with little room for advancement and lousy pay, in her view. No freedom. No chance for windfalls chasing bounties.

      Still. She was tempted. The chance to be a part of something.

      “Ask me again after September,” she said. “My answer depends on how many millions I make.”

      “You make too many, I’ll quit and work for you.”

      “I accept.”

      He laughed, and the levity was a balm.

      “No dinner?”

      She shook her head again. “Ask me—”

      “After September. Are you and Johnny…? Because if you are, I’ll back off.”

      “We’re not, um… We don’t…”

      “And by back off, I mean I’ll kill him,” he said.

      “Think you could?”

      “Hell no I couldn’t. Not a damn chance. That man’s death himself, he wants to be. He’s stupid though. Doesn’t realize what he has in you.”

      “He doesn’t have me.”

      “He’s still dating Miss Tits?” said Billy.

      “AnnaLynne Isaacson, yes. It’s demeaning to call her that.”

      “The way she dresses, that’s what she wants people to notice. Have you seen how many followers she has online?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Anyway. You’re single.” Billy grinned. There was no denying the man could smile. “I’ll make it simple. Let’s be a couple. Right now, me and you. Come to dinner, and I’ll pay. I already made the reservation. After, we’ll go to the Braves game. After that, I’m driving, my place for more wine and a nice time. In the morning I’ll make you coffee and breakfast, and I’ll take you back to your car. Then we’re not a couple anymore, not until you’re ready.”

      “Billy.”

      “Think about it, Bella. For the next sixteen hours, it doesn’t have to be tricky. You can relax,” he said.

      Bella ached.

      That would be so good. She could relax? Bella could never relax. But here was the opportunity. Simple, the lines already drawn. A couple for sixteen hours. With a handsome man, wearing a badge.

      Why couldn’t she say yes?

      She wanted to.

      She sipped wine to give herself time.

      Her hesitation was because of John.

      Maybe if Billy wasn’t his brother this would be easier, but wishing wouldn’t change that, and she doubted the truth of it. John would still be in the back of her mind. It wasn’t his fault that she was broken. It wasn’t his fault—

      “Bella? Pretty little Bella, are you in there?”

      She finished the wine in a big gulp.

      She wiped her mouth and said, “You’re sweet, Billy. Tonight, though, all I want are the files.”

      He set a stack of folders on the bar between them. For her, that represented another week of oxygen. And hard work.

      He said, “Tonight, only the files.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll ask again later.”

      “Thank you for that too,” she said.

      “When I see something I want—”

      “You and your brother both.”

      Billy winced. “Yikes.”

      “It’s true, though.”

      He nodded at the folders. “Look at the top one. It should interest you.”

      Bella picked up a thin file and read the name. She recognized it. How…

      She read it again.

      “You’re kidding me,” she said.

      “Two summons and one subpoena for the same guy. Three different attorneys chasing him.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “No one else can. They tried. Your turn,” said Billy.

      “Wow.” She set it down. “Okay. I’ll figure it out.”

      “I believe in you.”

      She set a ten dollar bill on the table and picked up the stack. “Nice to see you, Billy.”

      “Is it?”

      “It is. I promise.” She kissed him on the cheek and left the bar, watched by most of the patrons, enjoying the various tight shapes her jean shorts made when she moved.

      Billy mumbled into his glass, “Not nice enough, though.”
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      The poker room at the MGM Peach was bustling. In a city where your future was no guarantee, where uncertainty was as constant as the sirens, poker offered a concrete immediacy. Players took up combat and the battles were decided every few minutes, and the war concluded before the night ended.

      Safe, except for those who lost their rent money.

      Johnny no longer played for astronomical stakes. He sat at the $2/5 table, instead of $10/25, or even $25/50, his thirst for risk slackened. The pots he won or lost averaged $200, instead of $2,000, a far more sane way to get through life.

      Like it or not, he was a celebrity at the casino. Players lined up to take a shot at him, the chance to bust big bad Johnny Sugar, or the simple thrill of sitting at the adjacent seat. Already a folk hero for Georgia residents, the video of his shootout last April with Easy B’s crew enshrined him into the pantheon. Johnny bought a headset that played white noise, and he fastened it over his ears when he needed a break from the questions. Players asked him what he listened to, and he answered, “Nothing special,” embarrassed to admit he had no phone to play music.

      The one aspect of his celebrity he indulged—he let the house seat him immediately, so he never had to wait on the list. The floor managers saw him enter and they beckoned, and the game was on, the room’s center of gravity now his table.

      That night he played hold‘em for five hours, dodging questions about AnnaLynne Isaacson, until the bleary clock read midnight. He was up two thousand dollars and feeling mussy, ready for bed.

      The chair next to him opened and a woman moved to occupy it, her long-awaited turn. She looked like somebody’s doting aunt. Before she got there, a big hand gripped her shoulder. The hand was tattooed, rings on three fingers.

      “My turn, little lady.”

      The woman’s eyes widened and she nodded. No one else waiting complained either at the newcomer jumping line.

      The man sat next to Johnny, handsome with a shaved head. His teeth were bright white, the canines filed to sharp points, and his eyes were bright green. Biracial, or multi-racial, or maybe every race.

      He threw a stack of hundred-dollar bills at the dealer and received a pile of color in return. He sat sideways in the chair, facing Johnny.

      Johnny nodded at the familiar face. “Augustus.”

      “Johnny Sugar. Let’s play poker and pretend we’re friends.”

      “Who says we’re not.”

      “You did.” Augustus grinned, a lurid sight.

      Johnny’s pulse slowed, as it did in stress. Augustus was a professional criminal. A hitman, a problem-starter, a gangster, a gunslinger, Johnny didn’t know exactly what he did, but he respected the danger now at the table.

      The dealer sent each player two cards. Johnny peeked and folded. Augustus didn’t look but he threw in chips. He wore cowboy boots, embellished jeans, and a gaudy blue and gold blazer. The MGM Peach long ago gave up outlawing firearms, and Augustus carried a pearl-handled Smith & Wesson revolver in a shoulder rig.

      “How’s business,” said Johnny.

      “Booming, good sir.”

      “I bet.”

      “I’m charging double, Johnny Sugar, and still drowning,” said Augustus. “It’s high cotton for men like us.”

      “There’s no us.”

      “Go on.” Augustus laughed too loud. “Keep pretending you’re not a wolf.”

      The dealer flopped three cards. Someone down the table bet. Augustus pushed half his stack into the middle, five hundred dollars. He still hadn’t looked at his cards. The man cursed and folded, and the winnings were given to Augustus, who ignored them.

      “The very way you walk, Johnny Sugar.”

      “What about it?” said Johnny.

      “You walk like me. Like a gunslinger. Did you know?”

      “I never thought about the way I walk, Augustus.”

      “You keep your hand at your hip, ready to draw. You do it without thinking, like me. Keep your wrist cocked downward, elbow back. What most people don’t understand about drawing a pistol—”

      “If you’re already set, it’s as easy as pulling your elbow back.”

      “That’s it, Johnny Sugar. Pull your elbow back, and your fingers slip the pistol out, ready to fire. None of this tugging, raising, pushing forward bullshit. It isn’t science, it’s an art. And I recognize another artist.”

      “You keep yours under your arm. You and I draw, you’re a dead man. I could reload twice before you got it out,” said Johnny.

      “If I was here to kill you, it wouldn’t be under my arm, Johnny Sugar. I didn’t get to be the baddest man in the East being a dumb fuck. A man like you? I’d shoot you in the back and run like hell before your ghost came for vengeance,” said Augustus.

      Johnny didn’t know what’d happen if he and Augustus slapped leather. It’d be a god-awful mess, no telling who’d walk away. If anyone.

      “Besides, why would anyone want the infamous Johnny Sugar dead,” said Augustus. “Besides the obvious reasons.”

      “Maybe the someone is an Alabama fan.” Johnny peeked at the next two cards dealt to him. An ace and a jack. He tossed in money.

      Augustus didn’t look at his cards. He announced, “Dealer, I’m all-in, brother.”

      Johnny rolled his eyes. The rest of the players folded.

      “Augustus, you’re being a jackass.”

      “I said I wanted to play with you.”

      “I call,” sighed Johnny, matching Augustus’s big bet. Johnny’s hand was good enough to beat most things, unless he got unlucky.

      Augustus turned over his cards. A jack and a three.

      His grinned widened. “I’ll be damned. As are most men tilting against the mighty Johnny Sugar.”

      The dealer watched the two men, nervous about the strange energy that’d built up like an electric charge. He finished the hand and Johnny won, the dense audience breathing a sigh of relief like they’d won too.

      Johnny’s stack swelled.

      Augustus threw two more five-hundred dollar bills at the dealer. “More chips, please, and better cards too, you dumb fuck.”

      “Yes sir,” said the dealer. His eyes flicked to the pearl-handled revolver.

      “I’m done,” Johnny told Augustus. “Find someone else to play with. Maybe Q. I hear he’s a high roller now.”

      “He’s a lot more than that. Before you go, Johnny. The upcoming bounty month. Millions riding on the heads of men, wanted dead or alive,” said Augustus. “I want to know what everyone wants to know.”

      “What’s that? Never mind, I don’t care.”

      “The question is, is Johnny Sugar taking up the hunt?”

      “Why do you ask?” said Johnny.

      “Because that deadly game veers into my world. I keep track of men who matter. The gunslingers.”

      “I don’t matter.”

      “You brought down ten armed men on that mountain, and you can’t hide from it. You didn’t fool me last time we met either. You shot my man Sticks at a hundred yards, don’t forget, shot him between the eyes.”

      Johnny glanced at the audience openly listening. The card game was forgotten. He shifted his shoulders, irritated.

      Augustus picked up his new stack of colored chips and let them fall one-by-one into a messy pile. “So?”

      Johnny held the sinking impression that this coming bounty month would be a calamity. Already uneasy about it, tonight a known killer was grilling Johnny about his potential involvement. In April, the killers went into hiding. Now, they might be better prepared and allied.  “I’m not chasing bounties.”

      “You lie, Johnny Sugar.”

      “I’m not. But I told a friend I’d help, if needed. Why, are you on the list? You’d be worth, what, fifteen dollars?”

      “Don’t be absurd, I died years ago. Your friend? That’d be the girl. Bella Adams.”

      “Doesn’t matter who it is,” said Johnny.

      “Bella Adams with the good legs. Goes jogging in the morning, wearing the little shorts and sports bra, abs flexing, breasts bouncing, ponytail swinging, carrying no gun.”

      “Augustus, I swear.”

      “Whoa, easy, I keep track of those who matter.”

      “You said the men who matter,” said Johnny.

      “Most gunslingers are. Be cool, no one wants her dead. She’s too cute.”

      “She doesn’t matter. Cross her off your list.”

      The dealer sent out more cards, having to remind each player to act. Johnny folded. Augustus pushed all-in. Everyone else folded, Augustus winning again without looking.

      “Johnny Sugar, do you know what makes us Americans? We’re deeply different from European trash, but do you know why?” said Augustus.

      “Lower taxes.”

      “It’s the frontier. The wilderness when we arrived in 1700 or whenever the hell it was. We came across as genteel Europeans and plunged into the forests, the wild west, and we emerged from that crucible on the other side as Americans, bruised and gripping our hard-won rights. A gentleman plus the frontier equals an American.” Augustus rested an arm on the back of the chair, exposing the revolver, a casual move. “There’s one more thing, though.”

      “This is a weird story, Augustus.”

      “Thievery. Got to be a thief. We took the land from the Indians and built our towering civilization on the backs of slaves, lives we stole. An American is a gentleman who can steal, a gentleman who survived the wilderness, who came out stronger and entitled, not caring about the bodies under his feet.”

      Someone down the table offered, “We don’t say Indian, we say Native American.”

      Augustus ignored them, eyes only for Johnny.

      “And now? Now the American pays for his sins because he is faced with a new frontier. A new frontier, Johnny.”

      Johnny couldn’t stay. The audience was scared, the game stalled, and he suspected Augustus was high. The best thing he could do for the MGM was leave. He grabbed a chip tray from the side table, a table cluttered with Dr. Pepper bottles and limp Cheetos bags. He yawned and stacked his winnings into the tray.

      “If you say the new frontier is the internet or artificial intelligence, I’ll shoot myself,” said Johnny.

      “The new frontier is the oppressive city, brother. Our sin accumulated into…” Augustus spread his hands wide. “Into Atlanta and all its hate. The new crucible, grinding up the weak. Only two groups come out the far side of Atlanta whole and strong. The federal government is one, with greater power. And the other is you.”

      “Me,” said Johnny and he chuckled.

      “You and Bella and myself. People who matter. So yeah, I keep track. Especially with money riding on warrants and smoke in the air and bullets ready to fly.”

      Johnny stood with his winnings, and tossed the dealer a hundred-dollar chip. “Thanks for listening to this nonsense.”

      The dealer caught the chip and whispered, “Thank you, sir,” his cards forgotten.

      Johnny said, “I was you, Augustus, I’d start peeking at those hole cards. Let’s you know what you’re up against.”

      “Doesn’t matter what the cards are. I’ll go down firing.” Augustus threw him a nod. “See you in the wilderness, Johnny.”
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      The red sun rose behind Johnny’s homestead, light strengthening in the ten-foot windows. The big room hummed and sighed, no interior walls to dampen sound. Johnny liked this time of day, the polished wood floors beginning to glow, no sirens, no hustle.

      His roommate Kunga sat on the couch, wearing white sweats, legs crisscross, eyes closed. His other roommate Bella was gone, out for a run, probably.

      Little shorts and a sports bra, ponytail swinging, no gun.

      Johnny stretched out yesterday’s aches, earned the honest way with a hammer and screw driver, and he started the coffee maker.

      “Kunga, you want coffee? Juice?”

      “No thanks, Jay Young.”

      Johnny walked to the front window wall and looked down at Clairmont Avenue, searching for cars that didn’t belong, searching for Augustus. He was spooked to learn the dangerous men of Atlanta kept tabs on him and Bella. He’d assumed no one knew where they lived, their home owned by a shell company, but that was wishful thinking, turned out.

      Outside a bouquet of hummingbirds flittered around the trees, drawn by sugar water feeders.

      Kunga’s eyes were closed.

      Johnny said, “Kunga.”

      “Yeah Jay Young.”

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Being still,” said Kunga.

      “I can see that. What else are you doing?”

      “Being still means you don’t do nothing else.”

      “Why are you being still?”

      Kunga popped an eye open. “You kinda ruining it, Jay.”

      Johnny raised his hands in surrender and walked barefoot into the kitchen and flicked the oven on.

      “Bacon?”

      “No thank you, Jay Young.”

      “What’d you eat for breakfast?”

      “I’m not eating,” said Kunga.

      “You sick?”

      “I don’t live on bacon alone.”

      “What the hell’s gotten into you?”

      Kunga gave up and leaned back into the couch cushions. “Damn, Jay, let a brother be.”

      “Why’re you being still?”

      “I was tryna listen to God. He speaks in a whisper,” said Kunga.

      “Did it work?”

      “Maybe he was about to until you woke up.”

      “You want bacon?” said Johnny.

      “We been over this.”

      “Why don’t you want bacon? We always eat bacon.”

      “I’m not eating,” said Kunga. “Not anything.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t think I’m supposed to.”

      “You’re not supposed to eat?” scoffed Johnny.

      “No.”

      Johnny rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I shoulda stayed asleep.”

      “That’d be good for me.”

      “I say again, why aren’t you eating?”

      “I’m getting ready,” said Kunga.

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How can you get ready for something if you’re starving?” said Johnny.

      “God will tell me when it’s time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “I don’t know,” said Kunga.

      “I swear.”

      Johnny slid a tray of bacon into the oven, and the side door opened to admit Bella Adams and the heat poured in with her. She paced the big room, hands on hips, breathing deep.

      Good legs, ab muscles flexing.

      “Bella, you need to carry when you run,” said Johnny.

      She kinda snorted. “That’d be a pain. Too heavy.”

      “I have it on good authority some scary men are keeping track of us. Worried about the upcoming bounty fiasco.”

      “Who?”

      “You don’t know him.”

      She patted the waistband of her shorts. “I take pepper spray.”

      “Well.” Johnny poured himself a mug of coffee. “Better than nothing. And your phone?”

      “Not usually.”

      “Start.”

      She nodded and turned away for another lap to the window wall. Like he did, she scanned the street.

      “Did you know Kunga isn’t eating?” said Johnny.

      “Fasting? Good idea. Sharpens the mind.”

      Kunga gave Johnny a lot of smug. “See? Shows what you know, Jay. Sharpens the mind.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?”

      “I don’t know what God’s got planned. But I’m getting ready for it,” said Kunga.

      Johnny sipped his coffee.“I hate change.”

      Bella asked, “What’re you doing today, Johnathan?”

      “You only call me Johnathan when you need something.”

      “I could use your help.” She took a big breath, a motion he admired.

      “Good idea, asking me in a sports bra. What do you need help doing?”

      “Storming a castle.”
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon at two, Johnny walked the steps to Atlanta City Hall. He was no fan of midtown but he could appreciate the skyscrapers, crystalline eruptions from the earth, glassy canyons reflecting the daylight until they glowed after dusk. City Hall, however, he considered antiquated, even to an old-fashioned man such as himself. It was neo-Gothic, like medieval European cathedrals, and it didn’t fit. Too ornamental and gaudy. The doors were fashioned with a portcullis, like a citadel, the only ridiculous detail that belonged in modern Atlanta—keep out.

      He jerked open the doors to let Bella through but they were stopped immediately by a squad of armed guards waiting behind safety glass and metal detectors.

      The heat fell off inside, thirty degrees at least.

      “Welcome to City Hall,” intoned the lone man brave enough to stand in front of the glass. His voice echoed on the marble floors. His name tag read Sergeant Elroy. “Identification?”

      Bella and Johnny proffered their licenses and Elroy scanned them in a machine that beeped.

      “Cell phones, weapons, wallets, and keys on the table,” he said.

      Johnny felt the eyeballs. “Tell Mayor Campbell that Johnny Young wants to talk.”

      Sergeant Elroy took a second glance at the license. “Johnny Sugar.”

      “You bet.”

      “Even so. Cell phones, weapons, wallets, and keys, on the table,” he repeated.

      Johnny unclipped the Colt Python from his hip and laid it down, still in its leather holster. He dropped his keys and wallet next to it, and wasn’t sure which he’d miss more if he never got them back.

      “Cell phone?”

      “I don’t have one,” said Johnny.

      Bella surrendered her phone and keys.

      “Weapon?” said Elroy. “Wallet?”

      “In my car.”

      They stepped through the metal detector and a guard patted Johnny down. The guard turned then to Bella, a trickier task because she was the best-looking thing that’d come through the door that day and the population of the lobby watched to see how he’d behave. Her jeans were tight, her shirt form-fitting—no possible place to hide contraband.

      The man executed a perfunctory search, grazing her shoulders and hips only, and nodded toward the ropes that led away from the lobby.

      “Tell the mayor I’m here,” said Johnny.

      “No one sees the mayor.”

      “Campbell called and asked me. He called every week this summer, and now here I am, one time only. Tell him or he’ll hear Sergeant Elroy couldn’t be bothered and I’ll try again next year.”

      Elroy rocked back on his heels.

      Johnny and Bella followed the ropes to the atrium. Before they walked out of earshot, one of the younger guards called, “Where’s your cowboy hat, Johnny Sugar?” and he was barked down by his commanding officer.

      The atrium stood four stories tall, lit through a glass ceiling. Balconies circled above, on which government apparatchiks hurried on errands and ignored the mingling herd below, over two hundred people, Johnny guessed. If he bothered to watch the news he’d know some citizens waited a week before their turn came to complain to a clerk, though most gave up long before.

      Johnny and Bella signed in and sheltered in a corner, away from prying eyes. Bella leaned against a support post, arms crossed. Johnny copied the position, facing her.

      “We won’t wait long,” he guessed.

      “You’re wearing cologne.”

      “It’s new.”

      Bella Adams had dressed in tight jeans and a tiny blouse to ease through security, but it worked on Johnny too, a man she wanted thinking about her for reasons that caused a storm of hurt inside. Her brown hair was loose, a rare occurrence, reaching her shoulders. She said, “Better than yesterday, when you stank.”

      “You like it?”

      “It’s fine. What is it?”

      “Something Johnny Depp peddles.”

      “Now you’re talking,” she said.

      Sergeant Elroy appeared and beckoned them. He led them through the disordered rabble, through security checkpoints, and to a large golden elevator. The doors closed to seal them inside and Elroy said, “Sorry about the precautions. Anyone asking to see the mayor, they’re either trying to shoot him or serve a subpoena.”

      Johnny inspected himself in the mirrored wall. He’d lost weight since he took up working on his father’s place. His short brown hair was pushed back and spiky, not from gel but from wearing his hat earlier.

      “He doesn’t leave the building. Man sleeps here, so worried he’ll be summoned to court,” said Elroy. “Why anyone gets into politics is beyond me.”

      “I hear that,” said Johnny.

      “I used to teach math at Oak Hill, but the Chinese and the northerners quit sending their kids to Atlanta, and I don’t blame them. Lots of other boarding schools in America, not in a war zone. I got laid off and now…”

      “Now you guard the mayor,” said Bella.

      “Cops now are making a hell of a lot more than teachers,” Elroy said and the doors opened on the tenth floor.

      A woman in a good skirt-suit led them down a carpeted corridor, the wall emblazoned with Office of the Mayor in gold letters. A guard stood and Elroy said, “They’re clean. We searched them.”

      The woman held out a clipboard. “Sign here please.”

      “What is it?” said Johnny.

      “Standard paperwork required by the state of Georgia.”

      Bella accepted the clipboard and read the first lines. “It’s a nondisclosure agreement. If we reveal anything about the mayor he doesn’t like, he can sue us.”

      “I’m not signing,” said Johnny.

      The woman in the good suit cocked her head. “Then you cannot meet the mayor.”

      “That’s fine with me. Let’s go, Bella.”

      Bella offered the clipboard back. “Thank you for your time.”

      “It’s only a formality,” the woman protested.

      “I quit signing my name years ago,” said Johnny.

      She looked pained. “You’ve come all this way. Think of it like—”

      “Have a good one. Tell the mayor I said hello.”

      “Wait,” came a voice through the doors. Mayor Campbell. “Let them though.”

      The woman didn’t accept the offered clipboard so Bella dropped it on her desk.

      The mayor was standing at a window looking north toward midtown. Andrew Campbell. He dressed well, in leather boat shoes and khakis, but his pressed shirt was untucked. He held a highball glass of ice and liquor. Above his desk was a long banner that read, In Atlanta We Trust.

      “Something to drink?” He indicated the sideboard of bottles.

      “No thanks,” said Johnny. “Not unless you have corn whiskey.”

      Campbell left the window to close the doors, shutting out his pained receptionist with a boom. In the corner Johnny noticed a couch with a pillow and blanket.

      “You know Bella Adams?” said Johnny.

      “Of course. By reputation. Welcome, Ms. Adams.” Campbell didn’t offer to shake hands.

      “The reason we came—”

      “Do either of you happen to know what Japan’s crime rate is?” said the mayor.

      Johnny shrugged.

      Campbell lowered into one of his leather chairs around a coffee table, on which he set his drink. A strong Black man, he looked paler than he should. “It’s low. Impossibly low. It’s bullshit low,” he said.

      “Thinking about moving?”

      “Japan solves ninety-eight percent of their homicides. Ninety-nine percent of the cases brought to court end with a conviction.”

      Bella frowned. “Quadruple ours? That’s not possible.”

      “That’s why their crime rate is miniscule. Because the message has been sent—you don’t fuck with their justice system. They’ll incarcerate you if you sneeze wrong.”

      Johnny cast his gaze out the window. To the north, the eruption of crystal towers. To the south, a grey landscape of concrete and steel, the city’s charm lost, viewed on high. Sharp edges like rocks stretched to the horizon, and low green trees gave the appearance of moss, as though he looked over an old creek bed.

      A trail of smoke uncoiled in the dense grey. Fortunately the fire departments operated at acceptable numbers, the profession still considered honorable.

      “After our bounty month, Atlanta’s crime rate plummeted,” said Campbell. “April and May, our remaining police had precious little to do. Turns out, if you get the bastards off the street…” He raised his hands, like, ta-da.

      “It didn’t last. It’s worse now,” said Bella.

      “Correct, Ms. Adams. It didn’t last. The lawyers sprang their clients, because the jails were too crowded, forcing releases. July worsened. August has been, well, we make Honduras look good. Do you know who the news blames?”

      “Each other,” guessed Johnny.

      “Do they blame the criminals? Do they blame the soft former mayors? Do they blame the citizens who refuse to join the police? Or the fucking ACLU, who demands the inmates be given the same rights and privileges as a vacationer at Club Med? No. They blame me, the man who managed to solve crime for two months. The man willing to get his hands dirty. With the election in three months, it’s delicious clickbait to blame me.”

      “The governor says—”

      Campbell spoke over her. “The governor sits in her palace in Fulton, surrounded by her private militia. She and the damn president have the answer, which is to send in the National Guard.” He stood, passion throttling through him like a pipe, turning him hot. “Not only the National Guard, but also a message to Atlanta—you can’t do it. You’re nothing without federal help. Stay weak, stay dependent, don’t learn to stand, keep sucking at our federal teat.” Campbell grabbed his highball glass and hurled it. The glass didn’t break against the wall, spattering its contents onto a map and thunking to the carpet. “This is all about power, I hope you can see that. The feds withdrew their agents to make us weak, only to then offer the National Guard, the cavalry on the hill riding to the rescue. They want power and they’ll use any crisis to take more of it. I reject them and I reject their federal help. Don’t tell me you two threw your lot in with the attorney general.”

      Johnny saw things differently than Campbell. He thought Atlanta suffered from tribal hate, and that no matter who took this office, it would corrupt them. Soft on crime, hard on crime, it would fail. Campbell’s tribe just so happened to be winning last election. “I side with no one,” Johnny responded. “Don’t even know the attorney general’s name.”

      Campbell strode to the wall map, enormous, sixteen feet square. He jabbed at a spot in south Atlanta.

      “Here. Here lies our salvation. A prison,” he said.

      Bella squinted. She knew the area. “There’s no prison there.”

      “The foundation was poured late June. I’m rushing it, dumping all the funds at my disposal into it. So is DeKalb. We’ll fill it as we build it, ready to receive the first inmates in fifty days, an historic achievement. The federal prisons won’t cooperate with us, leaving us state and regional jails only. So screw them, the sonsofbitches. We’ll build our own. This new prison will eventually house nine thousand.”

      “Nine?” Bella wobbled as though she felt an earthquake tremor. “The local jails are designed to hold less than two.”

      “Fifty days is impossible,” said Johnny.

      “That’s when the first row of cells will be ready and I didn’t say the conditions would be good. There’ll be no more forced releases due to overcrowding, starting very soon.” Campbell’s face looked like a sick man’s battling a fever. “Watch our crime rates then. Watch my numbers then.” He walked to the poster and smacked it. In Atlanta We Trust. “Watch Atlanta THEN.”

      “Aren’t you low already on prison guards?”

      “Guards. We don’t need guards, we’ll have bars. I’ll walk the corridors myself, tossing hamburgers and toilet paper, like a human zoo,” said Campbell.

      The mayor’s zealotry confirmed one of Johnny’s longest-running suspicions—watching cable news will kill a man. And that politicians should have little power, and talking heads in New York shouldn’t have a say-so about your neighborhood.

      Then again, he thought, it’d be good if this deranged mayor had some accountability, other than every four years.

      “Johnny,” he said. “Johnny Sugar. I want to offer Johnny Sugar a job.”

      “No thanks,” he said.

      “You didn’t hear the position.”

      “Annoying, isn’t it. He won’t work for me either,” said Bella.

      Johnny shrugged his shoulders, like they itched. “I swear, everyone wants to be my boss.”

      “What about, if no one is your boss?”

      “I already got that,” said Johnny.

      “I want you to serve in a private capacity, not public. Not answerable to anyone but me, and then only loosely. You will campaign with me and champion my causes. Act as a liaison between me and my constituents,” said the mayor. “It’s never been done before, that I know of, and it’ll be a home run.”

      “Work in the city? I’d like to be in the city less.”

      “I am amenable to your schedule,” said Campbell.

      “You couldn’t afford me.”

      “Oh-ho, don’t be so sure. You won’t be paid according to the government’s scale. It’ll come from a private fund. A deep private fund, Johnny.”

      “How are those funds raised?”

      “You let me worry about that. Political nonsense.”

      Johnny shook his head. “Sounds corrupt.”

      “I want you to promote the bounty month, and other projects of mine, and secure my reelection.”

      “No. Hell no.”

      Campbell scrubbed a hand over his scalp, a week late on shaving. “The federal bastards, Johnny, they’re scheming. If Bella arrests as many as she can, stuffing the jails so the prisoners will want to move to the new prison, and you will promote this…” He twitched a paper off his desk and handed it to Johnny. “Read this. You’ll see.”

      Bella read over Johnny’s elbow. Their eyebrows rose.

      A new law, set to go into effect next week, through the powers of emergency. “This says, mandatory sixty-day prison time for misdemeanors?” Johnny asked.

      “For arrests? Sixty days for an arrest? Not for a conviction, but an arrest?” Bella swallowed and read on. “No possibility of bail? This is illegal. This is guilty until proven innocent.”

      “This means if a cop suspects you of a misdemeanor, like trespassing or drunk in public, it’s an automatic sixty days in jail?” Johnny asked.

      “They’ll quit trespassing, won’t they.” Campbell grinned like a man hearing his dreams come true. “Many misdemeanors come with jail time. This is a strengthening of current laws only. Keep reading.”

      “This says…” Bella gripped the corner of the page, her eyes scanning furiously. “Bounty hunters can arrest now?”

      She was reading faster than Johnny. He said, “Couldn’t they already?”

      “Last bounty month they could only arrest warrants. In September, they can arrest anyone. Even the innocent.”

      “No way,” said Johnny.

      “I have police chiefs and sheriffs standing by to ratify it, Ms. Adams. I have judges who won’t strike it down, men and women sick of crime and lawyers and our soft system. The powers extended during a state of emergency are extensive. It won’t be permanent, but it’ll buy us time to show the world the results of our grand experiment.”

      “This is un-American,” said Bella. She was near to shouting.

      “This is Atlanta,” said Campbell. “Anyone who doesn’t like it can move to Oregon. Johnny, if you’ll release a statement—”

      “No chance.”

      “The people care what you think. Imagine our streets finally safe, Johnny,” said Campbell. “We could start a revolution in law enforcement.”

      “Class Four misdemeanors, like trespassing, are punishable by fines up to $250. Not sixty days in jail,” said Bella.

      “You haven’t paused to consider the money.”

      “What money?”

      “Arrest a trespasser and you’ll be compensated with two thousand dollars,” said the mayor.

      She closed her eyes. “No.”

      “Almost too good to be true, isn’t it.”

      “You’re damn right it is,” said Johnny.

      “Japan will be jealous of Atlanta halfway through September.”

      Bella grabbed the paper and balled it in her fist. “You can’t let citizens imprison citizens for suspected misdemeanors.”

      Campbell’s eyes were taking on a flat look. “Watch me. And you’re welcome, by the way. For making your city safe. I’ll do the dirty work if no one else will.”

      “You won’t even leave this building!”

      “I’m not asking for your endorsement, Ms. Adams. I’m asking for his,” said the mayor. “You’re window dressing with a nice rack.”

      She threw the ball of paper and it bounced off his face, and she wished it was heavier. “I won’t arrest misdemeanors.”

      “I won’t either,” said Johnny. “I don’t buy horses from a horse thief.”

      Without taking his eyes off Bella, Campbell said, “I’m sorry to hear that, Johnny. It’d be better for both of us if we collaborate.”

      “By the way, Andrew Campbell,” snapped Bella. She withdrew a thin stack of papers from where they’d been tucked into her jeans at the small of her back, folded and undiscovered during the search. She waved the papers at him and let go. The stack landed on the floor between them. “You’ve been served, Mayor. Two summons and one subpoena. Failure to appear will result in a warrant for your arrest. Believe me, that’d be one I handle personally.”

      She turned and threw open the doors and stalked from the Mayor’s Office.

      Campbell’s mouth worked silently.

      “She got you good. You and the guards were thinking about her shirt, not the danger,” said Johnny and he winked.

      “Johnny… I need you. The city needs you.”

      Johnny shot him with a finger and followed Bella out.
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        * * *

      

      A door hidden in the wall of the mayor’s office opened. A pale man entered the room, adjusted his cuffs, and beheld the mayor at the window again, glaring his displeasure upon the city.

      The pale man had no hair. Not even eyebrows.

      After him came another man, bulkier, wearing a black windbreaker, breathing heavy. Ryan Rhodes.

      The pale man spoke in a barking voice. “I told you.”

      “I know,” said the mayor.

      “We tried it your way. Now we try it his.”

      The mayor didn’t respond.

      Ryan Rhodes regarded the court summonses on the floor. They were more trouble than Campbell realized.

      “Let me handle Johnny Sugar, Campbell,” he said.

      “Fine.”

      “There’s two ways to do it. The simple way, or the splashy way,” said Rhodes.

      Campbell breathed a sigh against the glass, fogging it, making it so he couldn’t see the city clearly. Nothing was ever easy.

      The pale man answered, “The simple way.”

      “I got a guy owes me a favor.”

      “Don’t tell me anything more. Make the call. If that fails, we’ll talk further,” said the pale man.

      “If that fails, I’ll hog-tie Johnny Sugar myself. Be a pleasure.”
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            Keep Your Hands Where I Can See Them

          

        

      

    

    
      An American Paint Horse nearly collided with Johnny’s Mustang on the highway a mile south of City Hall. Johnny stomped his brake pedal, yet still nearly clipped her rear hooves. The horse was in a startled trot, lost in her escape from a pursuing stallion, ardent intentions evident. Johnny read that a mob broke into the city’s mounted police patrol, off Cherokee south of Grant Park, and released the horses, most of them still loose. To worsen the problem, several horse ranches outside of the city had been robbed, gates left open, herds driven off, and now mustangs roamed greater Atlanta, growing wild. Sentimental citizens set out corn and oats for the horses and then complained about the droppings, complaining to no one, the horses and their largesse a tragedy of the commons.

      Johnny wanted to leap out and calm the horses, walk them somewhere safe instead of the busy highway, but they both ran, a madness on them and liable to kick Johnny to death. They reached the far side, near Brown’s Mill golf course, and Johnny reluctantly drove on.

      He was a creature that needed calming, too. The mayor’s misdemeanor law spelled disaster, liable to tip the city into full-blown meltdown. Citizens earning jail time for suspected minor infractions, put there by other citizens who profited from it, well, he didn’t know a lot about communist countries or Marxism, but this seemed akin.

      “The hell am I supposed to do about it,” he asked his windshield. What could anyone do? Especially if the mayor had the judges on his side. Wait until the Supreme Court took it up? Until then, he was no assassin. He didn’t kill folks he disagreed with, no matter the weight of their error. Still, waiting around to vote someone out of power didn’t seem right either.

      He pulled into at a Texaco in south Atlanta, still riled and hoping Bella hadn’t bought herself a powerful enemy. She had thanked him and kissed his cheek and drove off to deliver more summons, and he was still riled from the kiss too.

      He grabbed the pump handle and paused a moment to admire his Mustang Boss 302, everything a man could ask for—powerful, sexy, a challenge to drive, though it started to shake when he approached a hundred miles per hour, a forgivable sin for a car fifty-four years old. The thing guzzled gas, also forgivable, except fuel prices in Atlanta were criminal.

      He started the pump and leaned against the side, wondering if he wanted a Dr. Pepper. The Texaco’s store was barred and you bought goods through a window. Too much hassle, and instead he watched that same coil of black smoke from earlier, wondering whose life was now cinders, wondering how many 911 calls were going unanswered today.

      His tank filled and he motored on, driving south and east. He didn’t make it a half mile before an Atlanta police cruiser pulled behind him and flashed its lights. One of the new Ford SUVs, black with red and blue stripes, one for each police zone.

      “What the hell,” muttered Johnny and he pulled over to an abandoned parking lot beside a Waffle House. The Ford SUV parked behind him. The door opened and the driver walked to Johnny’s window.

      Johnny stared upward at the man framed in peacock blue, a man named Marquise, though Johnny knew him as Q. “God almighty.”

      Q’s Ray-bans flashed with sunlight. He grinned. “License and registration. Keep your hands where I can see ‘em, kid, or I Rodney-King your ass.”

      “There’s no way you joined the force.”

      “These days, kid, you don’t need to join. I just took it,” said Q.

      “You stole a squad car.”

      “Got in and drove off. I pull people over for the hell of it. Tell them to drive safe or I’ll shoot ‘em. Sometimes I see cops and we wave like we brothers. Come look.”

      Johnny stood out of his Mustang and glanced around, wondering if he was being pranked—pulled over by one of the Babcock family’s enforcers in a stolen police cruiser.

      Q slid behind the wheel and Johnny joined him in the passenger seat. The vehicle smelled new.

      “Look at all this shit.” Q pointed at the GPS, the two-way radio, the built-in iPad with a keyboard. “Don’t even know what half of it does. They’s a damn computer in here.”

      The radio played jazz. The cupholder held Starbucks.

      “They can track this thing, Q.”

      “Oh they do. They pulled me over twice. I smile and show ‘em my badge and my cop credentials and they apologize real nice.”

      “You have a badge and cop credentials?” said Johnny.

      “Easier to get than the car. The second time, I could tell they didn’t like me. Two white guys, following orders and looking for the stole cruiser. I told ‘em, you two boys better be careful, accusing any brother you see of stealing. Maybe the brother’ll get mad and you can’t handle him."

      “This is a stolen car and they know it and they pull you over, and then they let you go?” said Johnny.

      “Sho’nuff.”

      “What the hell is happening to Atlanta. You better hope your name isn’t on the bounty list, Q. We’d play cat and mouse all month.”

      “Who’s Q? I’m…” Q took his license from the dash and read it. “I’m Alex White.”

      “Alex White.”

      “Most WASP-y name I could come up with,” said Q. “Now I got White privilege. Can just take police cars. ‘Sides, you play cat and mouse with me, you don’t know which one you are, partner.”

      Beyond the parking lot, traffic flowed. Heads turned to watch them, people gawking at the cop writing a ticket, something not seen often.

      “You quit poker? Haven’t seen you at the MGM,” said Johnny.

      “I’m there some, at the high stakes table. But mostly I play a private game now. High-rolling gangsters play for millions, kid.”

      Johnny shifted to see Q better.

      “You play for millions?”

      “Crazy-ass Columbian down Miami owes me half a mil. Imma let him off easy in exchange for a favor. Don’t know what that favor is yet, but he controls a lot of flow. Reminds me.” Q turned to reach into the back row. He grabbed something and dropped it in Johnny’s lap.

      Johnny held up the baggie of white powder.

      “Q. This better not be coke.”

      “It’s uncut, kid. Pure as snow. I’m buying you off.”

      “I don’t snort cocaine, you dummy,” said Johnny.

      “That’s half a pound. Worth fifteen grand. Could have a hell of a September.”

      Johnny inspected the baggie in the light, like some narcotic connoisseur. “Where’d you get half a pound?”

      “I got rooms full. Somebody had to grab old Monty’s spot. Might as well be ya boy. Maybe you take that, spend September high as a damn kite, and don’t chase bounties.”

      “You’re worried I’ll grab your goons.”

      “Sho’nuff.”

      “Did you grab old Monty’s spot? You’re boss of the Babcocks?”

      “You know what crime is? Crime is the biggest baddest man doing what he wants, long as he can. Right now you’re looking at the man,” said Q.

      Johnny twisted to glance in the back seat. Baggies full of powder littered the floorboard, like a bakery. “You got a fortune in here.”

      “What’d I tell you.”

      “Those cops who pulled you over, what if they looked?” said Johnny.

      “Be some dead cops.”

      “So you’re a crime lord who rides around in a cop car, writing speeding tickets. I swear.” The passenger door was open and Johnny tossed the baggie out.

      “Hey,” said Q. “That was a gift.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “I don’t touch the shit either,” said Q. “Still, though, it’s worth fifteen G’s. Fifteen is fifteen.”

      “Are you on the bounty list?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care, but I tole you once. They’s only so many gunslingers in Atlanta. Best for everybody, we don’t get mad at the other,” said Q.

      “Augustus told me the same thing.”

      Q removed his glasses. The skin around his eyes was puffy and scarred, like a childhood wound he never had treated. He polished his glasses on his shirt. “When’d you see Auggie?”

      “Last night. At the MGM. Said he wanted us to be friends,” said Johnny.

      “Auggie’s going off the deep end. Man’s addicted to Molly, getting wild.”

      “Molly the drug? Ecstasy?”

      “That and bath salts. Still. Still the man don’t miss often,” said Q. “

      “He was grinning a lot.”

      “You smart you stay away from him. He’s a shooter.”

      “He said he’s keeping track of me and Bella.”

      Q slid the glasses back on. “Don’t blame him there.”

      “You’re gonna die, Q, like Monty did, if you keep pretending to be a crime lord. People kill crime lords.”

      “Pretending? Who’s pretending? Here I am, tryna be nice.”

      “You pulled me over to be nice? Give me cocaine?” said Johnny.

      Q held up a finger. “You hear that?”

      “What?”

      Q’s door was still open. He looked up into the blue, then slid out. “Something like…” He shielded the sun with his hand, looking upward. Q wasn’t as tall as Johnny, or as broad, but he carried an arrogance that made him bigger.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Looking. Looking for the thing I hear.”

      “For what?” said Johnny.

      “Maybe if your ass shut up one time.” Q pointed. “That’s it.”

      Johnny got out and squinted against the hot glare. “At what?”

      “That. The thing floating.”

      Johnny searched the blue and the brilliance until it hurt. “I don’t see anything.”

      “It’s a drone.”

      Johnny quieted and waited for a lull in traffic. When it came, he detected at the fringes of his hearing a light whirring. Easily missed. He followed the sound and spotted a machine hovering three hundred feet in the air, mostly visible because of the blinking red light.

      “The hell.”

      “Sitting there looking at us. You being followed?

      “My money’s on you, if it’s one of us,” said Johnny.

      “Ain’t that some bull. Who’s gone follow a couple’a honest gents talking cocaine.” Q waved at it.

      “I’m leaving and I bet it follows you.”

      “Bet you a million it don’t.” Q raised his boot from the gravel and said, “Ah, damn, we stepped on your blow. That’s why you don’t throw it on the ground, kid.”
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      That evening Johnny pulled into a parking lot and searched the skies. He’d yet to see the drone again, and he wished he had a phone to text Q, asking for his million.

      Celebrated plaintiff’s attorney AnnaLynne Isaacson waited for Johnny outside Bones, her favorite restaurant. Anybody who was anyone needed to be seen there twice a month. He’d joined her once before, and she drank too much and grew handsy with both him and Judge Will Carter.

      Meeting her under the covered entryway, he said, “You look like a catalog ad for lawyers.”

      She wore heels and a short blue skirt. The top two buttons of her blouse were undone. She kissed him. “I’d rather look like a woman, not a model, Johnny.”

      “Can’t be both?”

      “Clients don’t want a model. They want a woman who doesn’t know she’s hot. Someone they have a shot of banging,” she said.

      “Repeat customers, that way, I guess.”

      “You’ve got the best shot of anyone, big boy. But first. Let’s put that pistol back in your car.”

      Johnny tilted his head back. “Why’s that.”

      “Optics. I’m suing two police officers. I can’t walk around with that thing sticking out.” She flicked the holster.

      “It’s a deterrent. Since April—”

      “Please, Johnny. For my career.” She took his hand and walked him back to his Mustang. “One of the little sacrifices couples make. Like you not having a phone and me not screaming about it.”

      Johnny caught their reflection in a window, returning to the Mustang. Now he looked part and parcel of AnnaLynne’s catalog photo.

      Bella didn’t look like an attorney. She looked like a Nike commercial.

      He preferred Nikes but they didn’t prefer him back.

      Inside Bones, she stopped every few tables to whisper something that caused a riot of laughter. Eyeballs scrutinized him, recognized him, appraised him. He felt like a horse on parade.

      They sat at an intimate table for two, candle-lit. The restaurant glowed red and gold, like a sunset. AnnaLynne talked wine with Bones’ sommelier and Johnny shifted awkwardly in his seat. Nobody else wore blue jeans.

      He didn’t think it fair he had to break up with a woman he never asked out, but that was the pickle he found himself in. Apart from each other, AnnaLynne Isaacson grew more manageable in his mind, like a problem that might be solved. But together again, he was reminded that fire and kindling didn’t last long. He was round and she was square, a bad fit. He was only with her because…

      Why was he with her?

      Because he was bored? Because he’d let himself be corralled? Neither spoke well of a man, and he was hell-bent on being a good one.

      A bottle of wine came, red, something he couldn’t pronounce. She ordered crab stuffed trout, and he the ribeye.

      She left the table before salads arrived, to speak with an older man at the bar. She rubbed his back, her other hand squeezing his arm, both of them laughing, standing closer, closer, and upon returning she confided, “That’s Judge Mann. We call him Judge Hangman, because he’s pitiless. He’s a Yes Man for Mayor Campbell, and I despise him. I don’t know where he thinks he can put all the convicts during September. He’d shoot them if he could.”

      “Doesn’t look like you despise him.”

      She sipped her wine, gazing at him over the rim. “Remember what I told you?”

      “You tell me a lot.”

      “I said I look like a woman you could score with. Judge Mann thinks he has a chance because I keep him lubricated.”

      Johnny noted another of her blouse’s buttons was undone now. Girl had skills.

      “I’ll bring down Campbell, Johnny. You watch. I’ll bring him down and make a fortune doing it,” she said. “God how I hate him and everyone of his bent.”

      He debated telling AnnaLynne about his meeting with Campbell. The new misdemeanor law would produce unending clients for her.

      She said, “You’re uncomfortable here.”

      “Look around, so is everyone. This place isn’t about comfort.”

      “Yes but you more than most. You have muscle and grit, like a bull, Johnny. And Bones is a china shop. You’re tall and handsome, and these fops are soft and rich, and they hate that you’re here, making them aware of their flabby arms.”

      “Let’s get out of here and get a milkshake, then.”

      She took another drink. Set it down thoughtfully. “You’re thinking you should break up with me.”

      Johnny tilted his head back. He liked her candor. “That’s true, I am.”

      “Even though you enjoy my company and the way I look, you know this doesn’t work.”

      And because this morning I told another woman I loved her.

      “That’s true too,” he said.

      “It makes you uncomfortable, how much more money I earn.”

      “You got that one wrong.”

      She didn’t look like a woman rejected. More like she held the winning hand in a negotiation. She poured him a glass of wine.

      “Enjoy. On me, Johnny.”

      “I don’t know and I don’t care how much money you make,” he said.

      “I told you how much.”

      “I forgot. You say a lot of things.” He tried the wine.

      He hoped it’d get better with the steak.

      “You don’t believe I can domesticate you,” she said.

      He frowned. “Why the hell would you wanna try?”

      “It’d be a fun challenge. It’d play out like catnip on the news.”

      “A fun challenge, cutting off a man’s balls?”

      “Only after I’m done with them.” She swirled her glass—a witch over her cauldron, Johnny thought.

      He shifted in his chair, wondering why it was so uncomfortable. They had an audience of eavesdroppers, more covert than last night’s poker players.

      “AnnaLynne. Me and you—”

      “Johnny. I’m sorry. I thought we were teasing. You’re a wild animal, I meant. I crave a wild animal. But one I could make a doting husband out of. That’s all.”

      “You want a doting husband?”

      “For a few years. With a prenup,” she said.

      “You don’t want a man, you want a dog.”

      “Both need obedience school.”

      “How’d you feel if I said I wanted to teach you respect? Break your spirit, like a horse? Put a halter over your head, bit in your mouth, walk you on a lead?” he said.

      “Good God, Johnny. You sent a shock through my whole body. Is this turning you on? Because I’m getting warmed up.”

      “You litigators are freaks.”

      “We are, Johnny. Isn’t that the truth. But listen.” She leaned toward him. “I’ll let you break up with me.”

      He nodded and said something stupid to his own ears. “I appreciate that.”

      “But not yet. Give me a couple more weeks. A month at most,” she said.

      “That’s an odd request. Damn odd.”

      “Optics, Johnny. They’re everything. I’ll be your victim, but not yet. Besides, by then I might’ve changed your mind.”

      “I doubt it.”

      She raised her glass to him. “In the meantime. We’ll enjoy each other. Fully.” She smiled and there was that witch again. “Tell me more about breaking my spirit, and the bit in my mouth.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bands of carousers crisscrossed Atlanta at night. Some waved In Atlanta We Trust flags, others carried the American flag, others wore pig masks. Some wore red, some blue, and some went naked. Nudity in public, no emergency. When the roving political gangs met, they clashed, even though they had much in common. All of them were young and angry—angry about their city, angry about themselves though unable to voice it, and angry at the unseen world which seemed to contain an evil only felt when you weren’t trying. With nothing else to do, the gangs destroyed beautiful things and called it progress.

      The nearest mob threw bricks at Bones’ large front windows. The wealthy patrons inside heard the thunks; the windows had long been replaced with unbreakable glass. The manager, sick of these demoniacs, ran out with a Browning and fired a warning over their heads and the carousers scattered, only brave in the face of safety.

      The patrons returned to their blood red wine.

      Johnny wished he’d brought his Colt.

      After dinner he and AnnaLynne strolled the sidewalk towards their cars, the rabble-rousers gone. AnnaLynne had finished the bottle and she was clutching his arm like a woman jealous, laughing about another woman intercepting them on the way out. The other woman was a competitor and what she’d said sounded banal to Johnny but AnnaLynne took it as weakness and her spirits soared.

      Johnny dreaded the cars. She would invite Johnny to her place, or maybe into the backseat, and Johnny knew there’d be hell to pay for accepting, but another of her buttons had popped loose, damn near to her navel, and sometimes race cars needed to be driven, even if you’d sworn off them.

      God almighty, what a metaphor to consider. He had to get away from this woman.

      The parking lot was weak light and shadow, their footsteps echoing. She rested her head on his shoulder. She smelled like good perfume. Also she smelled like a horse.

      Something must’ve knocked loose between his ears, a horse. She hadn’t smelled like a horse inside Bones. Perhaps it was the pumping blood, the pheromones, his fondness for…

      Johnny caught the danger ahead.

      It was the echoes that alerted him, a foreshock. They ricocheted off the walls wrong, soaking into something he didn’t see. He and AnnaLynne weren’t alone. Maybe he saw something in his periphery, maybe he didn’t, but no matter. He knew someone waited, the hairs on his neck raising, and he cooly dropped his hand to his holster.

      He wore no holster.

      Johnny slowed, forcing AnnaLynne to decelerate.

      Out from behind her SUV stepped a man. The man Johnny’d known was there. A big man, long hair, a fat hillbilly, sweat running down his neck. He held a shotgun by his leg, no talking. Not a rabble-rouser, a hitman.

      “Now wait,” said Johnny.

      The man swung the shotgun upward; Johnny couldn’t see the manufacturer but it was a double barrel. The man caught the barrels’ forearm and he aimed from the waist.

      Shotguns look like cannons, aimed at you.

      This new Atlanta, I swear.

      Both arms around a stupefied AnnaLynne, Johnny spun them sideways behind a car for cover, falling hard to the asphalt, and the man fired his shotgun.

      The bright blast missed everything, shot pinging harmlessly in the distance.

      AnnaLynne screamed in Johnny’s ear.

      Johnny held a dim awareness that the man was not an elite hitman. They had hope.

      He rose to a knee, no time for fear, still behind the car, someone else’s car, a Lexus sedan. He’d go over the trunk at him. Now. He gathered a handful of gravel and rose in a rush.

      The man was backing up.

      Johnny hurled the gravel and he could throw hard and Youngs don’t miss. The man took a stinging face full of rock.

      AnnaLynne shouting again. Johnny up and over the Lexus.

      Then there came from an unknown quarter another gunshot, this one distant, less thunderous. The hairy man before Johnny took the hit and his heart erupted. Shot in the back, the bullet punching through in a gore of pulp, like a whale’s blowhole.

      The hairy man died on his feet.

      Events not making sense in Johnny’s mind. No method to the madness yet.

      The man’s fingers went limp and he dropped the shotgun, which never hit the ground because Johnny grabbed it up first.

      Move move move.

      He jolted back behind the Lexus as their attacker fell dead.

      What on earth.

      A second shooter. Johnny’s mind was still sloshy with red wine.

      The second shooter was behind the man. Where? Likely it was an ally, not an enemy, else the second shooter didn’t know how to aim. Likely but not definite, stay covered.

      Singeing his fingers, Johnny broke the double barrel open and checked to see if both shells had been fired. They hadn’t; he had another round.

      “Johnathan!” A call out of place in the maelstrom. “You can come out. It was a solitary ambuscade, and it is foreclosed.”

      Johnny heard hoof-clatter over the gunfire’s lingering reverb.

      Ambuscade?

      Despite the tremble in his fingers, he grinned. No other man talked like that.

      He twisted to peer over the trunk.

      A horse walked placidly across the parking lot, its rider wearing a cowboy hat and holding a Winchester lever-action rifle.

      Johnny stood and wiped his free hand on his pant leg. “I knew I smelled a horse. I swear, McQuaid.”

      “Evening Johnny.” McQuaid rode the animal like he’d descended from Comanches. More regal than handsome, he was a retired sheriff, white beard bright against dark skin.

      McQuaid’s right arm had been blown off by a .50 caliber round in a skirmish with Augustus back in April. Now with his left hand he shoved the Winchester rifle into the saddle ring, touched the brim of his cap, and retook the reins off the Latigo leather.

      The horse’s name was Cavalier and Johnny took the throat-lash and the horse accepted this, each recognizing the other. A deep respect between the two.

      “You showed up right on time,” said Johnny. He felt shaky all over.

      McQuaid patted the horse’s withers with his only fist. “This old bronco and me, we’ve been after that scoundrel for days. He’s a berserker. Ventured into my glebe a couple times too many to do his killing and I swore to myself I’d catch up one day.”

      “AnnaLynne, come meet this horse,” said Johnny.

      AnnaLynne had vomited near the Lexus’s tire. She rose on teetering heels but didn’t move beyond wiping her mouth.

      “Ma’am.” McQuaid touched his hat again.

      “Oh my Lord,” said AnnaLynne, less dignified in her distress. “Johnny.”

      “I can smell a horse a mile away. His name is Cavalier. Come meet him. And his rider too, I suppose. AnnaLynne, this is a good friend, McQuaid.”

      “He’s missing his fucking arm. Did that just happen?”

      McQuaid grinned. “No ma’am. I became a proud amputee months back.”

      “A horse, an amputee, and a dead man. And I threw up on myself, Johnny,” she said. “I can’t be seen like this.”

      “I suppose we need to phone it in,” said Johnny. Gunshots were not uncommon and it was doubtful anyone had called for an emergency response.

      “No need. I’ll take the corpse yonder, not a mile. His name was Axel and the police have been searching for him.”

      “Jesus God, that man is still moving,” said AnnaLynne.

      “Just twitching from the chemicals in his muscles,” Johnny said.

      “You know who did this.” AnnaLynne pointed at the dead man, her face splotched green and white. “Mayor Campbell did this.”

      Johnny considered it. He and Bella had insulted the mayor and left him irate. At the time he’d wondered about revenge.

      “You might be right,” he said.

      “Of course I’m right. He’d do anything, anything, to shut me up.”

      “Shut you up?”

      She produced a phone and dropped it with shaking fingertips. She grabbed it up and snapped photos of the dead man, the horse, and Johnny holding the shotgun, framing his hat in the light.

      “He won’t get away with this, the fascist. That ass-clown fascist, I’ll burn him down.”

      “We don’t know this man was sent by Campbell,” said Johnny.

      “I need to make a statement. I want to control the story, Johnny.”

      Johnny didn’t see much of a story, other than a truncated one, but kept that to himself.

      “I’m going to the office. There’s still time to beat the eleven o’clock news.”

      “Suit yourself,” said Johnny.

      “Move your horse, please.” AnnaLynne climbed into her truck, a shiny Land Cruiser, though Johnny doubted she’d ever been off roading, and the engine roared.

      “She means Thank You.”

      “I sussed out her hidden gratitude,” said McQuaid.

      Watching her drive away, neither of them asked the obvious question—what was Johnny doing with a woman like her?
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      Kunga had been stranded in a parking garage elevator in late April when his brother’s killer crashed through the roof. A miracle hard for even saints to believe. The man’s name was Easy B, and his heart had stopped. Kunga arrested him and administered CPR until the arrival of an ambulance, justice and mercy crashing hard in Kunga’s chest.

      Easy B now sat in South Fulton Municipal Regional Jail, where he’d live the next fifteen years, having already reached a deal with the prosecutors to avoid life. His arrest paid Kunga forty-thousand dollars, Johnny and Bella refusing their share.

      In May, directionless and flush with cash, Kunga had purchased a new Honda Rebel motorcycle and set out to find his purpose. He found it one night, reading about the real victims of anarchy. Without enough police cover, domestic abuse and trafficking ran rampant. Ugly crimes but too common to be spectacular, the women and children suffering the most. That night, reading the article in The Guardian, his heart began pumping harder, like a countdown.

      With no help coming for the quiet victims, vigilantes took up their cause. For example, a biker gang gathered in the city to protect children victimized by abuse. Good-hearted, they stood outside police stations to intimidate parents accused of hurting their children. A striking deterrent, angry bearded men wearing leather, but was it effective?  They sat inside courtrooms to surround the wounded families. Big men, fearless, their strategy worked until it didn’t. Without oversight, they had rogue members, drunk on power. Who protected the people from their protectors? Some bikers took gratitude personally and moved in on the women, worsening the trauma.

      Kunga found a different way to help. Stripper poles.

      Up and down Fulton Industrial Boulevard, poles had been installed into motel rooms, turning south Atlanta into seedier sections of Las Vegas. Visitors to Hartsfield-Jackson Airport could arrive at a Motel 6 with the music pumping and the dancer waiting. The proprietors were either unable to stop the prostitution or unwilling, suddenly flush with cash. On any given night, hundreds of rooms were open, girls gyrating, bouncers collecting money from groups, or waiting to facilitate a private performance.

      The dancers were usually forced into the work, by addiction or threat of pain.

      Kunga hired a crew to work with him and he began renting rooms for one day, arriving with a bag of tools. After his rental, the poles were gone, the ceiling patched. Any dancer he encountered, he made the offer, “You want to leave Atlanta? I’ll pay for your bus ticket and a hotel room on the far side.”

      Seven women took him up on the offer in July, four in August.

      Some days the hotel owners fixed him lunch. Other days his bike tires were slashed. He came home with black eyes and bruised knuckles, pimps taking exception with his efforts. Eventually his crew quit, afraid to further anger the thugs, so Kunga tarried on alone.

      That morning, Kunga toiled at the Red Roof Inn, across from an abandoned liquor store and discount airport parking lot, and Johnny parked next to his Honda Rebel. Good days, when Johnny came to help. People acted differently around Johnny Sugar, both because of his college infamy and the video of his shootout with Easy B’s crew, and because Johnny felt other, like a wild animal barely maintaining his civility. Folks stood taller around him.

      For a couple hours Johnny helped take down a disco ball and a swing, a leather and chain contraption. Two women visited their room, starstruck and sensing opportunity. They lounged on the two beds and flirted with Johnny, and Johnny paid them no attention. Kunga, a man struggling with celibacy, couldn’t face them.

      “You don’t look so hot,” said Johnny.

      “Wrong. Trouble is, Jay Young, I’m way too hot in this damn room with bad air.”

      “Trouble is, you skipped breakfast again.”

      Kunga wiped his forehead. “I’m on hour thirty.”

      “Hour thirty of not eating? How’s a man supposed to work if he’s starving?” said Johnny.

      “In a day or two, I’m supposed to feel better. Your body gets used to it.”

      Standing on a chair, Johnny smeared a spackling compound into the ceiling, yellow and destroyed by smoke. “The bounty mandate goes into effect soon. The mayor wants hunters to arrest people they suspect of a crime, warrant or not.”

      Kunga grunted.

      “Are you helping Bella?” asked Johnny. “Chase bounties?”

      “That’s my girl, Jay. I do anything she ask. She helped me find Easy B.”

      “She’s got a fire in her eyes. Thirty days, going hell for leather.”

      “What about you?” said Kunga.

      Johnny waved off a fly but it did no good. The door stood wide open. In his mind he recalled playing Russian roulette on top of a parking garage, the winner deciding Bella’s fate. “I told her she gets one. I’ll help tackle one guy, so she better make it count. The rest of the time I’ll keep working on my old man’s place.”

      “It’s a good thing, you know.”

      “What’s that?” said Johnny.

      “Justice. It’s holy.”

      “She’s not doing it for justice, she’s doing it for cash.”

      “People aren’t just one thing, Jay. She’s doing it for both.”

      “Whatever the reason, I got a bad feeling about it.” Johnny took off the hat and fanned himself with it and stepped outside. “Look up there, would you, at that flying garbage.”

      “What am I looking at?”

      “In the sky.” Johnny pointed. “That little dot.”

      Nutrient-deficient, Kunga came out and sat. He squinted. “Look like a drone.”

      “The thing’s following me around. I don’t know for how long.”

      “Maybe it’s paparazzi hoping to get dirt on their boy, Johnny Sugar,” said Kunga.

      “It takes pictures?”

      “Course it takes pictures, Jay.”

      “I hate technology. Let’s move to the country and be horse wranglers,” said Johnny.

      “Life is a succession of trials, Jay Young.”

      “Some rapper say that?”

      “No. I did,” said Kunga.

      “Got a word for you. I looked it up.”

      “Hit me.”

      “Nitty,” said Johnny. One of their favorite past-times, stumping the other with esoteric vocabulary.

      Kunga grinned. “Yeah I know nitty. Bad name for a girl. Like, she’s a nasty one. She nitty.”

      The women came out and asked if they had any dope. Johnny and Kunga threw the debris into the trash bin, weeks behind on truck collection.

      Kunga hoisted himself onto the bike and drove off, wobbly and enervated. Johnny followed in his Mustang until deciding he didn’t want that godawful thing in the sky following him home, so he pulled over at the Agave Restaurant and ordered a taco and beer for lunch, watching the drone through the window, growing ever more aggravated. Afterward he strolled through Cabbagetown Park, enjoying the cool of the day, the sun eventually hid behind western towers and maple, until he noted the drone jerk eastward and leave at a zip. The thing had to have a battery, he assumed. Would another drone come take its place?

      He assumed it might, so he jogged back to his car and drove halfway home, spotting nothing nefarious in the skies, before a horrible thought struck him. If they were following him with a drone…

      He parked at Church’s Texas Chicken and walked a circle around his Mustang. Idly he kicked the tire with his boot, wondering what the hell he was supposed to be looking for. He crouched and felt under the front bumper, running his hands along the metal. He did the same to the back bumper, and his fingers discovered an odd protrusion clinging to the interior of the chrome. The thing was magnetized and it easily popped off.

      “I swear,” he said. The little device flashed green at him. A GPS tracker, he bet. What had got into the mayor, thinking he needed to track Johnny? The man left messages for Johnny at the MGM. He must’ve grown weary of that roundabout method.

      Johnny tossed the plastic device into a trash receptacle and he drove home feeling every kind of angry about September.
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            The Oncoming Catastrophe

          

        

      

    

    
      The night of August 31st, the city held its breath. Or else Johnny’s imagination played havoc. He stopped at the Kroger on his way home and the patrons weren’t talking. They stared at their phones and stood out of each other’s way. In the parking lot, holding his paper bags, he heard no sirens or honking, a rare silence. A woman corralled her children away from him, as though they had little bounties on their heads.

      The clouds were a furious white and the wind picked up, the gods of Atlanta preparing for war.

      At the homestead, Johnny clicked on the news, something he never did, and he settled onto the couch with a Mason jar of strawberry moonshine. Not full, but enough to make the world palatable.

      The news called it Bounty Gate and the bloodthirsty nation tuned in. As in April, the president and attorney general decried the temporary mandate, calling it barbaric and small-minded. Johnny assumed the vernacular would grow more harsh when the world found out about the sixty-day misdemeanor law, a surprise the mayor hadn’t sprung yet. Any day now.

      Members of Congress were introducing laws to limit power extended during states of emergency, while members on the other side of the aisle vowed to vote against them. Bounty hunters from other states descended on the city, their Georgia licenses earned through reciprocity. According to one of Bella’s sources, last April four hundred fugitive recovery agents had claimed a bounty. Now, in September, over two thousand agents were licensed, dollar signs in their eyes. Felons with money were leaving the state. Felons with anger issues were loading their shotguns.

      The Atlanta Standoff in Zoe’s neighborhood had reached sixty days, and the squatters showed no inclination to leave. The occupation bothered Johnny. He’d seen t-shirts that read Ramón for President. In a society where the citizens ran around like chickens, screaming for others to make them happy, unable to bear the truth that the sin was inside, that they were the problem, a society without truth, the only thing holding it together was the implicit agreement to play by the rules. That decency should prevail. Ramón’s occupation flew in the face of that and there was no retribution. Ramón taught the land, do what you want if you’re strong enough.

      Johnny was no moralizer, and he hadn’t been to church in months, nor had he prayed. But he felt the necessity of truth and the presence of a higher power, an objective good by which all things must be judged.

      Ramón was tearing down hope.

      Ramón was a demon, and no one could do a damn thing, because he existed outside the rules, the rules that lawyers and cops still abided by. Until police numbers rebounded, and Fulton and DeKalb learned to cooperate, the occupation would continue, because any bounty hunter stupid enough to go up that hill would die.

      Outside, the storm clouds released their rage and rain drops pelted the windows like hot gunfire. A squall to agitate the tempers, not quell them.

      Bella perched on a stool at the kitchen counter, pouring over her spreadsheets and social media accounts. She had working arrangements with two other recovery teams, plans to capture together when necessary and split the money, but she’d complained those agents were unskilled tracers and she would be forced to do the heavy lifting.

      Kunga hadn’t eaten in a week, yet somehow his energy returned and Johnny thought he looked shockingly good. He lacked a certain sharpness of clarity, but he’d slimmed and claimed his joints never felt better. He lifted light weights in his room to avoid muscle loss, and his sinuses sounded clean for the first time since Johnny’d known him.

      Johnny was considering giving the news program a good haranguing when someone knocked at the side door. Whoever it was should be getting soaked so Johnny ran to answer.

      His brother Billy stepped inside as thunder pealed west to east across DeKalb, startling everyone.

      In a tone far too affectionate, Bella called, “Billy!”

      Billy scrubbed his feet on the mat and closed the door. “Sorry to bother you, little brother, but you don’t have a damn phone. Besides I thought it best if I came in person.” Billy looked around the homestead, his first time inside. “God almighty, Johnny, this is nice. You did it yourself?”

      “I did. Moonshine?” Johnny offered a jar. “It’s Dad’s.”

      “Hell yes. Though I won’t stay long.” Billy still wore his police blues, something that pushed Bella’s buttons. Johnny filled a glass with a pale liquor, thick and sweet, and Billy sipped from it. “Talked to Dad recently?”

      “I went by a few weeks ago,” said Johnny. “Prison seems to suit that old man.”

      “I think he might come out with more connections than he knows what to do with. He told me I needed to start making whiskey by the barrel for all his new friends. The bastard never met a stranger.” Billy raised his glass to Kunga, a man he respected.

      “Why’re you here, Billy,” said Johnny.

      “I got news for pretty little Bella Adams.” He sipped his moonshine again and set the glass down. “Bad news.”

      She closed her computer. “Of course it is.”

      “I hear you threw the mayor’s new law back into his face.”

      “Only because I didn’t have anything heavier,” she said. “I’m not arresting misdemeanors.”

      “You’re got’damn right you’re not. Not anymore. You shouldn’t have done that, Bella.”

      The little hairs on Johnny’s arms rose. “The mayor? What’d he do?”

      Billy’s mouth was a hard line, watching Bella.

      “What?” she said. “You’re spooking me.”

      “Campbell wasn’t going to tell you. His plan was to let you find out the hard way, in the field. He pulled your private license.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Means you’re not a private detective anymore. Nor a bounty hunter. And you won’t be for a while, pending an investigation by Georgia’s Department of Criminal Justice.”

      Bella stood and the stool crashed to the floor.

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s total bullshit. But it’s true.”

      “He can’t do that,” she shouted.

      “The chief of police did, at his request. You pissed him off, Bella.” Billy scrubbed a hand through his short hair, pattering raindrops to the floor. “Their plan was to wait until you arrest someone, spring the news on you, and bang—unlawful arrest, and you’re in jail for sixty days. We’re lucky someone in the licensure office has a hard-on for Johnny and alerted me.”

      “That… This means—”

      “The board should restore your license after a review. But it’ll take time,” said Billy.

      Bella looked sick, like she was the one without food for a week. “I’ll miss September.”

      Billy nodded. “All of it.”

      “Damn,” said Kunga. “The ways of the wicked.”

      “This is my livelihood, Billy. This is my job, my career. My whole life,” she said.

      “I know, Bella. I wish there was something I could do,” he said.

      Johnny closed his eyes and leaned on his hands against the counter. Bella throwing the paper at Mayor Campbell and dropping the subpoenas at his feet. Bella furious and storming off, Johnny winking. Fools, both of them, pretending courage could destroy consequence.

      Billy took a call and declared he had to go, that his office was an in uproar over the oncoming catastrophe. Bella walked to her bed in the corner and collapsed into it, moving in a slow dirge.

      Johnny escorted Billy to his squad car, the rain slowing temporarily to a drizzle but the wind still whipped.

      “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Don’t let her do anything stupid. She gets thrown into jail, I don’t know that I can help,” said Billy. “Good to see you, Johnny. We should do this more often.”

      “Should we.”

      Billy drove away and lightning landed somewhere in Decatur like a blinding hammer-stroke. Johnny flinched and ducked under the overhang of the Chen’s Chinese storefront and the warm deluge returned. Johnny crouched on his haunches and watched the wet world splatter, his anger like hot spume.

      The rain pooled at the intersection, streams from Clairmont and Ponce de Leon Place bringing their collection of refuse, of cigarette butts and wrappers and other flotsam. The oily streaks swirled and frothed in eddies until the current pulled them east to storm drains, as though the clutter of mankind could be made to disappear that easily.

      Mayor Campbell. That man and his tribe, power had corroded them and something should be done.

      Except there was nothing for it, not until the elections, and Campbell was winning. Johnny could endure a lot, but corruption tested his limits. Rampant fraud in the halls of justice would collapse hope, and the people must never allow it.

      Johnny seethed for an hour, soaking up the sideways cataract, until he was wetter than he’d ever been, the final day in August reaching climax. Ticktickticktick in his mind, the fuse burning down to dynamite beneath the city. He didn’t know his part. How does a man respond to an immoral law? Something more than voting, less than gunning down the lawmakers. How does the good man resist. And the good woman. Where lies the fault, at the feet of the poor criminal or at the feet of the wealthy politician? More likely it was in the nature of a city, all the way back to Adam and Eve and the wily serpent.

      Perhaps it was buried inside himself. Some incurable disease, humanity like flotsam on the earth. He blamed everyone but Bella. She’d never caught a break, not her whole damn life, and it wasn’t fair.

      Of all the rampaging emotions, that was the most strident. Johnny was sick and tired of good things being taken away from Bella Adams, like she was snake bit.

      He returned indoors near midnight, his boots ruined for days. The lights were out. Undressing to his boxers, he walked wet to the dryer and threw his clothes in, and set the machine to work, a gentle thumping like a heartbeat. The homestead was clean, jars washed, Kunga fastidious even in his depravation. Johnny brushed his teeth.

      Pinpricks of light reflected off the corneas of Bella Adams, watching him like an owl under the covers. Damp and shivering, he stepped into her ‘room,’ a space designated by accordion-style dividers, affording no true privacy, and he crouched by her cot.

      She’d been crying. “You’re wet, John.”

      He ran a finger across her damp cheek. “You should see your face.”

      “No thank you.”

      “We still haven’t got you a door, have we,” he said.

      “Or walls. It’s okay, most of the time.”

      “No it’s not.”

      “Walls keep people out. This is therapy. This is family.”

      They were whispering.

      “Bella. I’m so mad.”

      “Me too. I might shoot Campbell and run to Brazil.”

      “Better yet, let’s move to Macon, Georgia, and be horse ranchers,” he said.

      “I’m staying, but I don’t know what to do.”

      “If you won’t move, I got an idea.” Johnny jerked a thumb at himself. “I still have my license.”

      Bella propped herself up on an elbow, and Johnny saw she wore the little tank top he liked. “Yeah?”

      “Let’s do this. You find them. We arrest them. I’ll book them, completely legal.”

      She filled her lungs, daring to hope. “But you don’t want to.”

      “To stick it to Campbell I do. For you I do.”

      “What if Campbell gets mad and pulls your license?”

      Johnny didn’t tell her he suspected Campbell had sent a hitman after him. No need for that drama now. Instead, he said, “You’re the one who threw something at him, not me.”

      She took his hand and squeezed. “Are you sure? This will be work.”

      “My anger is set in stone.”

      “John, thank you.”

      “You’re the tracer. Make me a fortune, Bella.”

      “I’ll try.” With her other hand, she threw back the covers. “You’re freezing, get in here.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      She smiled at him the way that always worked. “I’ll warm you up, Johnny Sugar.”

      “This is how you show appreciation?”

      “Come find out.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her on the mouth. She returned it, and for a moment they were lost in the storm, and Johnny was back in college, a junior with hormones burning bright, him in her dorm, ready to go, her hard armor softening.

      Her softening, and his collarbone breaking in the Sugar Bowl, and them not speaking again for years, her refusing to love him, her body not enough of a truce, not by miles no matter how much he wanted it.

      He pulled back and with eyes closed he said, “We can’t.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Because of AnnaLynne,” she said.

      “No. I’m ending that. But I still can’t.”

      “Give me thirty seconds and you can,” she said. “Kunga’s asleep.”

      He kissed her once more and he stood.

      “It’s not Kunga who’ll get hurt.”

      “John.” She lost her grip on his hand, Johnny already walking from her room, across the cool floor to his own bed before she could tempt him further. “John. Get back here.” He slipped under his covers, wondering what kinda fool he was and she angry-whispered at him a final time, her frustration making him smile, “Johnathan. Dammit, Johnathan.”
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      Johnny drank coffee the next morning and surveilled the planet from his tall front windows, pleased to see no craters in the earth, no oncoming forest fires, no mobs of pillagers. The city was changed, he knew, but no tremors reached them yet. It was likely how Germans felt in Berlin the day after D-Day, knowing the Allies had landed and the end was nigh, and yet they still felt safe, the danger distant.

      There must be better metaphors, where Johnny wasn’t the Nazi, but it was early.

      Early yet the 11Alive morning news broadcast showed a line two hundred people deep at the DeKalb County Jail, waiting like cattle in the dawn.

      Kunga thumbed up the volume and a stern-voiced woman was saying, “…the lot is full, as you can see, and cars are now parking down the street and the recovery agents walking their fugitives to intake. Their plan? Stay ahead of the professional bounty hunters for a quick score. For DeKalb County resident Darla Barron, the choice was easy.”

      The screen cut to a blue-haired woman with a silver bar through her septum. She stood in line, holding a man by his wrists, which were cuffed together. The man looked drunk and Darla yammered into the mic, “I tell you, ’s easy to get your recovery license these days, so I did, and I put up with his [BLEEP] a couple more days than I ought, you know? Cause I found out he’s gonna be worth five grand, five [BLEEP] grand, and you think I was gonna tell him? No way. I keep him around and last night I got him drunk, like drop-dead drunk, and now here he is, and I intended on delivering him up to the [BLEEP] police and collecting my damn reward. Better than some other bounty hunter getting it, right? Easy, like I said, you know?”

      Back to the stern-voiced reporter, who intoned, “Easy indeed, which is the reason for this line. Boyfriends, girlfriends, cousins, spouses, arresting their loved ones for a cash reward. Some go willingly, like this couple, Mr. and Mrs. Humes, lovingly holding hands, waiting their turn, because Mr. Humes is worth three thousand dollars. They planned this surrender weeks ago, intending to collect the reward rather than live like fugitives. Mrs. Humes was laid off from the Coca-Cola Company, so in her spare time she took the class…”

      Johnny dropped next to Kunga and said, “Not eating today?”

      “No, dammit, wish God would tell me why. But I finally gave in to coffee. Awful stuff, Jay Young.” He raised his mug. “Like drinking the devil.”

      “Cream and sugar?”

      “Black,” said Kunga.

      “Atta boy. I like my coffee like I like my roommates. Black and strong.”

      Kunga grinned. “That’s good. Damn I gotta remember that one. What about Bella?”

      “Bella isn’t coffee. She’s a shot of whiskey.”

      “Cause she sweet and wild?”

      “Something like that,” said Johnny.

      “Cause she makes you act stupid.”

      “You bet.”

      “Cause she burns and you ain’t sure if she’s worth it?” said Kunga.

      “Look who became a poet.”

      “She’s worth it, Jay Young.”

      “I know she is,” said Johnny. “It’s her who doesn’t believe it, not all the way.”

      “You know what helps? Salt.”

      “Salt and whiskey?”

      “No, I mean, with not eating. Body needs the salt, even if you ain’t eating food. I pour a little in my hand, couple times a day, the good Himalayan stuff. Makes a brother feel great.”

      Johnny sipped his coffee. “Sausage and eggs could make you feel even better. You’re getting skinny. Soon I’ll be kicking your ass.”

      Bella returned from her run and showered.

      They convened at the kitchen counter, Johnny and Bella dressed for war—cargo khakis, blue polo shirts, and most importantly the ballistic Rothco vests. They carried GoPro cameras and Tasers attached to the vest, badges on their belt, knives, flashlights, and handcuffs in their pockets.

      Johnny clipped a leather holster to his hip and drew the powerful Colt Python. He flicked open the cylinder to ensure the chambers were loaded. The weapon was oiled and smooth. His father’s Colt rested in a box under his bed, but he felt no need to bring it.

      Kunga wore a white shirt and do-rag and told them God went before him, and he needed no more protection than that.

      Johnny closed his eyes and groaned. “Kunga. These fools are armed.”

      “My man.” Kunga flicked a Kevlar plate in Johnny’s vest. “Which you think’s stronger, this little thing or God of the cosmos?”

      “You get killed, me and God of the cosmos gonna have words,” said Johnny.

      “Gentlemen.” Bella had a predatory glint in her eye and she pivoted her laptop so they could see a map. “I have a surprise.”
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        * * *

      

      Like the makeshift bounty hunters on the news, Bella had been laying plans. Plans and snares.

      Weeks ago, when the bounty list was issued to the hunters, she determined the time to locate the fugitives was now. Not after they’d ran. Johnny’d seen her crisscrossing Atlanta, delivering subpoenas, but she hadn’t disclosed her secondary mission—planting tracking devices. She spent a small fortune on GPS boxes, and she found men and women on the bounty list who hadn’t fled yet, and she quietly bugged their cars.

      “A lot of fugitives fled in the last few days,” Bella explained, tapping her computer screen. She reminded Johnny of a cat looking at mice, feral for the hunt. “Kira Wheatley, for example, wanted for three counts of arson, caught on camera. Yesterday her dot vacated Atlanta. She stopped in Wilmington, here. I searched the address—it’s Kira’s aunt’s house. Easy, that’s a two-hour drive and she’s worth twelve grand.”

      “She can run but she can’t hide,” said Kunga. “Justice is good for you, you believe that? It’s true.”

      Johnny shook his head at the map. “I swear, I hate technology.”

      “That’s why I didn’t tell you.” She zoomed out and pointed at another blue dot. “Vito Stiltner. Wanted for identity theft. He moved to Greenville, South Carolina. He’s worth seven thousand.”

      “How many are you tracking?”

      “Eleven,” said Bella. “I ran out of time. I had thirteen but two of the devices quit working. Maybe they were discovered, I don’t know. Six of the eleven fled. The other five haven’t moved much. They represent a hundred grand, and I think we could do it in under a week.”

      “Split three ways,” said Kunga, “Still good.”

      Johnny raised a hand, like asking a question. “Bella. Did you plant one of those devices on my car?”

      Bella blushed like a sunburn. “I’m sorry. It was practice. I wanted to know if they worked.”

      “You rat. I found it yesterday and destroyed it.”

      “I noticed,” she said.

      “You tag my car again, you sleep on the roof.”

      “I’m sorry. I intended to pop it off but…”

      “Bet it was kinda nice,” said Kunga. “Always knowing where Jay is. Wish I knew.”

      Johnny scoffed. “Who cares where I am?”

      “We do, you dummy.”

      Bella nodded. “It was nice. I worried less.”

      “God almighty.” Johnny rubbed at a spot on his forehead with the heel of his hand. “You think our grandparents wanted to spy on each other like you are? Our great grandparents who won World War II, you think they fretted over… This is what’s wrong with the world. Everyone in each other’s business.”

      “I said I was sorry.”

      “Maybe if you get a damn phone, Jay Young.”

      “Did you follow me with a drone?” he said.

      “Of course not. Why?”

      “I think someone was. I dunno why,” said Johnny. “Now c’mon, let’s go take away some people’s freedom.”
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        * * *

      

      Johnny experienced a certain nostalgia, riding in the limo. A white Cadillac DTS, the nicest fugitive recovery vehicle in the city. The ride was smooth and quiet, and the engine powerful, though the machine betrayed its age with occasional stuttering. The seats were leather, cracked in places like an old saddle.

      Last April they spent dozens of hours prowling the city in the Cadillac (fugitives never suspect a limousine) and the car gave Johnny a Pavlovian response—cash. Often it was piled in the passenger seat after a successful capture. Now, behind the wheel once more, Johnny couldn’t stop the smile.

      They tackled Princess Foreman first. An easy one, they assumed, for practice, not lucrative enough for Bella to bother tracking through satellite. That was her birth name, Princess, though her photograph resembled a toad. She was wanted for six hit-and-runs, all in the same car, with two different license plates, captured on camera but never found. Bella followed her social media trail, discovering she tended bar at Dave & Buster’s using her cousin’s ID. The restaurant opened at 11am and the posse of three walked in at 11:05, badges reflecting electric light. Princess Foreman saw them, her eyes taking in their gear and Johnny’s cowboy hat, and she shouted, “COTTAMMIT, they got me!” She wobbled for the rear exit but her shoes were untied and she tripped and fell. She landed with a wet smack, her chin bursting on the tile, her teeth biting half through her tongue, and she spit a crescent of blood on the floor ahead of her.

      The Dave & Buster’s manager, Tina, said, “Are you here to arrest Princess? Thank God, I didn’t know how we’d ever get rid of her.”

      On the floor, Princess was wailing and trying to rise but she couldn’t. She was heavy enough that Johnny and Kunga together couldn’t lift her, so they each took a foot and dragged her out the back, trailing crimson like a slug hemorrhaging.

      She cried, “They got the wrong girl! They ain’t know! I didn’t do NOTHING, they got the wrong girl! Somebody HELP, call my mama! Cottammit, my poor mama, let me go! I’m choking on my own teeth!” She shouted and coughed enough to vomit in the parking lot as Bella brought the limo around, and she only crawled into the back under threat of being tased. In the back she screamed and dry-heaved the whole way, and told them if she wasn’t released she intended to have diarrhea. She tried but couldn’t manage it, her effort still bearing noxious results.

      The wait at Fulton County Jail took two hours, recovery agents grinning at Bella and gaping at Johnny, and afterward the consensus was it was the most unpleasant four thousand dollars they’d ever made.
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        * * *

      

      Adolfo Clapp was a man Bella expected to flee. He forged checks and birth certificates, and he was wanted in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. Adolfo went by an alias, The Max Man, and Bella visited inmates who’d been caught using his papers and were only too happy to squeal on The Max Man, whom they claimed did shoddy work, leading to their incarceration. She discovered The Max Man’s real name and that he lived part-time with his girlfriend in Snapfinger. Last week she found him there and bugged his car, fully prepared for him to bolt, but he hadn’t.

      Bella crept around back of the little house with her shotgun, a Mossberg 590 twelve-gauge loaded with bean bag rounds. The goal wasn’t to blow someone in half, but incapacitate them. If necessary. She stood by the rear exit, and Johnny and Kunga banged on the front door.

      A flash of lucidity struck Johnny, seeing the Ring cam doorbell. He viewed himself as he would through the camera and what he saw was a gambler playing police. A former football player who’d purchased war toys and pretended he knew what the hell he was doing, and he wondered why anyone would ever obey him, as though he held some authority.

      What was authority other than power we gave away, offloading our rights and parts of ourselves for reasons we couldn’t always identify, though, he mused, pain was critically involved. We bestowed authority on others to avoid pain and all Johnny was at this moment was a man willing to inflict some, a right granted by a government he didn’t trust. Becoming a tyrant would be absurdly easy.

      Another few minutes of banging and Johnny kicked the door in, the hard heel of his boot splintering cheap wood.

      Adolfo Clapp had hanged himself from an exposed rafter in the ceiling using a white sheet. He’d done it not three minutes past, hastening when Johnny knocked and Adolfo activated the Ring cam. He’d looped the noose over his head and kicked out the chair he stood on, and, choking, he promptly changed his mind. Kunga found him purple-faced, lips swollen and blank eyes popping, the tip of his shoe not quite scraping the floor. Adolfo had fought the noose for two minutes, gagging, lacking the upper body strength to free himself, and then he’d hung limp for  sixty seconds. Kunga grabbed the thin man around the waist and lifted upward, calling for help, and Bella burst in and nearly discharged her shotgun at the sight.

      Johnny ran Adolfo out in a fireman’s carry. In the rear of the limo, Kunga punched Adolfo hard enough in the chest that he began to breathe again. Johnny didn’t back off the accelerator, edging closer to ninety. Petechiae mottled Adolfo’s face, ruptures under the skin around his eyes and ears. As the limo banged into the hospital parking lot, Bella shouted, “Got it! I found a pulse!”

      Johnny deposited Adolfo onto a rolling gurney and handcuffed his wrist to a metal rail, and he shouted for help. A nurse hurried over and Johnny informed her the man had attempted suicide via hanging, but he was breathing now. Triage complete, she hurried away, assisting with someone worse off.

      Panting, Johnny doffed his hat with shaking fingers and wiped his forehead.

      “Check it out, Jay,” said Kunga.

      Like a scene in a horror movie, a dozen other gurneys lined the emergency department hallway, each with a patient handcuffed to the rail. Some living, some not.

      “God almighty,” said Johnny. The two closest gurneys carried corpses, gunshot victims based on the blooms of blood ruining the sheet pulled over them, handcuffed anyway.

      Bella stood farther down the line and she said, “I know this one. He goes by Numbers Murdock. A recovery agent. He’s still breathing. The paper says he was stabbed. Looks bad.”

      “Bleeding too much.” Kunga placed a hand on Numbers Murdock’s chest and the man stirred. Kunga said, “God bless you and heal you, my brother.”

      “Numbers is an agent? Why’s he cuffed to the bed?” asked Johnny.

      “I have no idea.” Bella looked up and down the corridor. “Look at this slaughter. Last April it wasn’t this bad.”

      Bella snapped photos to document the Adolfo arrest and Johnny called it in. A team of nurses arrived to take vitals, including Adolfo’s, as Johnny spoke into the phone with a deputy at the sheriff’s office.

      Five minutes later the three of them walked out, custody passed off to a squad of patrol officers stationed at the hospital. None of them noticed Numbers Murdock sit up in his gurney, blinking at the bright world, the once-puckered stab wound completely sealed, now only a violet ridge below his rib cage, an unexplained marvel.
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      That night, nine thousand dollars richer, they reclined on the roof of their homestead and identified sirens by sound, unseen over the lip of the parapet. Police sirens were few and far between, but easier to recognize because of the yelping notes, especially at the outset. Ambulances issued a longer, mournful wail, like a wolf. The fire truck’s siren sounded similar, but if you waited the fire truck took on a deeper tone, and its horn could wake the dead. Staring at the polluted stars, they couldn’t see the vehicles and so their guesses remained unverified.

      Despite the successful day, they felt no joy. The work taxed them. Princess was as unhealthy as humans got, foul and slovenly, and she’d unleashed the disease inside her onto her captors. Cutting down purple Adolfo and dumping him onto a pile of humanity at the hospital had staggered their faith in the system, weak already. Now they stared at the month ahead with a trepidation that bordered on doom.

      Johnny asked the burning question. “Are we sure this is worth it?”

      Kunga was drinking iced tea. He’d sweetened it with erythritol and precisely two drops of lemon juice. Just enough to put him in a good mood, not enough to satisfy his body’s need for calories. Eyes closed, sleepy, he said, “By the sweat of his brow will he eat, Jay.”

      “Kunga, I swear, if you don’t start talking normal.”

      “Means life’s hard,” said Kunga. “Believe that.”

      “I do. Should we be making it harder?”

      “The work is worth it to me,” Bella declared. “The mayor took my license. I need to make enough money this month to survive until Georgia’s Department of Justice reinstates it.”

      Johnny didn’t need the money. He provided for himself at the poker table, and he now possessed access to his father’s small fortune. An ill-gotten fortune, and he hadn’t touched it, but it was his nonetheless. Unless his brother took it, which was possible, or the government seized it, which was doubtful because they didn’t know. His father and his brother had been thick as thieves, until one day Billy got the boot. Maybe for becoming a cop, Johnny didn’t know, but somehow the fortune had always seemed destined for Billy. Johnny received his mother’s love for the simple life and the outdoors, her peace and independence, while Billy got the fast-paced genes, the need for action. His father’s natural successor.

      Cops didn’t make much, yet Billy never seemed poor. Perhaps he’d already inherited some of the ill-gotten fortune, his father funneling or laundering cash toward his eldest son. Billy might be on the take, a theory new to Johnny’s mind.

      “John, you’re quiet,” said Bella.

      “You should try it sometime.”

      She nudged his boot with her shoe. “What’re you thinking about?”

      “Money.”

      “The hard work of arresting people isn’t worth it?” she said.

      “I don’t mind hard work. It’s that, I feel the same queasy pit in my stomach as last time. That locking someone in a cage is a responsibility I don’t feel worthy of.” He raised the bottle of Dr. Pepper to his lips and drank. He and Bella split a pizza, only one slice remaining between them, and poor Kunga was trying not to breathe through his nose, lest he inhale oregano.

      Johnny couldn’t smell oregano but he could smell Bella, her good mixture of soap, shampoo, and sweat. Her skin looked soft in the ambient light, a droplet of perspiration sneaking toward her collarbone. Tonight she wore a thin shirt with nothing underneath, something she did to drive him mad, he was sure, and he could see her navel peaking below the bottom edge, and even though she wouldn’t commit to him or love him back, the offer she extended looked like heaven in certain lights.

      “Don’t quit yet, John,” she said. “This was a bad day, that’s all.”

      “I’m not quitting. Did you see those poor nurses? Women looked exhausted. You know what I want? I want nurses to have good days. Doctors to not be scared. They should go to work and take care of people who are sick, not wounded from a hunt. This city is killing itself and we ask the medics to shoot it up with morphine and send it out for another round, and that’s not fair to anyone.” Johnny held up the plastic bottle and used his other hand like an incoming missile, the two on a crash course. “Seems to me like Atlanta and reality can’t help but collide, sooner rather than later. The reality of too many politicians, too many crooks, too many people demanding their rights, and the fabric of a society can only bear so much before it rips apart. The mayor was right—we had peaceful weeks while the jails were full. Maybe that’s the solution, I don’t know, harsher consequences. You fall out of a building only once, cause the ground’s hard, and you learn. The hard ground teaches you. Maybe Atlanta provides too many soft landings, and that draws the weak and the wicked. Maybe… Maybe there’s no such thing as a good city.” Johnny clamped his mouth, sure that was the most words he’d ever strung together.

      “We’re throwing starfish into the sea, on a beach full of them, and deluding ourselves about the difference we’re making,” said Bella. “Is that it?”

      “Let’s not have an Oprah book club about the thing. I only mean… Hell, I don’t know. Other people’s discontent ruins mine.”

      “Not everybody’s born a big strong quarterback, Jay Young.”

      “I know that, Kunga, that’s why I’m doing my part. I’m gonna grumble about it, if that’s okay, because I’d rather be hammering nails. Hell, or working with you at the hotels. Building a life, not tearing them down.” Johnny stood and picked up the dirty napkins and stuffed the trash bag near his little bank of solar panels. “Sorry I’m a grump.”

      He descended the roof’s ladder and cleaned up and he turned on the television.

      Johnny’s mind kept returning to the hospital hallway, the gurneys lined up with both criminal and recovery agent alike arrested, a lot of them, and he was wondering about it when the eleven o’clock news came on, and the source of the slaughter became apparent.

      Kunga and Bella joined him on the couch, watching.

      The mayor.

      Campbell stood in his office, talking to a reporter. He’d installed his new misdemeanor laws that morning. Sixty days for a suspected offense, even minor. Somehow Johnny’d forgotten about it. They listened to the news anchor outline the law again, and then legal experts debate the constitutionality of such a law, plus the upcoming challenges in the court system. Even facing staunch opposition, the law wouldn’t be overturned in the next few days. On screen, the CEO of Emory University Hospital bemoaned the law and the injuries his staff was already seeing.

      “That’s what happened to Numbers Murdock,” Bella said. “I bet someone tried to arrest him for a suspected misdemeanor, and he fought back.”

      Johnny rubbed his eyes. “Citizens shouldn’t be arresting each other. It’s a tornado of an idea.”

      “Ain’t that what we’re doing?” said Kunga.

      The next story updated the viewers on Campbell’s new prison, a tower of doom, dozens of trucks unloading steel and palates of cinder block. Construction was ahead of schedule, an impossibility in Atlanta.

      The screen cut to a statement made by the sheriff of DeKalb County. The sheriff himself came on screen to read the announcement, and when he did Johnny stood up and shouted, “What in the hell!”

      Bella pointed. “That’s Rhodes!”

      Ryan Rhodes stood at the podium, dressed in the brown sheriff uniform, a star on his chest. Johnny would recognize his fat face anywhere.

      “When did he become sheriff?” he said.

      Rhodes smiled at the camera, a hard smile that hid his blue eyes inside meaty folds. Flashes from cameras gave him ghoulish unflattering shadows. “Good evening. As sheriff of DeKalb County, I feel the need to explain our stance on the Atlanta mayor’s misdemeanor law. I know this is a complicated issue, and transparency is good for us. It is vital that local law enforcement and the city of Atlanta cooperate. The chief of Atlanta Police and I are in agreement on this issue. We will fully enforce the mayor’s new law, a right extended to him by the powers of emergency. I repeat, in DeKalb County, we will enforce his misdemeanor law. Sixty days in prison, mandatory, if you’re arrested for a misdemeanor. Any misdemeanor. I got off the phone with the sheriff of Fulton, and he’s undecided if he will enforce this law, which is a mistake in my opinion. I repeat, DeKalb will comply.”

      “That son of a bitch,” said Johnny. “He’s basically telling criminals they should ransack Fulton.”

      “I don’t get it, Jay Young. Don’t sheriffs gotta be voted in?” said Kunga.

      “Yeah they do. But I didn’t hear a thing about it.”

      “That’s because…” Bella scrolled a news article on her phone. “That’s because he wasn’t voted in. Rhodes was hired into the sheriff’s department last week, as a deputy, but quickly promoted to assistant sheriff. Then, yesterday, the DeKalb sheriff retired and by order of succession Rhodes was promoted to sheriff, a post he’ll have until the next election. That’s such bullshit.”

      “They rigged it.” Johnny dropped back onto the couch, stunned. “Why? Is he working with Campbell? Sheriffs don’t get rich. Neither do mayors. What’re they doing?”

      Bella boiled, the two men she hated most in the world, Campbell and Rhodes, at the top of the food chain. “We need to be careful in DeKalb. Not give Rhodes a reason.”

      “How about we move to the country and buy horses and cattle?”

      “Maybe in October,” she said.

      “Hell naw, not even then.” Kunga shook his head.

      “Before this month is over,” said Johnny, and he twisted the top off another Dr. Pepper, “I bet you two will change your mind.”
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            A Quicksand Dream

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine in the cool morning and they set out, nagged by the sensation they were in cahoots with Sheriff Rhodes and Mayor Campbell, as though in their tribe, working together. They weren’t, but at the moment the five of them seemed to be traveling the same direction.

      “What I wouldn’t give,” said Johnny, squeezing the steering wheel, “to catch Campbell in a misdemeanor. Make him suffer his own laws.”

      “Campbell won’t leave that tower until Thanksgiving,” said Bella. “And we’ll never get in again.”

      They motored out of state.

      Kira Wheatley, three counts of arson, twelve grand. They followed her dot to Wilmington, her aunt’s place, two blocks from the ocean, an old one-story beach house, sand piled at the edges. Kira’s Nissan sat in the driveway. Bella peeked through the windows and declared no one was home.

      “You stay here, in case she returns. I’ll walk to the beach,” said Johnny. “See if anyone’s there.”

      Bella held up her phone for Johnny to see. “This is what Kira looks like.”

      He whistled. “Not ugly, is she.”

      “She’s Instagram-hot. It’s not real.”

      If Johnny had Instagram, he would've seen that Kira Wheatley filmed her workouts and put them online, gaining seedy followers and pretending to endorse products like she was a true influencer. A fake life, desperate to find meaning, self-worth found in followers, a quicksand dream for the young. But maybe every dream was built on quicksand.

      Johnny walked across the hot highway to the sands between Wilmington Beach and Kure. These sunbathers were residents, not tourists, and Johnny spotted Kira coming out of the water, a brilliant surf splashed with too-bright sunlight.

      He whistled again. “I’ll say they’re not real.”

      Kira was filming herself rising from the water, pushing her hair back, face to the sky, going through the motions again and again for a phone camera on a tripod, smiling at it like a deity who let you worship yourself. Johnny guessed she’d edit the video later, picking the best iteration. Kira left the water, repositioned the phone, and took to running, an exaggerated gait, pretending the camera wasn’t there, jogging by it several times, flinging her hair like Baywatch. Eventually she stopped recording, dried off with a towel, and packed her things. Leaving the beach she met Johnny.

      “I saw you watching me,” she said.

      “Hard not to.”

      “I like your hat, cowboy.”

      “I know you. From online, don’t I?”

      Kira shot him the first genuine smile he’d seen. “Yes! You must follow me?”

      He pushed the hat up a little on his forehead and he grinned at her.

      “I have been, yes,” he said.

      “Instagram? TikTok? OnlyFans?”

      “All of them.” Johnny didn’t have any notion what the second two were.

      “I’m Kira.”

      “Johnny.”

      “Are you a stalker, Johnny?”

      “Would that be so bad, Kira?” he said.

      “If you weren’t hot, it would be. Buy me lunch and maybe we’ll make a video?”

      He stuck out his hand.

      She took it, and he quick-snapped a cuff around her wrist. Then he fastened her to himself.

      “Whoa, slow down, cowboy. I said lunch first.” She laughed but it came with some wariness now. She tugged at the cuff.

      “Tell me this, Kira. A good-looking girl like you, why’re you setting fires?”

      She blinked stupidly. “What?”

      “Arson. Three counts of it. You were caught on camera, and you’d be in jail by now if the cops weren’t overworked.”

      “Ohmygawd, are you arresting me?”

      “I am,” said Johnny.

      A flush bloomed in her cheeks, and she pressed her phone into his free hand. “Here. Film it.”

      “Film what?”

      “This’ll be gold. Film it, film it. Wait, let me get my boobs ready. Film me.”

      He patted his belt, on which his GoPro cam was affixed. “I already am.”

      “You better let me upload or I’ll sue you. I have a lawyer on retainer just for this.” Up close, it became clear that Kira filtered out her flaws and used her body to direct attention from her face. What Johnny assumed as natural good looks was mostly makeup and silicone. She said, “That camera on your belt is shooting an unflattering angle. We can’t use that, gross, are you kidding me? Get my camera higher, hey, toward me, toward me.”

      They walked across the highway, her in a tiny bikini and scraping the road with her flip-flops, frustrated he wouldn’t press record.

      “Stop.” She pulled hard on the handcuffs. “Do it again.”

      “Do what again?”

      “Let’s do the highway again, but film it from the side,” said Kira. “A wide angle.”

      “Why’re you setting fires?”

      “Because boys are stupid.”

      “You set fire to your boyfriend’s house?” said Johnny.

      “Three boyfriends. But one was his restaurant, not his house. It sucks, by the way, his restaurant, sucks balls. Here, give me the camera and I’ll do it. The algos will love this, I swear to God. You’ve got a great face. That hat and these boobs? Instagram will show us to the whole world, baby. We’ll get a million views, Jake, a million.”

      “Johnny,” he corrected her.

      At the house, Kira scrutinized Bella and said, “You’re with him? Look at you, you’re gorgeous. Can we do the arrest again? I want you there too, please, and the Black man, because I believe in inclusivity.”

      Bella took off the cuffs so Kira could pee and pack a bag. Kira threw things into a satchel without looking at them, mostly tank-tops and bathing suits, talking to her fans even though no one recorded her.

      “It’s like she doesn’t know she’s being arrested,” whispered Bella.

      “She doesn’t know a lot of stuff,” said Johnny.

      At the limo, Kira panicked. “Into the car? Now? Not yet, we need reshoots! He never hit record!”

      Bella patted the warm roof. “A limo for the Instagram star.”

      “No, please!” She tried to run but Johnny grabbed her wrist. “I promise I only want to do the arrest again! I can do it topless, for OnlyFans? This is too good, I’ll get a hundred thousand subs for this, please.”

      Johnny shoved her into the back and closed the door.

      “Should I ride back there too? She said she wanted to make a video with me,” he said.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “It’s her career. I’m not heartless.”

      They left the sandy coast behind, driving toward the blue trees of western South Carolina. The trip to Greenville lasted four hours. Halfway, Kira suffered a meltdown. Phone withdrawal. She neeeeeeded it. She wouldn’t post, she promised, this was the longest she’d ever gone without it. She usually set her alarm for the middle of the night so she could check her messages. When they passed Columbia, Kira was screaming and crying. She had to send the beach video to her editor, she had to right fucking now.

      Too bad, Johnny told her.

      Next fugitive.

      Vito Stiltner, identity theft, worth seven thousand dollars. He’d holed up in a newish trailer park, mostly retired folks.

      A short, thin man with a thick mustache, Vito saw the recovery agents through the front window of the trailer he was renting and he cursed and sprinted out the back. Johnny heard the door slam and hurried around to see Vito plunge into the patch of trees behind his house. Johnny called for help and gave chase as a tiny pug dog scrambled out of the doggie door.

      The little animal ran under Johnny’s feet and Johnny skipped to avoid stepping on it, and had to do it again, the pug snapping at his laces, but Johnny tripped and rolled his ankle. He fell and landed hard, directly on the dog, which cried in pain, a small sound.

      “Oh John!” shouted Bella. “You killed it!”

      “You think I meant to?” John sat up, grimacing, reaching for his boot. “I twisted my ankle.”

      On her knees in the patchy grass, Bella picked up the dog with two hands. “No, it’s alive. Ohmygosh, that scared me. It’s hurt!”

      Johnny limped back to the limo. He hadn’t broken anything but it would swell. Bella cradled the dog in one hand, searching for local vets on her phone with the other.

      Kunga returned five minutes later, holding Vito by the arm.

      Johnny was stunned. “How’d you catch him? I thought you were too tired to move.”

      “I can move when I need to, Jay Young.”

      Johnny was untying his laces. “I can’t, at the moment.”

      Vito, already fragile, took to crying when he saw his injured pug, named Cupcake. Kunga forced him into the back, next to a hyperventilating Kira who looked less Instagram-hot each passing minute.

      Bella directed Johnny to a veterinarian hospital, four miles away, Johnny’s left foot throbbing. They allowed Vito to walk in, half his weepy attention on Cupcake, the other half watching Kunga like the man might bite.

      Cupcake would live, though her back legs were broken. One of the bones needed to be set, followed by weeks in casts, and it would cost a thousand dollars.

      “I swear,” grumbled Johnny, counting out his cash.

      The vet tech promised she’d find a home for Cupcake and winced as Vito wailed, leaving his good good gooooood girl behind, it wasn’t faaaaaaaair.

      Johnny limped around a Walgreens for ibuprofen, and Bella purchased Kira and Vito hamburgers, french fries, and soda from Wendy’s. Irate with the world, the captives screamed and threw the food around the limo, and at each other, until Bella stormed into the back and hit each of them in the stomach, demanding they clean up the mess. Kira refused so Bella took out her phone and started recording, promising to tag Kira on Instagram so her followers could see her looking like trash. Kira cried harder but she obeyed, even wiping the windows with a napkin.

      They reached DeKalb intake at eight that evening, sticky and fatigued. Kira and Vito held one another, shuffling into the prison, a world that wouldn’t be kind to their weak constitutions.

      A long, long day, and Johnny’s foot turned purple.

      They held nineteen thousand dollars in new crisp bills, however, which palliated the pain.

      Loathe to get into the car again, they sat on the hood and watched the jail. Usually a gloomy circus, tonight a new pall hung over the activity. An angry suspicion among the hunters as they considered the new misdemeanor law.

      If a fugitive recovery team could catch another team trespassing, or driving under the influence, or breaking and entering, or disorderly conduct, or even public intoxication, they could arrest that team, incarcerate them for cash, while at the same time eliminating some of their competition.

      The competitive camaraderie had been destroyed. The recovery agents were no longer chasing only fugitives; they were chasing each other too.

      Outside the prison’s fence, protestors chanted, like that did any good.
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            I’m Coming Back Tomorrow

          

        

      

    

    
      A whopping fifteen-million-dollars-worth of bounties was claimed during the first week, by twelve hundred recovery agents. A preposterous number but most of it was low-hanging fruit, two or three thousand dollars a pop. Family members arresting each other for the reward, pre-arranged affairs.

      None of the big prizes were captured, like El Hacendado and Gaskins, each worth a million.

      Ramón remained free, a fifty-grand price tag on the leader of the Zoe Standoff. His friends and cousins were worth five each. Ramón wasn’t the biggest fish in the sea, but he was notorious. Most residents of Atlanta had never heard of Hacendado or Gaskins.

      Johnny’s team finished the week up sixty-five grand. Even after expenses and being chopped three ways, it was a good seven-day haul.

      Johnny declared they needed a day off, to get space and to breathe, get away from each other and from the toil. And for his ankle to heal.

      He laid on the couch and read and watched television, and gave in to his darker side for some news. The misdemeanor law remained national fodder, especially after a city council member had been arrested for alleged indecent exposure, and was later found murdered in prison. The problem, stated the mayor, was not the law but the lack of jail space, a problem he was fixing with the construction of his massive new prison. The mayor’s polling numbers remained strong, and Johnny clicked off the television and fell asleep to cool his anger.

      Kunga, bulky still, though his skin looking shrink-wrapped onto his muscles, left on his bike to visit the motels, see if pimps were installing new dancing equipment.

      Bella filed an appeal with the Department of Justice to get her private license back, hiring an attorney to accompany her to the Richard B. Russell Federal Building on Ted Turner Drive, to jumpstart the process. After, she served six summonses, an irksome process in comparison to the recent larger rewards.

      Johnny returned to work on Forever Young. Bella’s off-handed comment that it looked like the beginnings of a honky-tonk bar was lodged in his mind. He wasn’t adrift in the world, not really, but he didn’t know his purpose yet. Even so, he understood himself enough to know he shouldn’t be distilling moonshine or running a bar. He didn’t want to sell the place either, so what exactly was he doing?

      He didn’t know, yet he was compelled to continue. Perhaps on some level he was building a trinket to make his father proud, like a boy with a crappy Father’s Day gift. Maybe he’d visit his old man in prison, after September ended and the jail parking lots were no longer hellscapes, and get his opinion.

      He purchased a television at Best Buy, cajoled into an 82-inch ultra-high definition flatscreen by the enterprising salesman, and he plugged it in at Forever Young. To his surprise, the cable cord was still active, the picture bright and clear. He changed to ESPN and listened while he worked. He installed more light fixtures and polished the countertop, and he finally got around to the kitchen, cleaning the sinks of grime. His traps caught mice and he threw them into the trashcan outside, and he set new ones, though he didn’t hear the rustling he used to and his hopes were high his vermin problem was near extinct. He swept out construction debris, and at the end of the day he stood in the far corner and cast a critical eye over the place. Bright and clean. With the television hanging beyond the countertop, it had the makings of a whiskey bar in infancy.

      Eventually he tired and stepped out back for air. He enjoyed the manual labor but he enjoyed the outdoors in equal proportion. Like at a poker room, he required oxygen breaks.

      He picked up larger chunks of gravel and he juggled three at once, something he could do with his eyes closed if he practiced. He tossed the first at a yield road sign at the intersection, connected with a satisfying clang, then he threw the second, and the third, missing and missing.

      His brows peaked.

      He didn’t miss.

      He searched the rocks around his boots and selected more. Only thirty feet away, he should be hitting that sign without fail.

      Miss, miss, miss. Rocks sailing clean by the sign.

      “What the hell,” he said. “Gravel’s not big enough.”

      He found larger rocks, near as big as a golf ball. He steadied himself, focusing on the sign, and he missed low. Throwing harder, the rock sailed low again, cracking against the curb beyond. He threw harder, the rock hissing and taking a chip out of the curb.

      He threw up his hands and walked for the door, better things to do. Reaching it, his pride nudging him, he paused and rolled his eyes and he came back.

      More rocks, more frustration, grinding his teeth. Miss, miss, miss.

      He went into a full pitching windup, throwing as hard as he could, the stones humming over eighty miles per hour, the curb beyond disintegrating under the onslaught, hard enough it might kill a man, until finally he adjusted his aim drastically to hit the wooden pole supporting the yield sign, producing splinters.

      Still way below his standards.

      He ran low on rocks big enough to hurl. He’d missed the sign with seventeen throws and his calloused fingers threatened to blister. What was he doing wrong? A bad elbow angle? He wasn’t squaring up? Maybe the sign height confused him?

      He’d connected with his first throw. Right out of the juggle. When he hadn’t been stressing.

      “You know what the problem is, old boy,” he told himself. “You’re getting in your own damn way.”

      He selected another rock and cleared his mind, thinking about nothing, even turning in a circle, picturing Bella, Bella punching her mannequin, Bella with her hair wet from a shower, he turned in another circle, Bella smiling at him on her cot, and he threw the rock without thinking, threw with force behind it, and the rock clanged solid into the metal sign.

      He grabbed another stone, throwing thoughtless, without focusing on himself, and hit, and another rock, throwing harder, harder, hit, hit, the metal denting, and wobbling, the sign singing, and finally with a loud crash the last stone tore the sign from the post, exhausted rusty bolts surrendering, and it fell.

      He regarded his defeated enemy and reckoned he’d committed a crime. Destruction of public property. His fingers throbbed and he shook them and flexed them, and he returned indoors, YIELD barely visible in the tall grass.
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      Kunga left the Red Roof Inn, saddened to see pimps standing guard in the parking lot, most of his previous work spoiled.

      The interstates of Atlanta had once been clotted, like the arteries of an obese man who glutted himself on whatever he wanted because this was America and it was his right, hungry or not. Now the lanes flowed like rivers, rarely a check in traffic, much of Atlanta’s fat cut.

      Interstate 285 formed a complete circle around Atlanta, a sixty-mile loop. Without intending to, Kunga drove it. The asphalt flew under his tires like in continual free fall, never decelerating, and his hunger left him. He felt renewed, rising on the wings of eagles, watching his city whoosh by, seeing Atlanta from every angle, and in his mind was prayer, a mixture of hip-hop lyrics and scripture woven into a beseeching for the citizens. Like Joshua marching around Jericho, he thought, and he drove the loop again, a fifty-five minute trip, with only a brief halt for gasoline. And then a third time, not weary of the continual leftward turn, now driving away from the falling red sun, into the coming dusk, the rim of the world empurpling, swinging northward, the sunlight on his left cheek, and back toward the hot light again.

      He exited with a full heart, exhilarated and satisfied, his hands piloting without permission, and soon he blinked himself fully back to the corporeal world and saw he’d stopped at the base of Zoe’s enclave, home of the Standoff, and Kunga cast his eyes up to the crest and the mansions perched there. No news vans today, no rallies or marches.

      Ramón had started a GoFundMe account and his notoriety paid off. Idiots from around the globe sent him money, mostly young men who thought it a riot, or anarchists living vicariously through him. A steady stream of DoorDash and Uber Eats and larger deliveries parked at the base of the hill, met by children who took the food and carried it up the street to the mansions.

      Kunga was straddling his bike when such a transaction took place—a little Toyota Yaris parked and the driver handed a young man five big bags of takeout, too much for the boy to carry. With his heel, Kunga stomped the kickstand into place, swung his leg off and helped the boy, taking three of his bags.

      “Hey,” said the boy.

      The smell of the food made Kunga weak. “I’m not robbing you.”

      “I’ll get in trouble!” The boy snatched at Kunga’s bags. The Yaris drove away, eager to be gone from the enclave, even though the occupiers tipped well, a necessity they’d learned if they wanted the food delivered quickly. “Please!”

      “The food is safe, my brother. I don’t eat.”

      The boy’s English was good, only a faint accent. “You don’t eat?”

      “Not today. I’ll help carry and you won’t get into trouble.”

      “You might, mister.”

      Kunga smiled. “We gone find out.”

      Together they walked up to the enclave of mansions.

      The trash cans overflowed, none of the occupiers willing to walk them down to the main road, and flies buzzed around the ripe piles. Dogs prowled and defecated in the yards. The pools, once crystal clear, were filthy bogs. Water pressure to the enclave had been turned off and now the squatters bought pallets of water bottles daily.

      Over it all, a fug of marijuana.

      Kunga’s heart sank. Here is what mankind got without rules. Here is where self-interest led, when man forgot it was creature, not creator. Here was hell.

      The boy thought so too. He was embarrassed and he pleaded with Kunga not to look, to leave quickly. He bore no tattoos, a departure from the others. His hair was short, but long enough for a cowlick to part his hair in the front, something the men teased him about but the women said was cute.

      “My man. You don’t like it here,” said Kunga.

      “Would you?” said the boy.

      “Why don’t you leave?”

      “Where do I go? My family is here.”

      “Your parents?” said Kunga.

      “My brother.”

      Thumping cumbia music rattled Kunga’s chest.

      A man met them at the cul-de-sac. His face bore so much ink he looked more blue than not. He pointed a knife at Kunga and said, “The hell are you, amigo?”

      “Food delivery. Amigo,” said Kunga.

      “Put the food down and go.”

      Kunga set the bags between them and he stepped backward.

      In Spanish, the boy explained, “I could not carry it all. This man rode a motorcycle and he helped me.”

      “That’s who you are?” said the tattooed man and he made a show of laughing. “You carry food? A macho man. What, you want a tip? Get the fuck out.”

      Kunga felt no fear. Only heartache.

      “This gotta stop,” said Kunga.

      “What?”

      “You and everyone need to leave. Today.”

      The tattooed man grinned a mouth of silver. “A joke? Macho got jokes? Get the fuck out or you’ll die, mayate.”

      “I’m gone. But give Ramón a message for me,” said Kunga.

      The man’s eyes flicked briefly to the house behind, Zoe’s house. “Yo, I look like a messenger to you?”

      “Tell him I’m coming back tomorrow. Imma arrest his ass if he’s here. Tell him. Tell the others, your amigos, anyone who gets in the way gone get hurt. So they should leave. This is a mercy, my brother.”

      The man was too stunned to threaten Kunga. “What, you’re a crazy man?”

      “The Lord suffered this long enough. Tomorrow it ends. Don’t let it end bad. Tell your boys to go. Tonight.” Kunga made a slight bow. “Have a blessed day.”

      Kunga turned and walked the way he came, whispers traveling fast, outpacing him, so that the final household stared in awe from broken windows as he left the enclave. The boy with the cowlick leaned against a car, watching, hoping it was true, hoping that finally someone cared.
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      “Kunga, that’s the stupidest thing I ever heard,” said Johnny.

      Kunga shrugged. “Ain’t my idea.”

      “Don’t you tell me it’s God’s.”

      “Aight. I won’t.” Kunga drank down the rest of his water bottle, mixed with a pinch of pink salt. He needed the sodium. “Hopefully they all be gone.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. Ramón’ll pack up because the crazy motorcycle man told him to.”

      They perched on stools at the kitchen counter. Bella watched Kunga with wide eyes, too worried to skip trace.

      “It ain’t that God told me to. He doesn’t talk to me like that,” said Kunga. “Wish he did. World be less confusing that way.”

      “Then how do you know?” Johnny held up a hand, like—explain it to me.

      “It’s that God didn’t tell me not to.”

      “That’s not good enough, Kunga.”

      “You know what faith is, Jay?”

      “Sure I know,” said Johnny. “Everyone knows.”

      “God don’t like stealing. He don’t need to tell me that. One thing he does like, I know, is justice. That means Ramón has got to go. God don’t need to tell me something that’s plain as day. So what I’ll do is, I’ll walk in faith. He tells me to stop, I will. If he don’t, I just close my eyes and do it.”

      “You’ll die,” said Johnny.

      “Maybe. But I don’t think so, Jay.”

      “Stay home and have faith here.”

      “Faith ain’t faith if you don’t act, even when you’re scared,” said Kunga.

      Bella reached across to take his hand. “Maybe this is the hunger talking? Maybe you can’t think clearly?”

      “Maybe. If so, I think God’ll yell at me soon, tell me to stop.”

      “That isn’t how it works, Kunga!” shouted Johnny, feeling desperate.

      “Jay Young. You remember the fortune teller last year? Girl told you that you were a gunfighter? She predicted your future.”

      Johnny pinched at the bridge between his eyes. “She wasn’t God.”

      “Remember the girl who read your palm? You do. Stuff in this world we can’t see, Jay. Stuff going on around us. Easy B landed at my feet when my elevator wouldn’t work. That was crazy, right?”

      Bella nodded against her will. “That was crazy. It felt spiritual.”

      “Everything’s spiritual.”

      “If you go get Ramón, I have to go too,” said Johnny. “That means people will die. Maybe me. Is that spiritual?”

      “I told them to leave.”

      “But they won’t!”

      Kunga shrugged. “I gave them the chance. Now maybe it’s time evil gets destroyed.”

      “Or we get destroyed,” growled Johnny.

      “Ramón is worth fifty thousand,” Bella reminded him.

      “Dead men don’t spend money, Bella.”

      “Be serious. Nothing can kill Johnny Sugar,” she said, a joke, a weak one.

      “This isn’t funny. Tomorrow I have to ride with Kunga to his death.”

      “We have to ride with Kunga,” she said.

      Kunga stood and stretched.

      “Man I’m hungry.”

      “Then eat something!” Johnny shouted.

      “I wish. Not time yet. G’night, Jay. G’night, Bella Adams.”

      Kunga brushed his teeth and collapsed onto his mattress, asleep immediately above the covers.

      Johnny scrubbed furiously at his hair and the scalp beneath. “Stupid. Stupid stupid stupid dumbass stupid idea.”

      “We can’t let him go alone. Are we doing this?” Bella’s voice sounded small. “If he goes?”

      Johnny stood and walked to the front windows and back, hands on his hips, a fire in his chest. Part of him he wouldn’t acknowledge felt invigorated by Kunga’s dumbass idea, by the challenge.

      What would a wiser man than him do?

      What would McQuaid do?

      It was the first Johnny’d thought of the old ex-sheriff in days. McQuaid’s words came floating back on the winds of memory, filling the directionless void.

      A man knows he isn’t in control.

      A man gives himself away.

      What else would he do while Kunga got hurt? Work on his bar? Watch television? He’d never forgive himself.

      McQuaid told him a man with a well-ordered mind knew he was dying. Knew he had to exhaust himself for a bigger purpose. That thought blew away his aimlessness like a mist.

      Maybe Johnny didn’t have a purpose in life, but being a faithful friend would do until the purpose arrived, even if it cost him.

      “Yeah,” he said. “We’re doing this.”
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            Gunfire On All Sides

          

        

      

    

    
      They went in early, trusting the night’s revelries to keep their quarry sleepy and stupid. At seven in the morning, Atlanta was hot, the air pinkish gold. Headlights extinguished, they drove by the first mansions and reeking trash piles. Dogs watched them, moving only their eyes, too tired to raise an alarm.

      “That one.” Kunga pointed. “Zoe’s house.”

      It was the first time they’d spoken since getting in the car, each alone with their thoughts about duty and eternity.

      Johnny felt like a jack-in-the-box; his anger and fear were coiled, compressed, ready to spring. He parked the limo at the curb, deep in enemy territory.

      Loud heartbeats. Beyond that, silence. No music.

      No frying pupusa.

      Kunga stood out and they copied him.

      Johnny pressed his hat firmly on his head. His leather belt was cinched tight around his waist, a big Colt Python on each hip. His revolver and his father’s, his father’s a faded blue. They weighed far too much, like carrying tombstones. Speed-loaders waited in his pockets.

      A white plastic bag jerked in a morning zephyr, caught on a tree limb, a pathetic flag. A couple months ago, this would’ve been the nicest neighborhood Johnny’d ever set foot in. How quickly chaos consumes order. Furniture had been used to create fires on the lawns, ashy, charred circles. Burger wrappers tumbled and skittered across the street.

      A shirtless man was pacing the driveway and he came forward to inspect the limo.

      “Ey.” The man sucked once more on a pipe, knocked it dry against his bare foot, and stuffed it into his back pocket. The air didn’t smell like weed or tobacco, but sharper than that, and Johnny guessed it was a crack pipe. Maybe meth. That meant they were dealing with crazy. “Ey! Eres Johnny Sugar?” The man grinned, a smile at odds with the blue ink. He wore a pistol tucked into his belt, the barrel angling toward his crotch, a wild way to do it.

      Johnny nodded and swallowed. He understood now why some men chewed tobacco—his mouth wouldn’t be so dry. In Spanish he replied, “I am. Is everyone still here?”

      The man raised a phone and he snapped a photo of Johnny. In Spanish, “Johnny Sugar, I watch American football! I saw you play. The best, Johnny Sugar, the best!”

      The limousine’s engine still ran.

      Bella spoke better Spanish than Johnny and she rattled off a conversation with the man, the strings of Johnny’s stress growing tighter in his chest. He caught some of the words and he wasn’t encouraged, though the man’s smile remained.

      Kunga asked, “What’d he say?”

      “He says John looks like a cowboy.”

      “That’s it?”

      “He’s the guard.” Bella stood on the far side of the car, holding her shotgun where he couldn’t see. “He says everyone heard about the macho Black man but no one left. He says we’ll die, but not Johnny Sugar. No one can kill Johnny Sugar.”

      The guard turned to take a photo of himself over his shoulder, Johnny in the background.

      “I swear,” said Johnny.

      “Tell him be cool, cause I’m going in.” Kunga walked for the door across the grass, careful not to step on dog droppings. Like that was the danger.

      Bella wore body armor but Kunga didn’t, relying on a higher power that may or may not be busy elsewhere.

      “Wait.” Johnny eyed the guard, who’d turned his attention to Kunga, hand on his pistol. Johnny called, “No guns.”

      “Tienes que irte ahora, negro,” shouted the guard.

      “It ain’t me you got to worry about, my brother.”

      Johnny said, “Bella. Tell him if he draws, I’ll kill him.”

      Bella did, and the man laughed and replied incoherent to Johnny’s ears.

      “What’d he say?”

      “I’m not sure. Something about you not being a killer,” she said.

      In the window behind the guard, Johnny saw his own reflection. His shoulder was drawn back, elbow crooked, wrist bent, the web of his hand resting on his gun.

      Like Augustus said.

      “Voy a matar al negro,” shouted the guard. Johnny translated the threat.

      He quick-drew his revolver. The guard didn’t see it happen, only that Johnny Sugar now held a gun, aiming from the hip.

      “Don’t do it.” Johnny thumbed the hammer back. “I don’t miss.”

      “I’m going inside, Jay Young.”

      “Kunga, if I have to fire this thing, the whole place will wake up and we need to haul ass.”

      “I feel you.” Kunga started for Zoe’s front door.

      The guard shouted and reached for the gun at his belt, Johnny called, “No! No gun.”

      Kunga kept walking.

      Johnny ground his teeth.

      Here we go.

      The tattooed man shook the phone in his left hand at Johnny, and with his right he gripped his pistol. Bella came around the limo and she raised the shotgun to her shoulder.

      “Déjalo!”

      The guard shouted, “Puta!” and he yanked his pistol out.

      The world slowed for Johnny. A steadiness in that wild space between thought and deed.

      Youngs don’t miss.

      Johnny’s Python roared, a flash of fire and smoke, and the man’s phone jerked from his hand, disintegrated. A loud blast that shook the morning air, and the dogs took up yowling.

      “Drop the gun!”

      The guard knew something happened to his phone, to his hand, but he was slow on the uptake, eyes on Bella, on the shotgun, and he was lost in chemical madness, and he took aim at her.

      Johnny fired again and grazed the man’s leg, the fabric ripping. The man jerked but didn’t take his eyes off Bella. He couldn’t feel enough fear through the fog, couldn’t recognize death coming.

      “Dammit,” said Johnny, out of options and Bella out of time. The man took delirious aim on the puta. Kill the woman, kill the bitch.

      Johnny blew a hole through the guard’s chest, pieces of his heart spattering on the wall behind.

      God almighty.

      Somewhere a woman screamed.

      The clock started.

      Kunga and Bella stood frozen, watching the dead man fall.

      “Kunga, better hurry!” Johnny pulled his other revolver, one in each fist, and he turned a circle, the houses rising like canyon walls. Now he was the guard. He was death.

      Kunga breached Zoe’s house at a run, the front door not fully closed. The living room was destroyed, luxury furniture carved for sport, a fire built on the dining table most nights, food wrappers like a rug. Instincts carried Kunga up the stairs. Bella behind him, swearing, eyes on the doorways beyond her gun sight. The dark house stank of urine and acrid smoke.

      Second level, main hallway. Kunga kicked the first door in. A man screamed and threw himself to the far side of the bed, a naked woman covering herself on the mattress with a sheet.

      No Ramón.

      The door to the next bedroom opened inward. A woman charged out. A woman demonic in her hate. She held two pistols and she cut loose, a savage volley in the hallway, bright tears in the universe, too close to miss but she did. She fired eight times at Kunga and he didn’t flinch, some preternatural awareness it was not his time, her shots perforating the paint, the ceiling, and the hallway chandelier shattered.

      Bella threw herself to the floor behind Kunga, shouting in hot terror, crystal shards raining into her hair, and she fired her shotgun around Kunga’s ankle.

      Her first shell was a bean bag load, a precaution against killing someone, a precaution she expected to back down any opposition. The bag didn’t penetrate, but it macerated the woman’s facial structure. Bones breaking. The wild woman dropped both pistols, knocked clean out, falling backwards with no effort to catch herself.

      The blast ruptured Bella’s left eardrum.

      “Stay in your rooms!” she shouted. She heard herself through vibration only. “Stay in your rooms!”

      Bella rose and racked the shotgun’s slide, ejecting a smoking shell through the port.

      Kunga moved to the next door, a bathroom, and gunfire erupted from it. One, two, three shots, ripping through the closed door, someone inside firing blind, and Bella fired into it. A hot round. The shot blew the door inward, rending the knob, splintering the jamb, and cutting down the shooter within.

      She worked the slide again, sidestepping to the doorway beyond, peering into it, shouting words without meaning, time lurching like an old movie, no color, no sound. Later she’d understand she killed someone.

      Where the hell was Kunga?

      The next doorway was a linen closet, empty of linen, full of liquor bottles and ammo boxes and an assault rifle Bella didn’t recognize.

      “Kunga!”

      Kunga appeared from the farthest bedroom, the master. He moved slow because on his shoulder he held someone in a fireman’s carry.

      “I got Ramón.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Johnny took fire from the next house over. The gunman leaned out the window with an assault rifle set to full-auto, and he pressed the trigger. The thing roared and kicked, climbing the bullets upward, and the man was unprepared for the firepower. He scrambled and fell from the second-story window. He landed face first and his spine broke on impact.

      Johnny wasted no bullet on him.

      Another gunshot, this from Stanley’s house, Stanley still at the Waldorf, sleeping on memory foam. Johnny returned fire with his left hand, walking backward, and the gunman cowered inside.

      Inside Zoe’s house, upstairs, Johnny heard small gunfire and then Bella’s shotgun spoke. Damn it, should he be in there too? Bella shouting, and another heavy slam.

      The house opposite Zoe’s on the cul-de-sac, a house that’d been spray-painted with horns and a giant M, two men peeked around windows and fired their pistols. They only bothered to aim south, the direction of the limo, no danger to Johnny. Johnny fired simultaneously, a bullet into either bedroom, counting to himself—four rounds fired with his right revolver, three with his left, and what was taking Kunga so damn long?

      The imagined sensation, the expectation, of catching a bullet was awful.

      Johnny walked for Zoe’s house, too worried to leave them alone, but Bella strode around, eyes wide on him, beyond him, around him, and Kunga trooped through the doorway, hauling a load.

      “Is that Ramón?”

      Kunga grinned and shifted his cargo. “Like you said, Jay, we better move ass.”

      Ramón groaned, bleeding from the nose.

      “Man didn’t come willingly.”

      “Let’s go. Go go go,” said Johnny.

      Above them, from Zoe’s old bedroom, a man with a gun poked his head out and shouted words Johnny didn’t know, and he shot at Kunga. Yanking the trigger, frantic poppopop from above, Bella and Johnny ducking for cover, but Ramón took every shot in the back, spasming.

      Johnny shouted and he returned fire, one with each Python, and he didn’t miss, his small view of the bedroom ceiling turning red.

      “Get in!” Bella slid behind the wheel.

      The house across from Zoe’s, the two bedrooms above the painted horns, one man grew brave enough to aim, to fire at Johnny but he missed. He fired again and he hit Ramón in the ribs, a meaty impact Kunga felt through transference.

      More gunfire, coming from all sides, the limo’s door thunking. Johnny aimed at houses large, pulling the trigger until both Python’s clicked, and he dumped empty brass onto the lawn, speed-loaders shoving home fresh rounds.

      Kunga charged through the limo’s open rear door like a football player, dumping Ramón onto the back seat, the man’s wounds wheezing with blood bubbles.

      “JOHN!” Bella screamed.

      The limo thunked again, catching bullets, men emerging from houses, too many.

      Johnny ducked into the front passenger seat and slammed the door. His window shattered, his shoulder missed by an inch.

      Bella punched the gas and tires squealed.

      The rear windshield punctured, two ugly holes, one round pumping the back of Bella’s seat. The world swung as Bella steered left.

      Johnny squirmed into the back and stood through the open sunroof. He aimed to either side, braced his hip, and he let loose. Twelve rounds fired in succession, aiming in periphery, far too accurate, driving men backward, firing into windows, doors, flesh, bricks breaking, a storm of murder, and Bella was barreling downward from the enclave, to safety. Johnny quit firing, out of bullets, out of range. The limo’s undercarriage banged on the street, leaving behind only smoke and echoes.
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            The Boy With A Cowlick

          

        

      

    

    
      Ramón bled out in the rush to the hospital and it wasn’t close. He’d taken five bullets in vital places and no doctor on earth could do a thing about it. Kunga sat with him, cradling him, like he wasn’t dead. Kunga bowed his head and cried. Johnny told him, “It’s not your fault, Kunga.”

      “I know.”

      “His own cousins killed him.”

      “This man was dead weeks ago, in a way, but I can be sad about it, Jay Young.”

      Bella drove with shaky hands but she no longer had a destination. She could barely hear.

      Johnny called his brother and arranged to meet Billy at the mortuary.

      They traveled in silence until Bella parked at last at the wide front doors at the mortuary, under the covered intake. She killed the engine and closed her eyes and didn’t budge for several minutes.

      Red and reeking like a war medic, Kunga walked his charge to a waiting gurney. He laid Ramón down and stepped back with dripping fingers, the dieners gaping at him as they would a goblin.

      “God almighty,” said Billy, and Johnny nodded. “The hell is wrong with you three?”

      “I don’t know,” said Johnny. “Surely something is.”

      Billy leaned down near the corpse’s face. “Looks like him.”

      “That’s Ramón, from the news, flaunting his sin. Dumbass came at me with a knife but he cut his own self instead. The man’s cousins shot him up, not us. Sin finds you out, Sheriff,” said Kunga.

      “Deputy Sheriff. I hope to God you got everything on video.”

      “We did. Bella will email it to you.”

      “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe you three just… rode up there and took him.”

      Johnny pushed off his Stetson to wipe his forehead and he tossed it onto the limo’s hood. “There are more bodies. Three, I think, plus some injuries.”

      “Four.” Bella crept from the steering wheel to sit in the shaded grass. As she moved, she shed flecks of broken glass from her hair, and she leaned her head backward against the column. She spoke too loud. “At least four.”

      “Four plus Ramón.” Billy whistled. “And one limo shot to hell.”

      “It still runs,” said Johnny.

      “Body shops charge more than a surgeon these days. Gotta bribe those greedy bastards.” Billy tapped the gurney and stepped away, so the attendants could have Ramón. “But looks like you can afford it.”
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        * * *

      

      They stopped at Sonic, the carhops gaping at the massacred Cadillac limousine. Kunga washed his hands in the restroom and Johnny tried to order everyone ice cream. They needed the sugar to stave off the oncoming shock and crash, but it was too early, so he bought the breakfast menu.

      Johnny and Bella chewed in silence, all three in the back seat. A pile of napkins, maroon and dripping, overflowed the trashcan outside.

      After, Johnny drove by the homestead to deposit Kunga and he took Bella to a doc-in-the-box. The physician assistant gazed into her ear with an otoscope and diagnosed a small tear in the drum. Small enough to heal on its own in a few weeks, provided she kept it clean with the drops she could get at the pharmacy.

      Bella, holding her ear gingerly, winced at him. “I can’t hear you. John, what’d he say?”

      “He said me and you get to play doctor.”

      “What?”

      Johnny drove her to a pharmacy and then home, ludicrous in the war zone limo. He left her there to nap—he wanted to speak with someone about body work. Driving like he’d woken from a dream, he parked at Gerber Collision & Glass, dismayed at the wrecks waiting repair in the parking lot. No doubt a bribe was called for.

      Before walking in, a noise from the back of the limo caught his attention. He crouched at the rear tire, wondering if he had a flat. Wouldn’t that be his luck. Both tires were inflated, though. Ducking his head, he saw no damage to the undercarriage.

      He heard another thump, and he understood.

      “I swear.” He inserted his key and popped the trunk, right hand resting on his pistol grip.

      His heart lurched.

      A young boy inside stared up at him, sweating. A stowaway. He held out his hands, pleading for mercy. A Hispanic boy with short hair, parted at the front by a cowlick.
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        * * *

      

      “They made me sleep in the bushes. You parked next to my sleeping bag,” said the boy. “So I got in your car.”

      “You running away from them?”

      “Yes sir I am.”

      The boy and Johnny sat at the bar at Forever Young, watching the news. The air was cool and circulating.

      On screen, the news breathlessly updated the Zoe Standoff. Occupiers streamed down the hill after the shootout, fleeing into Buckhead neighborhoods. Atlanta Police, sensing their time had arrived, drove up the hill in a battalion of wailing cruisers, a show of force, arresting the slowest stragglers. A police captain addressed a news reporter like he’d bravely stormed Normandy.

      Already the producers found social media footage of Johnny on the lawn, filmed by cameras inside Zoe’s windows and live-streamed to social media accounts.

      The boy watched the jumpy picture of Johnny Sugar Young, twirling on the lawn, a pistol in each hand. “You look very brave.”

      “I look like a damn fool who coulda been shot.”

      The boy drank from a bottle of chocolate milk Johnny’d bought at the store. He wiped his mouth. “My cousin said he watched you play football.”

      Johnny winced. “That man talking to me, he was your cousin?”

      “Not a close one.”

      “Where’s your mom and dad?”

      “I haven’t seen my mom in years,” said the boy.

      Johnny didn’t press the issue. Instead he opened a first-aid kit. The boy had taken fiber glass shrapnel in the arm. He’d tugged the piece out, but the wound was open and bleeding. Johnny cleaned it, smeared antiseptic on a bandage, and stuck the bandage to the boy’s upper arm. He looked embarrassed by the attention.

      “There. You’ll live.”

      “Yes sir,” said the boy. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t need a doctor but I’ll take you to one, if you want.”

      “I don’t have any money, sir.”

      On screen, Johnny’s picture was posted beside Ramón’s, with his fifty-thousand-dollar price tag. The world knew Ramón was dead, killed for money, which wasn’t exactly true.

      “What’s your name?” said Johnny.

      “Pete.”

      “Your name isn’t Pete, kid.”

      The boy grinned. “Pablo. I go by Pete. I like it better.”

      “You’re worth five grand, Pete.”

      He lowered the bottle of milk. “Does that mean five thousand dollars?”

      “It does.”

      “If you arrest me?”

      “All the Zoe occupiers are worth five grand.” Johnny winked. “I don’t plan on it. Just letting you know.”

      “Oh. Thank you, sir.”

      “Call me Johnny.”

      “Your picture is on the television again, sir.”

      “Aggravating, isn’t it. Anything to keep eyeballs.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Pete.

      “That’s okay. What’s the plan? Now that you ran away,” said Johnny.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Most of your family escaped, looks like.” Johnny nodded at the screen. “Want to find them?”

      “Only my brother.”

      “Not the rest?”

      The boy shook his head.

      “I can take you somewhere,” said Johnny.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know. The government helps kids who’re on their own.”

      “I like it on my own,” said Pete.

      “Social Services. They’ll find a home or something.”

      “No. I made it here. I will be good. Me and my brother.”

      “How you gonna do that?” said Johnny.

      “I watched Pursuit of Happyness. Will Smith. I prayed and remembered that movie, sir, on the way here. Even the bad times.”

      Johnny pursed his lips at the screen and didn’t reply.

      He understood he was speaking to a human being that’d been through more in his few years than Zoe had in her thirty-five. Like Bella, Pete had endured much and should be treated with respect. Not like a boy.

      “I got a good feeling about you, Pete.”

      “Sir?”

      “You’re gonna make it,” said Johnny. “Did you learn English from the movies?”

      “Yes sir. I had a teacher too.”

      “How do I help?”

      “I’m okay, sir,” said Pete.

      “You are, but no one gets anywhere good without help. Stop calling me sir so much. Once in a while is fine.”

      “Okay. Sorry.”

      Johnny checked his watch and stood. “I need to get home. You want to come?”

      “To your house?”

      “Yeah, to my house. Some others live there too.”

      “Sir.” The boy looked down, embarrassed. “Would it be okay if I stayed here?”

      Johnny waved a hand at the place, still mostly an unfinished bar with only chairs and tables for furniture. “This is terrible for sleeping.”

      “No sir. This is the nicest place I’ve seen.”

      Johnny figured there wasn’t much to steal. Only the television, and the kid could have that, payment for Johnny killing his cousin. He said, “I suppose you can. You stay put and I’ll be back.”

      The supply stores were low on inventory but Johnny found enough. He returned with a thin camping pillow, an air mattress, a sleeping bag, a case of water bottles, a bag of trail mix, a box of crackers, and a duffle bag. Plus a stack of cash.

      Pete wore a lot of armor. His defenses were thickened by a lifetime of turmoil—poverty, protests, his brother being incarcerated, his mother taken, a cramped train ride  out of El Salvador, waiting inside coyote camps, nighttime passage into America across the Rio Grande, him unable to swim, living in hot warehouses, hunger, thirst, sickness, more sickness, more hunger—and he used manners and his intelligence as a lever to make people like him. He had no trust to extend. No real ability to connect. But the man in the cowboy hat unloading supplies squeezed his soft heart, where hope remained.

      “Here’s the deal, Pete. This stuff’s all yours. You stay as long as you want. If you go, take it with you. I’ll come back tomorrow with more. If you’re here, great. If not, that’s okay too. Understand?”

      Pete nodded, his throat unable to operate.

      “You sure you don’t want to come with me?”

      Pete shook his head no. Why would anyone leave this paradise?

      After the man in the cowboy hat locked the door behind him, Pete collapsed onto the sleeping bag, cool and soft on the air mattress, indoors, no danger, no hate, and he slept.
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      The next morning, Johnny stopped at a grocery store for fruit, and then a McDonald’s for breakfast sandwiches. He pulled into Forever Young and found two men waiting outside.

      Johnny knew former cops when he saw them. He stood out of his Mustang and called, “Help you gentlemen?”

      The two men looked like the number 10. One skinny, one bulky. Both wore the face of a cop. Intense yet remote. Both wore guns at their hip.

      “I’m Ray Nobles,” said the skinny one, “and this is Micah Means. I swear you look like… Are you Johnny Sugar?”

      “I am, and you’re in my parking lot.”

      Micah Means wore a buzz cut that made his face look like a jar with the top screwed on. “You own this place? What is it? Looks like a barn.”

      “Supposed to look that way. Used to be an equestrian supply store, selling feed and saddles,” said Johnny.

      “The windows are boarded. We can’t see in.”

      Johnny inclined his face upward. “I like it that way. I repeat, can I help you with something?”

      “We’re fugitive recovery agents, Johnny Sugar,” said the skinny one, Ray. He was all angles, like he ran marathons. “Like you.”

      “I figured. And?”

      “And we’re chasing a fugitive. An occupier from the Zoe Standoff,” said Ray. “Sorry to tell you, he’s holed up inside.”

      Johnny held his hand out, chest high. “Little guy? Comes up to here?”

      Micah Means chuckled. “I wish. We’re after a big sum’bitch. Big and blue.”

      “You don’t say,” said Johnny.

      “Fraid it’s the truth. Big as he is, he’s a crafty one. We’ve been chasing him since the middle of the night, him skipping through alleys and behind houses, over fences, until he got here. We’d like to go in but I’m pretty sure we’d catch our dying.”

      “Big and blue sum’bitch?” said Johnny.

      “That’s it.”

      Johnny nodded. “I’ll take a look. You boys wait here.”

      “Johnny Sugar,” said Ray. “I don’t want to be a rat bastard about this, but there’s good money riding on that man’s head.”

      “That’s true.” Johnny tucked his thumbs behind his belt. “Tell you what. You have my word, if anyone is gonna take that big blue man in, it’ll be you. I’m not arresting a soul today.”

      “You walk in that door, you might get blowed right back out, blowed to hell,” said Micah Means.

      “I’ll do my best to avoid it.”

      “Avoid what? A bullet?”

      “Avoid any kind of dying,” said Johnny.

      “Maybe you better put on body armor?” said Ray. “Gol’dern stupid to walk in there.”

      “You two wait in your car, where it’s safe.”

      Johnny grabbed the breakfast, took out his keys, and walked to the rear door, still in plain view of Micah and Ray, who’d drawn their guns but stood behind an old Honda Pilot. Johnny chuckled and unlocked the door and cracked it just enough to shout through.

      “Pete? It’s Johnny. I’m coming in. I’m told you have a visitor and I’d appreciate it if neither of you shot me.”

      Johnny stepped out of the warm morning and into his kitchen. He closed the door after.

      Pete stood grinning near the bar with the big man. The man’s face was indeed blue with ink—various tattoos Johnny couldn’t decipher, other than the number 13. Running around his neck was the word Salvatrucha.

      “Morning.” Johnny set the McDonald’s bags on the bar and stepped away. “I brought breakfast.”

      “Sir, this is my brother, Eduardo. He found me.”

      “Hungry, Eduardo?” said Johnny.

      Eduardo was as tall as Johnny, and Johnny was tall, but Eduardo was far heavier. He watched Johnny with flat eyes, and he didn’t move.

      Johnny held up his hands. “I’m not arresting you.”

      “He doesn’t speak English, sir.”

      “Tell him.”

      Pete translated.

      “Tell him,” said Johnny, “that he’s safe. I won’t let the men come in.”

      Pete translated again.

      Eduardo listened, thought, and spoke in a mumble.

      “He says you came to our houses and killed our family,” said Pete.

      “It wasn’t your houses and I didn’t kill anyone I didn’t have to. Besides, Pete, they made you sleep in the bushes. Not the best family, are they?”

      Pete translated and Eduardo nodded.

      Pete took the McDonald’s bag and pulled out six sandwiches and he let Eduardo pick.

      They could be before-and-after photos of puberty and prison. The family resemblance was apparent. Despite the malnutrition, Pete would be large like his brother. They both had good looks, Eduardo’s hidden under ink.

      “Pete, there’s two men outside after your brother. I’m gonna run them off and be right back.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Johnny emerged into the bright morning and told Ray and Micah, “Boys, there’ll be no arrests today. The big blue man is under my protection for the time being. You catch him in the future, that’s up to you.”

      “Bullshit,” said Micah. “You want the money.”

      “My crew and I, we made seventy grand yesterday. You watch the news? I don’t need to arrest him. His name’s Eduardo, by the way.”

      “You killed half of them. Why do you care about this one?”

      “That’s a good question, Ray.”

      “What’s the answer, Johnny Sugar?"

      “I don’t know. Us humans, we’re fickle and easily snared, I guess. Like I said, I’m not arresting him. When he leaves, it’s open season. But not here, not today, not on my property. My property is a sanctuary. Understand?”

      Ray and Micah shared a look, a penetrating side-eye.

      It was two against one. The one was harboring a fugitive. They were within their rights to go inside and arrest Big Blue.

      Yet the legend of Johnny Sugar loomed large in their minds. Rumors said he was a fast draw. That he never missed. Rumors said he faced down ten men and lived, and the ten didn’t. That he was the baddest bounty hunter alive.

      Here he was, squinting at them, his hand resting lightly at his holstered revolver, in a way that told them to back down. The big blue man wasn’t worth the pain of getting shot.

      “Alright, Johnny Sugar,” said Ray. “You win.”

      “I appreciate that, Ray. You fellas have a good one.”

      Johnny walked back inside, and the desperate anger mounted inside Ray and Micah.
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      “My brother was going to college when they took him. He attended the University of El Salvador, his first year. The public college, the only one he could afford. But the Mara Salvatrucha came for him. He wanted to be a doctor, sir, but he went to prison for two years instead. When he came out, he looked like that.” Pete nodded at Eduardo.

      “I heard nothing good about prison in El Salvador,” said Johnny.

      “It is awful, sir. You go in good, you come out bad. After prison, he came for me and said we had to leave. That night. Or we could die. I didn’t get to pack.”

      Johnny’d worked in the kitchen all morning, cleaning, scraping out the freezer, while Eduardo slept, guarded by his protective little brother. Pete was proud of finding this place and the safety it brought. Johnny’d ordered Jimmy John sandwiches and they ate together, and now he and Eduardo sipped moonshine, and Pete a water. He said soda was too sweet.

      “When we got here, no one would hire him because of his tattoos,” said Pete. “Then Ramón found us. He made us work for him. We were living in those big houses when you came, sir.”

      Eduardo mumbled something.

      “He says Ramón was as bad as a prison guard, sir.”

      “How old before you start getting tattoos, Pete?” said Johnny.

      Pete pulled up his sleeve. The top of his arm, at the shoulder, was burned. “They tried. I said no. I saw that my brother couldn’t get a job. So they held me down every few days and burned me, sir.”

      “God almighty.”

      Eduardo sniffed. He sniffed again and cleared his throat, and he grabbed a tissue and blew his nose. His pain was hydrostatic pressure behind his eyes, threatening to break the damn. Johnny guessed he’d give anything to spare his little brother the pain.

      “He wanted to be a doctor, huh?” said Johnny.

      “Yes sir. My brother is smart. No one goes to college, but he did. That is what made them angry. The gang made him work for them. They made him drive drugs and guns. When he went into prison, he had no tattoos. When he came out, I didn’t recognize him. I thought he was there to kill me, sir.”

      Johnny sipped his moonshine.

      Eduardo said something soft, and Pete translated, “Prison is where the evil is, sir. That’s what he says. He once told me he’d kill me before letting me go there.”

      “Well,” said Johnny and nothing else occurred to him, so he said that.

      “American prisons are better though, I think. When I go there, maybe I don’t need tattoos,” said Pete.

      “When you go there?”

      “Yes sir. I am brave. Everyone from El Salvador has to go, yes?”

      Johnny felt a strange weight on his shoulder, a greasy shame. Bella had been up past midnight filling out forms, submitting videos, taking credit for El Salvadorian lives. For money.

      Eduardo was once innocent, like Pete. Clean skin, set on being a doctor, sacrificing for college. Then he was sent to prison, justifiably or not, where the evil was, and he came out looking like the devil.

      Did everyone in prison come out tainted?

      What would Pete look like in ten years? A face full of graffiti?

      “Sir? Everyone from El Salvador goes to American prison?”

      “Jail isn’t about El Salvador,” said Johnny.

      “What’s it about?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      “If they don’t go, you shoot them?” said Pete.

      On screen, AnnaLynne Isaacson was talking into a microphone. She’d left the top buttons loose, showing a bouncy hint of cleavage; anything to keep eyeballs, thought Johnny.  Johnny read the captions—she was discussing her candidacy for mayor of Atlanta, and how it related to Johnny’s shootout.

      Seeing his own name in the captions, a sick ball of queasiness flexed in his gut, remembering her telling him, don’t break up with me yet, Johnny. He was a prop. She wanted their names linked together.

      Johnny let his chair fall forward, the legs slamming. He needed to end the charade before he got caught further up into it. Not a chance in hell would he date a politician.

      Why would he date anybody, other than Bella? He knew what he wanted. He saw what he wanted every morning come back from running to hammer the boxing mannequin. What he wanted showered next to his kitchen and came out smelling like the Garden of Eden. He was a man in love, even if she didn’t love him back, and dating other women to get his mind off her, well, that wasn’t being honest. Bella wouldn’t ever leverage her relationship with Johnny, wouldn’t ever use him for her own—

      “Sir?”

      Johnny blinked. “I was mumbling, wasn’t I.”

      “Who is Bella?”

      On screen, AnnaLynne was promising to hold the government accountable for something or other to do with prison, the proud hate in her face marring what otherwise looked lovely.

      “Don’t go into politics, Pete. It might be as corrosive as prison. The scars are internal, though, that’s the difference,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Eduardo was handy with appliances and, without being asked, he inspected and repaired the plumbing in the back of the fridge so that it would produce ice. He also mounted two Bluetooth speakers to the wall and connected them to Pete’s phone.

      It was a wild world, thought Johnny, in which you could be on the run, broke as the day you were born, and still have a phone. Everyone had one but him.

      Bella and Kunga arrived at Forever Young for dinner. Pete was ecstatic about Kunga, the man who helped carry his bags up the hill.

      Eduardo considered Bella a sex goddess. He watched her like a kid at Christmas did the biggest present, speaking softly with her in Spanish about the tattoos of thorns and roses running up her left arm.

      Johnny ordered more takeout—Mexican and Chinese—and had it delivered. They ate and drank themselves full, the buoyancy of Pete’s youth keeping them entertained, his stories and laughter. Johnny consented to soccer on the television, two teams he’d never heard of, but Eduardo soaked it up.

      The game was temporarily interrupted for a news bulletin—a local judge had issued an injunction on the misdemeanor law, pausing it pending further review, but the injunction was immediately overthrown by the appellate court, and the law resumed, already appealed to the state supreme court, not in session.

      Captain Billy Young brought their earnings from yesterday, the purser granting clearance from the accounting department in the sheriff’s office. Blood money. Pete and Eduardo watched the transaction take place, guilt whispering in Johnny’s ear at the stack of green.

      Johnny poured Billy a whiskey glass of peach moonshine, and Billy raised it to him in a little salute.

      “This Dad’s recipe?”

      Johnny nodded. “He’s got gallons of it, jugs stashed everywhere.”

      Billy peered over the bar, where Johnny stood. “How much you got?”

      “As many jugs as I could fit in the back of the Mustang. Maybe a dozen.”

      “You need a sensible car, like the 4Runner. But you’ve never been that sensible,” said Billy.

      Johnny took his moonshine with ice, and they reclined backward in their chairs, a similar motion that Bella noted, holding jars of their father’s handiwork, swirling gold.

      Pete liked Elvis and played him softly over the speakers.

      “I heard the news,” said Billy. “You’re the arm candy of the new mayor?”

      Johnny blew a blast of air at the ceiling. “Arm candy. I’d rather die. Maybe I can talk sense into her.”

      “You love this girl?” said Billy.

      “I tried to break up with her but it didn’t take.”

      Bella studied the glass of wine in her hand.

      “Crazy, isn’t it, us sitting here drinking with Eduardo, a man you tried to got’damn shoot yesterday,” said Billy.

      “I might still,” joked Johnny to cover up the ache.

      “No you won’t, neither, Jay Young. I know you,” said Kunga. “You all kinda of messed up about this.”

      Johnny grinned. “How about you eat a sandwich and quit running your mouth.”

      Kunga did his best Johnny impersonation. “I swear, y’all, God almighty. I’m fixing to rescue this here boy, shoot, and put him through college, yeehaw. I’m Johnny Sugar but shucks I don’t even know it, I swear, bang bang.”

      Bella and Billy thought that was a riot, grinning like maniacs, and Pete shouted, “Yeehaw, Johnny Sugar, Johnny Sugar,” and he made guns with his fingers and shot them all, galloping around the bar on a horse.

      “The biggest pack of idiots I ever saw,” Johnny said but his anger was betrayed because he couldn’t stop laughing at Pete, and for a while they weren’t predator and prey, good or evil, American or otherwise. They were humanity.

      The soccer game ended and Johnny put on baseball.

      “This is a good barn.” Billy now held his third jar and he sat too close to Bella. “First time I haven’t thought about a prison in weeks.”

      “That’s how it ought to be,” said Johnny. “Americans are too stupid to realize we aren’t our job.”

      Bella stuck her tongue out at him. Johnny liked it.

      “That’s right. I’m talking about you,” he said.

      “I concede. At Forever Young, I won’t think about the job. Happy now? It’s a place of amnesty.” She was speaking louder than the rest of them, her ear drum not healed.

      “What is amnesty, sir?” said Pete, who’d been sneaking moonshine when they weren’t looking. “I only know little words.”

      “It means, everyone’s safe in here.”

      Eduardo stood the most to gain from the amnesty, but he was full of food and good liquor and couldn’t keep his eyes open to enjoy it.

      Billy’s phone lit up with incoming alerts. He read them and swore. “Here we go. I’ll be glad when this got’damned month is over. Two more agents shot, trying to arrest the other for jaywalking. We shouldn’t call them recovery agents, we should call them fuck-ups.”

      He stood and kissed Bella on the cheek and said, “I’ll call you later.”

      “Meh,” said Johnny. “She don’t want you to call, trust me. She told me you smell awful.”

      “Naw, even I can tell the man wears good cologne,” said Kunga. “Not as good as that pizza smells, but still.”

      Billy left and Johnny hoped he ran his cruiser into a telephone pole. At five miles per hour, only his ego bruised. He liked it better when Billy was gone, when other men weren’t laying claim to Bella.

      She couldn’t look at Johnny, volumes of words ending in question marks passing between them, nothing solid, no certainty.

      Pete looked back and forth between them, grinning, aware something had happened, some hint he missed, like tuning a radio and catching a note of music but losing it.

      Checking his watch, Kunga said, “Feels later than seven.”

      “I bet every day’s long when you refuse to eat,” said Johnny.

      “You got that right. Feel like God owe me a cake.”

      “How much longer you got to starve?”

      “My time’s coming,” said Kunga.

      “What’s that mean? When?”

      “Means, Jay Young, whatever the reason God don’t want me to eat, it’s almost here.”

      Little hairs rose on Bella’s arm. “How do you know?”

      “I don’t know. I just feel it.”

      “Is it scary?” she said.

      “Naw. It’s something, but not scary.”

      “You should eat, sir.” Pete’s eyes were wide, his stance wobbly with moonshine. “Being hungry is not good.”

      “Got that right, kid,” said Johnny.

      Bella’s phone chimed. She had two phones—a personal line, and a burner line, used for her aliases. It was her secondary phone alerting her that one of her contacts had gone live on social media.

      Her face lit with a glow from the screen. “Oh. Oh!”

      Johnny knew that look, and tonight he didn’t want it.

      “I got one,” said Bella. “I got a big one. Zane Breen. He frequents a prostitute named Booty Bianca and they’re together right now, and she’s live on Instagram.”

      Johnny closed his eyes. “Bella. I’ve been thinking about this whole thing.”

      “Zane’s worth twenty-five grand, Johnny.”

      “Damn,” said Kunga. “Could buy a lot of cake. Or wings. Or waffles. Bacon. New pan for the kitchen.”

      Johnny shrugged it off. “Bella, if this whole bounty fiasco is about power, and I suspect that it is, we’re pawns in the game. We’re pawns sacrificing other pawns, throwing them into prison where evil breaks them further. I’ve been thinking a lot about our culpability.”

      “Zane is a child molester, John. He used to work at a daycare, a bunch of kids accused him of exposing himself, and he ran. In Gwinnett there’s video of him exposing himself at a playground, and since then he’s been bouncing around with prostitutes. Police can’t find him.”

      “Pawn or not, Jay Young, child molesters need justice.”

      “Well.” Johnny pursed his lips. “That does change things.”

      “What’s a molester?” said Pete.

      “So we can go?” she said.

      “On the condition we discuss this current line of work afterward. Pete, you stay here.” Johnny stood. “What’s his name, Zane? He’s close?”

      “You won’t believe this.” Bella was grinning into the glow, the soft sound of laughter and screaming in her speakers. “He’s riding the big Atlanta Ferris wheel. Right now. Having sex with Booty Bianca.”
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      Bella drove.

      It was her left ear that popped, her right protected in the shelter of her shoulder when she’d fired the Mossberg. She drove the mangled limo so she could hear, her good ear facing Johnny and Kunga. The wind was free to whip through the broken glass, and the concussive throbs hurt her perforated eardrum.

      Johnny was having a crisis of confidence, she knew. He’d been stewing over Mayor Campbell and the misdemeanor laws and the abuse of power. Now he’d been face to face with an innocent kid and his brother, lives wrecked by corruption, in El Salvador and also Atlanta, and Bella knew she would lose him. Tomorrow, probably. He would no longer participate in the hunt, and she’d be lost. She didn’t blame him, but it was her final dream crashing down.

      Bella counted to ten and told herself she’d be okay. Those were tomorrow’s problems, not today’s, and she could handle them as they arose. She could. She could.

      The SkyView Ferris Wheel was a must-see Atlanta attraction. In the heart of the city, twenty stories tall, forty-two private gondolas. The gondolas were enclosed and air-conditioned, and the entire thing glowed like a neon star. No local fair ride, the SkyView was state of the art.

      Zane and Booty Bianca frolicked in a VIP gondola, which cost extra but provided privacy. “Naked,” said Kunga, watching his phone. “This girl totally naked.”

      Bella heard tinny laughter with her good ear.

      “Means we should have time to reach them, if she’s gotta get dressed again.” Johnny rode in the back, looking forward through Kunga’s window—a window with no glass. The glowing Ferris wheel towered over them, two blocks away in Centennial Park.

      “Damn, Zane just proposed,” said Kunga.

      “Did he.” Johnny grinned. “Man will do anything for a naked woman.”

      “Booty Bianca.” Kunga made a whistling noise. “That’s a lot of woman.”

      “What’d she say?” asked Bella.

      Kunga tuned the phone sideways and tilted his head. “Looks like a yes to me. They some freaks.”

      “Wonder if she knows he’s a pedo,” said Johnny.

      Bella parked illegally in a loading zone and they started across the grassy park. Night had fallen purple beyond the city lights, all the colors brilliant below.

      The wait to board the Ferris wheel used to last an hour. With Atlanta’s diminished population, the gondolas were now rarely full. The base of the ride resembled a space station, new and shiny with glass.

      They bypassed the line to speak with two bored attendants loading and unloading passengers.

      One of the teenaged girls gawked. “Are you Johnny Sugar?”

      “Right now I’m a fugitive recovery agent.” Johnny nodded upward at the massive structure wheeling over their heads like a planet. “You’ve got one inside your VIP gondola. A fugitive.”

      Bella wasn’t afraid of heights. But this close, the wheel felt impossibly big. Kunga couldn’t even look up, scared of heights from below.

      The girl chomped with extreme vigor on chewing gum and snapped a photo of Johnny. “I need, like I need an autograph.”

      “Later. At the moment I want you to stop this thing when the VIP car gets here,” he said.

      The girl used her fingers on her phone screen to zoom in and show the pimpled young man next to her. The photo was proof of Johnny’s existence rather than real life. She said, “It really is Johnny Sugar. Look’it.”

      “Who’s Johnny Sugar?” said the boy, his red shirt matching the girl’s.

      “Hey. Little idiots!” Bella shouted to get their attention, and because judging volume was tricky. The big wheel kept turning, whisking the gondolas by the loading dock. Some of the windows held grinning faces. “That VIP car is coming.”

      “We can’t stop it.” The young man’s voice cracked. “We only unload.”

      “Who controls it?” said Bella.

      The girl pointed over their shoulder at a glassed booth. “Barrett. He’s the operator. But Barrett kinda sucks, so…”

      Barrett watched them without interest.

      Johnny shouted at him but it was too late. The VIP gondola whooshed by with enormous momentum, carried again up and away in the Atlanta night. The screaming within was audible, Zane and Booty Bianca conflating volume with fun.

      “Dammit. Keep the thing running until he gets back around,” shouted Johnny.

      Barrett responded muffled through the glass, “I’m not supposed to interrupt the schedule.”

      Johnny plucked his fugitive recovery badge off his belt and smacked it hard against the booth’s door, near Barrett’s face. “Do as you’re told, Barrett. You let a wanted man aboard.”

      “Oh damn.” Kunga still watched the live Instagram feed of the couple aboard. “Oh damn they saw us. Zane did, he’s on top. He saw us as they went by.”

      “Not like they can go anywhere,” said Johnny. “They’re stuck.”

      “Zane’s putting on his shorts,” said Kunga. “He’s… He’s tryna get the doors open.”

      “They can’t,” said the young woman, staring upward. “The doors are locked. Who is Zane? What’d he do?”

      Johnny held his Stetson to his head, watching the VIP gondola, twenty stories up and mostly hidden. “Man’s a fool. To what end would he get the doors open?”

      “Telling you, Jay Young. They some freaks. Bootie Bianca getting her clothes on too, so that’s good.”

      “Booty Bianca?” squeaked the boy. “Oh I know the one you mean.”

      The VIP gondola reached the zenith. Despite the speed, a full revolution took several minutes. The line behind them knew something exciting was afoot and the murmur increased.

      “Zane’s mad as hell.” Kunga spoke into his phone screen. “Tryna hit Bianca now, cause she got him caught. She’s hitting him back though and I think she weighs more. I’m telling you, this is like a good TV show.”

      Bella made a twirling motion with her finger at Barrett behind the glass. “Keep it going, but stop that VIP down here, right?”

      “Yeah yeah,” he called. “Whatever, I don’t care.”

      “Yo.” Kunga waggled his phone at them. “Yo, Zane’s got a gun.”

      Johnny sighed. “Why should he be different from everyone else in Atlanta. Dammit.”

      “That’ll hurt their ears if he fires it inside.” Bella turned to the crowd. “Everyone needs to go!” She made shooing motions with her arms. “There’s a dangerous man with a gun and you need to take cover!”

      Some mothers grabbed their kids and pulled them away. Others took out their phones to record it. Someone called her a bitch.

      Bella wondered if Atlanta was even worth saving.

      “Here he comes,” said Johnny.

      “Bianca’s still filming but Zane don’t know it. He’s aiming. Oh shit, he’s gonna fire that thing. Yeah, he’s fixing to shoot through the window.”

      “Everyone get back!” shouted Bella.

      A muffled roar from above, and the tinkling of glass. Zane had fired his pistol and punched a hole in the gondola’s tinted window. Bianca’s angry screaming reached their ears, louder than from Kunga’s phone.

      Zane shouted through the puncture. “Hey! Hey, I see you, you dumbasses! You dumbass fake cops! Get the hell out of here before I get mad!”

      “Zane!” Johnny shouted at the approaching gondola, swooping from above like a chariot ablaze. “Put that thing away.”

      “You think you can take me in? I never done anything wrong in my life!” came the reply. “Everything they told you was a lie!”

      Two more gunshots, Zane shooting out the glass, and the damage to the big window was enough that the entire pane crumbled out. The plate of glass caught the edge of the gondola below it and spun harmlessly into the turf on the far side of the loading station, wedges embedding themselves perpendicular to the earth.

      “This some bullshit!” shouted Bianca. “This some buuullllll sheeyit! We ain’t doing nothing! It’s a free country!”

      Johnny drew his Colt Python, a menacing sight, Bella behind him. She hadn’t brought her Mossberg, not expecting trouble. Instead she held her Taser.

      “Zane, I’d rather not kill anyone tonight,” called Johnny. The gondola was on approach, their panic easily heard now.

      “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill her! I’ll kill her and I’ll kill myself before I let you take me!” Zane shouted. “I kill myself and you get nothing!”

      “That’s not true, I’m afraid. I get paid even if you’re dead.”

      The big Ferris wheel slowed, Barrett at the controls.

      Zane’s pistol protruded through the missing window. Johnny cursed and fired his revolver, startling everyone. Some of the crowd screamed. Johnny’d fired a warning shot into the ground, but it was enough to scare Zane, who ducked back inside and fired blindly, one-two-three shots.

      Barrett’s operator booth took all three shots. The glass wasn’t shatterproof, as a car windshield was, and it collapsed in a crash, filling the air with sharp glitter. Two bullets missed Barrett high but the third clipped his shoulder.

      Barrett screamed and fell onto the controls. The decelerating Ferris wheel lurched and resumed full speed, hidden machinery humming loud.

      As the VIP car whooshed through the loading zone, Johnny sprang forward to match its pace and he snatched the gun from Zane. A Glock, and it clattered down the exit ramp. Zane shouted something nonsensical and grabbed Johnny’s jean jacket by the collar, like trying to haul Johnny aboard.

      Booty Bianca hit Johnny with her purse, a big clunky thing, Zane refusing to release, and just like that Johnny was whisked off the loading dock and upward, pinned fast by a mad passenger.

      “John!” cried Bella.

      Johnny’s boots kicked for purchase on the outside of the gondola, his weight pulling hard on the jacket. Ten feet, fifteen feet, twenty, twenty-five, thirty, Johnny was carried into the night, ensnared by Zane’s grip.

      “Your ass better not let go!” Kunga shouted, helpless.

      A loud clang nearly stopped Bella’s heart. It was Johnny’s Colt Python bouncing off the deck.

      She couldn’t lose John, not tonight, not like this.

      Barrett was crying in the booth. Bella demanded he reverse the ride’s momentum but the operator was no longer in possession of his wits, no longer performing his duty. He sat on the floor, cutting himself on glass shards, and cupping his shoulder, which bled but not heavily.

      Bella shouted at the young woman, the attendant cowering nearby. “Get me an ambulance!”

      “How?” she asked.

      “911, you idiot. Tell them we need two or three.”

      The girl smacked her gum and nudged the boy. “You do it. You call 911. I’m filming.”

      High above, Bianca was hitting Johnny from over the window ledge. Johnny’s fingers bled, gripping the jagged purchase. Zane had been holding him but now he released and cackled, and he pried Johnny’s fingers loose.

      “I’ll kill you,” snarled Zane. “In Atlanta you can kill people and get away with it!”

      Bianca experience a sudden change of heart and she said, “You told him you’d kill me, didn’t you. Up there, I heard you!”

      Zane ignored her. He shouted at Johnny and tried to jar him loose.

      She shouted, “You said you’d shoot me and then shoot yourself!” She adjusted her aim and wailed on Zane, her purse connecting with the back of his head. “You stupid white motherfucker, shooting at cops, now we both gone to jail, right after you proposed! I’ll kill you!”

      The purse hit again, knocking Zane forward, head butting Johnny in the eye, and Johnny lost his grip.

      He fell.

      Bella watching below grabbed onto Kunga. She didn’t breathe, her heartbeat hurting her left ear.

      Johnny landed hard on the gondola below him, a short fall but already a hundred feet in the air, and he grabbed onto the roof’s air conditioning unit.

      Hidden from view, Bella and Kunga couldn’t see him. All they knew was that Johnny hadn’t fallen to his death. Yet.

      He was still alive.

      Bella searched for him, like peering into a supernova, the brilliance hurting her eyes.

      The screams of Booty Bianca had changed. Her wrath was turned onto Zane. Zane screamed back at her, the gondola rocking.

      “You killed a cop! You killed a cop and they gonna kill us with an electric chair!”

      “He came up here! It’s his own fault!” shouted Zane. “Stop hitting me with that thing! I didn’t mean to kill him!”

      “But you did! You stupid white dumbass, you did!”

      “You want me to kill myself? Is that what you want?” he cried.

      “Hell yeah I do! You got life insurance? We engaged so I’ll be rich! Kill your white ass, go on!” Bianca told him. “Imma be rich with that insurance!”

      Quietly Bella mumbled, “That’s not how insurance works, Bianca.” She felt woozy.

      Kunga broke the operator’s door and he knelt beside Barrett. Kunga removed his white do-rag and pressed it hard to the bleeding shoulder. “You gone live, my man. It ain’t bad. Listen, brother, I need to know how to stop this thing.”

      A howl erupted from above. The VIP gondola had crested the zenith and became level with the gondola behind it, bringing Johnny up into Zane’s line of sight. Johnny stood on the roof, hands on his hips, glaring at them. Standing three hundred feet in the air, lit from below, Johnny looked like the devil himself. Zane screeched and Bianca swore it was a ghost.

      “I won’t go to jail!” shouted Zane.

      “Yes you will!” Bianca told him. “You too stupid not to, messing with all them kids. I knew this a bad idea, hooking up with a dumb White boy.”

      “I’ll die first!”

      “Go on, then! You won’t! No balls, you got no balls!”

      “I will! I’ll jump! Tell me I won’t! Tell me one more time! Tell me one more time and see what happens!”

      Johnny raised his voice enough for Bella to finally hear, the sweetest noise imaginable. He was telling the couple to relax, but they wouldn’t.

      Zane climbed through the broken window, tilting the vessel downward. He leaned out over the bright white arms supporting their car, his face reflecting neon.

      “Oh c’mon, Zane,” Bella moaned. She bet the couple had snorted coke, or shot up meth, or something making them stupid. “Don’t do it, Zane. Sit back down.”

      “Do it! JUMP!” shouted Bianca. “Gimme that insurance!”

      “No, don’t you dare,” called Johnny.

      Watching the mayhem above, standing at the controls, Kunga said, “This is too damn much on an empty stomach.”

      The rotation of the gondolas was lowering Zane out of his view, so Johnny did something Bella had a hard time believing. He slid off his gondola and onto the roof of Zane’s. The drop was only a few feet, but still, they were twenty stories in the air, and Bella was reminded Johnny didn’t feel fear like most. She felt enough for both. The VIP car rocked with the new weight.

      “Kunga, do you know how to stop the thing?” called Bella.

      “He told me. I think so? We gone find out.”

      “I’m jumping!” Zane shouted.

      The crowd of onlookers ooh’ed and aah’ed.

      “No, just wait.” Johnny stood on the roof directly over Zane’s window. He was close enough to grab Zane’s hair. “We’ll figure this out, Zane, don’t be stupid.”

      “Go on, then, JUMP!” Bianca told him. “You chicken!”

      They were a quarter of the way down, low enough Bella could see everything. Johnny lowered to sit on the roof and hooked his fingers around something solid. He reached over…

      “Watch THIS!” screamed Zane. “Watch me fly! It’s a free country!”

      He jumped. The VIP car rocked.

      Johnny reached as far as he could and caught Zane’s collar and was nearly jolted loose.

      The audience screamed.

      Zane jerked and dangled, the arms of his shirt pulling at his arm pits, his face disappearing into the collar.

      Johnny held tight, grunting with the effort. His hand bled into the shirt, and his hat blew off in a gust.

      Bianca set to with her purse again, aiming for Johnny’s grip on Zane. “Let him go and I’m rich!”

      “Would you knock it off,” Johnny told her through gritted teeth.

      Lower, lower…

      Bianca swung with all her might, shouting about life insurance, and the collar tore. Johnny was left with a fistful of fabric only. Zane disappeared from Bianca’s sight. He landed like a bag of concrete on the gondola below, slid off, and fell the remainder. It was low enough, however, only fifteen feet, to knock the breath out of him and crack his ribs. His skull rebounded off the plastic base, delivering a concussion.

      Kunga didn’t time it right, smacking the button too early, and the whole machine ceased turning with Johnny one car back from the loading dock. He pulled himself up to the roof, where he sat crisscross, grinning and panting.

      Bianca kept up the hollering and Bella reached her limit. She stepped to the VIP car, aimed upward, and fired her Taser. The front blast doors popped. Metal probes shot out and connected with Bianca’s face through the broken window, the prongs catching on her skin, and the current unleashed.

      Bianca jerked and jerked and jerked, barking and slithering to lay on the gondola floor like a seal, and finally she fell silent.

      The audience laughed and cheered.

      Bella dropped the Taser and glared at Johnny. “You jerk.”

      “Nice shot.”

      “I don’t know why you’re grinning,” she said.

      “I never rode this thing before. It’s pretty up there.”

      “You scared me to death.”

      “That makes two of us,” said Johnny. But we’re alive.”

      “Get down here.”

      “I can’t. I’m stuck.” He looked at his hands, bleeding from the glass. “That hurt.”

      “I swear you did that on purpose.”

      “Why in the world would I do that on purpose?”

      “Because you’re mad at me,” said Bella. “And I’m mad back, you dangling and almost falling. What would I do if you died?”

      “You’d think about me every day and never ever marry anyone else.”

      “I don’t know whether to hug you or shoot you. I’m so mad.”

      “You got issues, Bella Adams.

      “I know that, John.”

      Nearby an ambulance siren howled, an operator finally dispatching help to the Ferris wheel. The dispatcher’s words included a report of a mad cowboy climbing up the gondolas, shooting at passengers.
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      Bella still fumed two hours later, driving back to Forever Young. Her long brown hair was tucked into her jacket so the wind would quit whipping it into her face.

      Her fury rose to levels beyond logic, but she couldn’t pinpoint the source. Neither could Johnny or Kunga, but they knew to stay quiet about it. Instead they laughed and yawned in the back, discussing Zane and Bianca, whose public lewdness qualified as a misdemeanor. The collar earned Johnny twenty-seven thousand dollars, which he split with them, and Bella wished she could join the merriment.

      The clock read 11:01 and she pulled into the parking lot to discover a waiting crowd. Billy Young stood there with a pack of colleagues, each of them a cop. Billy bent at the waist to speak into the limo’s window to explain he’d been bragging about his old man’s moonshine and now everyone wanted a drink.

      Trouble was, Pete and Eduardo had gained a couple more cousins seeking refuge, presumably armed, and the off-duty sheriff deputies didn’t dare venture inside, not until Johnny paved the way with his talk of amnesty.

      Johnny said he was happy to oblige. That a roomful of El Salvadorians, ex-cons, and American deputies drinking side by side was precisely how he thought this day should end.

      Bella didn’t drop the Cadillac out of drive. She watched Johnny and Kunga leave with a sinking anxiety. All those men laughing with each other. All those men, and her. Her the coward, scared to lose Johnny. Her, pretending to be a man and failing. She stepped on the gas pedal. They turned to see her go, her tires squealing.

      She had no destination. She had only something to escape.

      She was smiling, but not a genuine smile. A defiant smile, a trick to fool herself and the world that she couldn’t be hurt. The thing was, Johnny hadn’t cared about her, rising into the sky, sliding off the gondolas. He acted like she didn’t matter, risking his life. As though he wasn’t the lynchpin of her sanity. As though he wasn’t her everything.

      That was stupid. A stupid, weak, irrational thought, and she forced a larger smile. Stupid stupid stupid.

      Smiling through her tears.

      Smiling through her issues.

      She made two wide circuits around Forever Young, racing through the neighborhoods, blowing through stop signs and reaching seventy miles per hour in a thirty-five before noting the speedometer and decelerating. She ran through her routines, remembering tricks and gimmicks to calm herself.

      Two blocks from Johnny’s bar she pulled into a gas station, the needle nearing empty. The gas station shared the superstructure with a Dunkin’ Donuts. A welcome sight. She stretched beside the limo, ab muscles weak from clenching the last few hours. Her sweaty shirt clung to her back.

      “‘Scuse me, ma’am.” A Kia Sorento braked next to her. Two men emerged. Both flabby, both wearing video game shirts, one Zelda and one Minecraft. “Ma’am, ‘scuse me, I’m afraid you need to come with us.”

      “I do not,” she said.

      “Ma’am I’m afraid you do, ma’am.”

      Bella registered what this was, and she closed her eyes and chuckled. Of course. “Come with you,” she said.

      “Ma’am, we clocked you going seventy in a neighborhood. You’re under arrest, ma’am,” said Minecraft. He couldn’t grow a proper mustache but he was trying.

      Zelda reached into the Sorento for a wide-brimmed hat and he plopped it on his head. A pastiche of Johnny Sugar. “Right now, we said. We got you driving reckless, fair and square.”

      Bella grinned without humor. “You saw John on the news, didn’t you. You saw the video of the shootout and got stars in your eyes. But Johnny Sugar doesn’t wear video game shirts, boys.”

      “Ma’am, we also have you on video running stop signs,” said Minecraft. He looked at Zelda for help. “Right? We did, didn’t we.”

      “Johnny Sugar wears henley shirts, not video games. He wears jeans and khakis, not shorts, and not a straw sunhat,” said Bella.

      “Ma’am, we also caught you—”

      “You call me ma’am one more time, I’ll make you both eat that straw hat.”

      It looked to Bella like the ground the video game boys stood on grew shaky.

      Nearby another car parked for gas, the driver studiously not looking at anything but the pump.

      “I’m going inside. You boys run home to mama,” Bella said.

      “Look here. We gave you an order. You’re under arrest,” said Zelda with the straw hat. He dug into his pocket for his fugitive recovery badge and he held it up like a lighter at a rock concert.

      “Let me guess.” Bella sighed. “This is your first true attempt at a misdemeanor arrest. You saw me speeding, you saw it was a woman, and you told yourselves you could handle it. You’ve been working up the courage the last few days, and now’s your time. You assumed you could step out of your Kia, tower over me, demand I get into your car, and that I would obey you, earning a quick couple grand in your pocket. But the thing about putting another human in a cage is, it’s hard, boys. It’s awful. It takes true grit and nerve, and you two don’t have it, and you caught me on a bad night. This is your last chance. Go home.”

      Zelda swallowed and waved the badge again. “But look. You see this badge?”

      “I see it.”

      “We’re allowed to do this.”

      Minecraft cleared his throat. “Ma’am. We have you on video—”

      “I have a shotgun in the trunk. But I don’t need it.” Bella walked around the bumper of her Cadillac. Minecraft backed up, but walked into his Kia, nowhere to go, and Bella kicked him between the legs. The laces of her boot made hard contact and Minecraft cried out. His knees knocked together and he held himself and he sank to the blacktop between their cars. Bella’s gaze snapped onto Zelda across the hood. “Your turn. Let me see that hat.”

      “You can’t do that to him! He took the classes!”

      Bella stormed around the Kia but Zelda yelped and climbed in and pulled the door closed after him. He manually locked it before Bella got there, her glaring through the window like a Tyrannosaurus.

      “Get out here, Zelda!”

      “NO!”

      “Take a bite of your hat,” said Bella.

      “I’m a recovery agent! I have the paperwork!”

      “Take a bite of your hat or I’m dragging you out and kicking you in the balls and shoving that hat into your stomach.”

      “Why?”

      “Believe it or not, it’s for your own good. To make you realize you should stay at home with your video games. If you tried this with the wrong person, they’d kill you.” Bella saw her own reflection in the mirror. She looked beautiful and terrifying, and the man inside cowered like she was an angel of death.

      “Bite it?” he said. “That’s all?”

      “Right now. Bite the hat.”

      Zelda grabbed the straw hat off his head and tore at it with his teeth. Bits of straw came loose. He spit them out and wiped his eyes. “See? See, are you happy? Now go away!”

      Bella’s heart tugged. The woman in the window was bullying this kid. That person in the window, that wasn’t a woman, that was a monster. She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I was wrong. Don’t go home to your video games. Join a gym. Spend two hours a day there.”

      “What?”

      “You can’t chew on your hat because an angry woman told you to do it. You shouldn’t, I mean. Join a gym. Start reading books written by Navy SEALs or something. Get some testosterone pumping, and burn that shirt.”

      She walked inside, embarrassed for them. And ashamed of herself, like she’d committed a crime and needed to flee the scene. Out of the hot Atlanta humidity and into the cool of Dunkin’ Donuts.

      She was sitting in a booth ten minutes later, crumbs of two chocolate glazed donuts on her napkin, her coffee half drunk, lost in self-pity, when a man lowered into the bench opposite her.

      An older man, Black, only one arm, beautiful beard.

      He carried a to-go bag of donuts and a coffee in his hand and he set them on the table. The sleeve of his right arm was cut to a flap and sewn into the shirt.

      “Is this seat occupied? And would you resent the company?”

      “You’re him,” said Bella.

      “I reckon I am.”

      She snapped her fingers, searching her memory. “You’re him. The cowboy Johnny told me about. McQueen.”

      “McQuaid.” He took off his hat and set it on the booth next to him.

      “I don’t mind your company.”

      “Much obliged, Miss Adams. I confess I am a fan.”

      “A fan?” she said.

      “After I became acquainted with Johnny, I took an interest in him. Him and his cohorts, including you. I viewed your brazen infiltration of the wealthy enclave with great interest, you piloting that limousine to freedom with verve, Miss Adams, on the uploaded videos.”

      “That was terror, not verve.” She nodded at the missing sleeve. “John told me about that night downtown, when the rifleman took your arm.”

      “My bowling arm, the rascal. I haven’t breached a hundred yet with my left.” He sipped his coffee. “I’m just come from Johnny’s bar. The revelers remain high on testosterone. You don’t feel like participating?”

      “No I don’t.”

      “It’s easy to understand why,” said McQuaid.

      “It is?”

      “You struggle with joy. A hard emotion for you to digest. You have to fake it, but tonight you’re too enervated for the attempt.”

      Bella’s eyes widened a little and something in her chest fluttered. Like the man could see her.

      “Joy is more of a concept you recognize than experience,” said McQuaid. “That’s common for children of trauma.”

      Bella’s throat constricted. She attempted a response and barely managed a squeak.

      He continued. “May I observe, Miss Adams, that considering you were reared by the state, without a mother, you are a divine human being.”

      Looking back, Bella was unsure what happened for the next few minutes after hearing those words. She suspected she sat in a stupor, as though struck by lightning, McQuaid patient and waiting for her to return. But she couldn’t be sure—maybe he’d talked the whole time, and she’d woken up between his sentences.

      She blinked and recalled where she was, and who she was.

      A divine human being. That was new.

      She sipped her coffee without spilling it, a small miracle. She spoke in the same squeak so she drank more, and said, “Those who know me say I have issues, not divinity.”

      “A divine human being and a hell of a woman.”

      She set the cup down and played with a crumb. “You’re delusional, then. I’m getting by. But I’m no woman.”

      “Bella Adams. Don’t you attune to falsifications from the depths of hell, believing that.”

      “It’s not… I mean, I’m doing my best. The… falsifications don’t come from hell. They come from experiences. I’m a mess, McQuaid.” Bella forced her smile back into place, or got close enough. “See? You sat down to be polite, and I can’t handle it.”

      “That suits me. The best things are never planned.”

      “How’d you know I wasn’t raised by my mother?”

      “Your wounds aren’t as disguised as you wish they were. And that’s okay. We all have them, souls crisscrossed with scars, even women.”

      “Especially women.” She sniffed, thinking about Bianca. Thinking about herself. About her own scary reflection in the Kia’s window. “I’m mad at women.”

      “All women? Or just your mother?”

      “Her most of all. But women today are the worst. Especially…” She pointed at herself.

      “Unpack that for me?”

      Bella grabbed the napkin and squeezed. “Did you ever watch The Cosby Show? I did, growing up. Clair Huxtable, that’s a woman. Smart, beautiful, devoted. Strong, a good mom, a good wife. Where are those women?”

      “Clair was one of the great paramours of my life.”

      “Sexy as hell,” said Bella.

      “Oooo boy, you don’t have to remind me. An attorney too.”

      “She had no scars.”

      “She’s fictional.”

      “You think I’m mad at women because of my mom, don’t you. But it’s more than that. Women today are too busy trying to be a man. To be equal. They miss how important…” Bella’s throat seized up again. She picked up the coffee, realized she couldn’t swallow, and set it down again. Deep breath, count to ten. When she spoke, it was a rasp. “My friends had moms. Like, moms. Women who made them cookies, kissed their foreheads. Picked them up from school when they were sick, like Clair would. How can there be a higher calling than that?”

      “There isn’t.”

      Good grief, Bella, where’s this coming from? Stop talking!

      She couldn’t. “The women I see today have sacrificed that calling, like it’s something to be thrown away. Like their daughters don’t matter. They sacrificed it to act more like today’s man. I bet that’s strange, coming from me, a recovery agent. From a girl who looks like she’s trying to be a man,” said Bella.

      “Women don’t all look like Clair.”

      “I didn’t have a Clair. I had a drug addict who chased love from jerks. That’s one reason why I’m… You know. That’s why I have issues. Why I’m mad at women, and yes, you’re right, mostly mad at myself. Why the hell am I saying all this.”

      “It was hard, I’m sure, being raised without a mother. A good woman is the pinnacle of creation. God crafted the man first and said he was good, and then he made the woman and pronounced her very good,” said McQuaid.

      Bella tried not to cry but she did. The midnight donut customers pretended not to notice.

      How was McQuaid squeezing her heart? She couldn’t shut up.

      Crying in Dunkin’ Donuts. Real women didn’t do that.

      “I wish I had one,” she said. “A mom.”

      “And a father.”

      “And a father. I’m watching the world, though, and it seems like women forgot who they are. Forgot how good they could be.” She wiped her eyes. “Wow, you caught me on the wrong night.”

      “We’re all broken, Miss Adams. Not just you.”

      “I’m broken beyond use, though.”

      “That’s not what Johnny Young thinks.”

      Bella’s shoulders sank a fraction. She blew her nose on a fresh napkin from the dispenser. “John doesn’t realize I can’t be a mom. Or at least a good mom.”

      “Miss Adams. I’m missing half my arms, not half my senses. That man loves you in your current state. Haven’t you noticed he’s always repairing something?”

      “What?”

      “Mr. Young and I have only chewed a handful of fat, but he’s told me about his homestead, his bar, his Mustang. He takes things the world has cast off and he makes them beautiful.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He sees what I see. A woman divine.”

      “You’re saying I need John to fix me,” she said.

      “He can’t do that, I’m afraid. He’s not the Almighty. But marrying him might be your best chance at health.”

      She shook her head and wiped her nose once more. “John trying to salvage me? That would ruin him.”

      “He’s not fixing up that bar because it’s good for the bar. It’s good for him. The work heals.”

      “But you said—”

      “It has not occurred to you, has it, that Johnny himself is in need of restoration?”

      Bella had the sensation of being led in the dark. That enormous truths lurked close, and touching them might bring them crashing on her head. “I don’t follow. I’m not sure I want to.”

      “Marriage forces us to mature. To stop ruminating about our own self. Done well, we love someone else unconditionally. That is the pathway to your health,” said McQuaid. “That’s why he salvages the bar. His health. That’s why he loves you. Loving someone else rebounds. It builds you. You need to love him for your own good, not for his.”

      “No, you just said… What did you say?”

      “It’s not about him fixing you. He’ll survive you, which is asking a lot of him.” McQuaid grinned. Perfect white teeth. “He might be the only man who can. As he’s surviving you, you’ll be repairing yourself.”

      “I’m trying already.”

      “No, I dissent. You’re focusing on yourself, which is different. You’re fixing yourself without giving yourself away. That won’t work,” he said.

      “What if I’m unfixable?”

      “No one is. Find someone and love him good. The right man will do it in return. Together you become whole, like a great dance.”

      “That makes no damn sense, McQuaid.”

      “It’s the great mystery. To find life, give it away. To fix yourself, love someone else. Wholeness and happiness aren’t destinations, Miss Adams. They’re byproducts.” He stuffed a fist into his mouth, yawning so big his jaw cracked. “I need to mosey on. This crepuscular lifestyle is meant for the lissome, not the creaky.”

      “For a lot of reasons, I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

      “I prefer you to the other one, Miss Adams.” McQuaid stood.

      She stared upward at him. “Other one, what?”

      “The attorney. You reject Johnny long enough, he’ll have to settle elsewhere. That’d be one of life’s great shams.” He shoved his Seneca hat on his head. It looked new. “It’s an honor to know such a fine young woman, Miss Adams. You remind me of my beautiful bride. A fiery woman, could be anything she wanted, soul of an angel.” He touched the brim and grabbed his things with his one hand.

      Only the single arm, she thought, and yet somehow the most complete person Bella had ever met, as though she’d been visited by a wounded angel. She sat there another hour, staring into her cold coffee and thinking about Johnny’s bar.
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      Johnny saw himself on television when he woke.

      The whole of humanity wanted to be famous, to find meaning and life in recognition, but Johnny knew the truth—fame was this ephemeral, untouchable thing, undrinkable, unknowable, unfulfilling, that, like cotton candy, it tasted sweet and vanished, leaving you sour and exploited, wondering if you should try for more.

      Johnny hated cotton candy.

      Video from a dozen phones had documented the Ferris wheel arrest. Kunga too, the news anchors recognizing him, and Bella, her shouting and directing people.

      Johnny stretched next to the couch and yawned. “Turn that off. News is bad for you.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do, ugly dumbass honky.”

      “Hey whoa.”

      “Yeah, you right, that’s on me. It’s the hunger talking. Sorry Jay Young.”

      In the microwave’s reflection, Johnny scratched his jaw and wondered if he looked thirty. “Ugly? You think?”

      “I said I was sorry,” said Kunga.

      “I read the Bible, by the way, about what you’re doing. I looked it up online.”

      “What part?”

      “Fasting. Not eating. You’re doing it wrong.”

      “I ain’t doing it wrong. How could I do it wrong if I’m not eating? That’s some bull. Where in the Bible?” said Kunga.

      “I forget. The book of somebody, chapter something. It was Jesus himself who said it.”

      “I read it too. Been a minute. What’d he say?”

      “You’re not supposed to tell everyone you’re fasting. You’re not supposed to complain. Instead you’re supposed to rub your face with oil and act normal,” said Johnny.

      “It didn’t say oil.”

      “It did too.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. We got some bacon grease, if you want.”

      “You’re messing with me,” said Kunga.

      “Jesus said it. I read enough of the Bible to know that if he wasn’t God then no one ever was, so you need to listen to him. Get some oil and stop complaining.”

      “I ain’t rubbing my face with bacon, Jay Young, you can forget that noise.”

      “Jesus gonna be mad at you, is all.”

      “He told me not to eat and I’m not! The hell else can I do? I’m not gone be happy about it!”

      Johnny whistled at the television screen. “I look good in that hat, though, don’t I. You think I look thirty?”

      The picture changed to AnnaLynne Isaacson and Kunga said, “There’s your girl. That’s someone looking good. She always look good.”

      “She’s not my girl. We broke up.”

      “Naw she still is. She always talking about you. You did it wrong,” said Kunga.

      “I shouldn’t have to break up with her! We only went on a few dates. Girls are a mess.”

      “What happened when you tried?”

      “She said we could break up later.”

      “She didn’t let you.” Kunga grinned. “You suck at girls, Jay.”

      “What’d I say? Girls are a mess.”

      “What about Bella?”

      “She’s the biggest mess of all,” said Johnny.

      “No, I mean, she knows you’re single?” said Kunga.

      “Kinda. I don’t know.”

      “You should get with that girl, Jay.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice. It’s Bella who needs convincing. She has trust issues, like a spooked horse.”

      “You always talking about she’s a horse. Maybe that’s the problem, you ever thought about that? Maybe the girl don’t like it.”

      “Finest compliment there is.” Johnny poured coffee and looked at the clock. “I’m running food over to Pete and Eduardo.”

      “We hunting criminals today?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Bella can’t do it without you, Jay. She ain’t legal.”

      “I know that.” He drank coffee and set it down and stared into the sink. “There’s corruption behind the arrests, Kunga. I don’t know how, but I feel it. I’m liable to be part of it if I play along. Plus, prison is… I don’t know, it’s bad.”

      “Awful place. So awful I was gonna kill myself.”

      “Right, and we’re sending the wrong people into it. We’re making them worse. For political reasons,” said Johnny.

      “Bella’s gone kill you.”

      “I believe you’re right. Might be fun, though.”
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        * * *

      

      At Kroger, in the deli section, a woman brought Johnny a newspaper for him to sign. Johnny’s photograph headlined the front page, his battle at the enclave, Kunga in the background carrying Ramón. Johnny was known to frequent this supermarket, autograph-hounds sometimes waiting for him. He signed it and smiled for a picture, and returned to the baggies of honeyed ham.

      What did men from El Salvador eat? Probably he should’ve asked. Everyone liked ham and cheese. That was a universal food, he assumed.

      Last night at Forever Young, he spoke to cops with experience on ICE task forces. He grilled them about the face tattoos—what were Eduardo and his cousins supposed to do? No one was hiring a man with a blue face full of hate. Johnny shouldered their burden as his own now, for reasons that eluded him.

      Get them out of town, was their response. To the countryside where farms were desperate for workers. Picking peaches, pulling bugs off strawberries, spreading compost, slopping pigs, you know, farm work. With the shortage, these jobs paid well and the federal cops never raided farms, otherwise they’d go without their fruit cobbler.

      That sounded ideal to Johnny. He just might join them.

      Pushing his way toward the bread aisle, Johnny was stopped by two men. Two men wearing henley shirts, like his own, but Johnny could see a Minecraft t-shirt beneath. One of the two wore a straw hat.

      “Excuse me, sir.” The one in the straw hat cleared his throat. His friend sweated so profusely his collar was damp. “Excuse me, sir, you need to come with us.”

      Johnny selected two loaves of Nature’s Own bread and tossed them into the cart. Then did some math and grabbed another. “Yeah, why’s that?” he said.

      “Because you’re under arrest.”

      Johnny grinned and kept walking. “A misdemeanor? You catch me rolling through a stop sign or something?”

      “You’re Johnny Sugar. We recognize you. We have the badges and paperwork,” said Straw Hat.

      “Come with us, sir. We got you fair and square.”

      “Listen, fellas, I appreciate you working to keep the peace. But I’m not going to jail. I’m not sure what you caught me doing, but find someone else.”

      Straw Hat and Minecraft exchanged glances. Johnny felt bad for them.

      “You’re Johnny Young.”

      “I am. And you’re in the way. I’m heading for the potato chips.”

      “You’re under arrest, Johnny Young.” Straw Hat wore a little camera around his neck. “We’re recording this.”

      Johnny pushed his cart through them. If either touched him he was gonna smack their hand, but neither did. “Be better if you boys helped me find the Pringles. Or actually, tortilla chips. If you can’t, run on and have a nice day.”

      They followed him.

      “We took the classes, sir, we have the badges. You have to come with us. You have to.”

      In the chip aisle now. Other shoppers watched the odd confrontation and Johnny grew irritated with it.

      “Fellas, I’m not going. Misdemeanors are only worth two thousand. You try arresting me and you’ll get way more than two grand worth of trouble.”

      “You’re worth a hundred thousand, sir. Not two.”

      That stopped Johnny. Worth a hundred?

      “A hundred thousand. For a misdemeanor?” said Johnny.

      “You admitted you’re Johnny Young,” said Straw Hat.

      “Stop mumbling. I’m not worth a hundred thousand dollars.”

      “The bounty list says you are.”

      Johnny blinked. Those words didn’t combine to mean anything good. Something cold fluttered in his chest. “I’m not on the bounty list.”

      “Yes sir you are. The reward is a hundred thousand dollars and we found you first.”

      “Let me see,” said Johnny.

      “See what?”

      “The bounty list.”

      “Use your own phone, sir.”

      “I don’t have a phone. Show me or I’ll know you’re lying.” Johnny said it but already he felt the truth rolling off them. The shocking absurd truth.

      They weren’t lying.

      “If I show you, you’ll come with us?” said Straw Hat.

      “Show me the list, dammit.”

      The Kroger aisle began closing on him. The ceiling lowered.

      Straw Hat held up his phone and Johnny snatched it. Using his fingers, he zoomed in.

      There he was, sandwiched between Stefanie York and Garber Youngblood. He tapped on his own blue name and a new page popped up. He squinted at the stupid little screen. Today’s date. His name, his picture. His alleged crimes—tax evasion, resisting arrest, harboring fugitives, multiple homicides…

      Multiple homicides.

      God almighty.

      Ryan Rhodes. Johnny had gunned down ten of his men, and Rhodes was the sheriff now, and he’d put Johnny’s name on the list. Had to be.

      He was having his revenge.

      A hundred thousand dollars. Johnny was too recognizable. Every recovery agent in the city would be after him.

      “See?” said Straw Hat. “You didn’t know?”

      “It must’ve happened this morning,” said Johnny.

      I gotta go.

      But he didn’t move.

      “Can I have my phone back?”

      “I’ll mail it to you.” Johnny felt a little dizzy. An alarm in his head, telling him to move.

      Youngs don’t panic.

      “You’re coming with us. Sir.”

      “Not gonna happen.” Johnny turned in a circle. What should he do? Run? Hide? Move to Canada?

      “I have a gun.” Minecraft patted a holster under his shirt.

      “Me too. Let’s neither of us pull, trust me.” Which way was the front of the store?

      “John Young!” A new voice startled him. Loud. No mumbling, no squeaking. A man walked up the aisle, hand on his belt. He blocked the front of the store. Another man appeared behind Johnny, trapping him in the chip aisle. He knew these two. Micah Means and Ray Nobles. Bounty hunters, former cops, looked like the number ten. They’d been at Forever Young looking for Eduardo, and now they got the drop on Johnny. “John Young, you’re under arrest for the suspected homicides of ten men. You have the right to remain silent. You have—”

      “I swear,” said Johnny.

      “No, we got him first,” complained Straw Hat.

      Skinny Ray Nobles stood behind Johnny. “You two kids step aside.”

      “Micah. Ray. Good to see you both,” said Johnny.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Johnny.”

      “That’s about all I know how to do, Ray.”

      “Anything you say can be used against you,” continued fat Micah Means. His head still reminded Johnny of a jar with the lid on.

      “No, he’s ours. We bought handcuffs. C’mon.” Minecraft sounded like a kid complaining about a sibling, hoping a parent would take his side.

      Skinny Ray ignored him. “Hands up, Johnny.”

      “Not today.”

      “Keep your hand away from that revolver, Johnny. You can’t take both of us,” called fat Micah Means.

      Johnny stood cockeyed to the shelves so he could see both Micah and Ray in his periphery. These were men to be reckoned with, not like the Minecraft boys. Johnny said, “I can take all four of you, Micah, I’d just rather not. Killing you would be the first genuine charge against me.”

      “You have the right to an attorney’s advice before we question you,” said Micah. Over his shoulder, the front of the store was bright with sunlight. Through the windows Johnny spotted another car parking, three men standing out. More recovery agents.

      Being a wanted man was stressful.

      Johnny thought fast. This was being recorded. If he drew his gun, they could legally kill him. In fact they might prefer that. Better not tempt them.

      He raised his hands.

      “Good,” said Ray Nobles. “Now lace them behind your head.”

      Johnny frowned at Straw Hat. “You really brought handcuffs?”

      “Yes sir. Got ’em at the supply store.”

      “And a gun?” said Johnny.

      Minecraft nodded. “It’s my father’s.”

      “You don’t have a gun.”

      “I do too.”

      “I don’t believe you,” said Johnny.

      “It’s right here.”

      “You have the right to an attorney with you during questioning,” said Micah, plowing through the Miranda rights.

      “You show me a gun, maybe I’ll go with you,” Johnny told Minecraft.

      “No no, keep that thing holstered,” skinny Ray Nobles barked. “Johnny, lace those hands. Be cool and I’ll take your revolver.”

      “These men are stealing from you. After all, you found me first. It’s only fair,” Johnny told Minecraft. “A hundred thousand. Show me the gun.”

      More men coming into the store.

      “JOHNNY SUGAR YOUNG!” cried one of them.

      “Ah Christ,” said skinny Ray. “It’s Carl and his gang. Here for Johnny. We need to move this along.”

      “Show me your gun, Minecraft,” said Johnny. “If you don’t, someone else gets the money.”

      “I really have one, sir.” Minecraft fought with his shirt. He grabbed the pistol grip.

      “No,” said Micah, panicking with stress. “Absolutely not. Do not draw.”

      “Let it go, kid,” said skinny Ray.

      Minecraft drew the gun and held it chest high, aiming over their heads, but not by much. “See? It’s a forty-something.”

      “Is that a forty-something?” Johnny whistled. “It’s got a hammer and everything. Use your thumb and pull the hammer back, see if you can.”

      Ray and Micah both half crouched. “No.”

      Minecraft had to use both thumbs.

      “JOHNNY SUGAR YOUNG! We know you’re in here!” Another cry from the front of the store. Kroger employees ran for the exists. The newcomer spotted the standoff in the chip aisle and his gang started their way. “There you are! Don’t move! By the power granted to me by the state of Georgia—”

      Micah Means wheeled on him. “He’s ours, Carl. Stand down.”

      “No, he’s ours. We have the papers. You can’t cheat,” said Straw Hat.

      Johnny kicked Minecraft’s pistol.

      The thing fired, a thunderous crash in the supermarket. As out of place in the chip aisle as a serpent would be. The dangling light fixture above their heads sparked and shattered. The men in the aisle, trained law enforcement each, lowered themselves to the floor. More pistols emerged. Glass fell on the video game boys as a light mist, harmless splinters tinkling.

      Of Johnny Young there was no sign.

      He’d hopped the Doritos shelf and vaulted over, landing in the cookies.

      His Mustang was that way, toward the front, yet he ran that way, toward the back. Panic and anger fought for control of his heart.

      Youngs don’t panic, dammit.

      He bolted through the butcher shop, beyond the swinging doors, and into storage where men and women hid behind pallets. “Sorry folks. Just a kid with a gun. You’re safe.” Darker here, his eyesight dim, but a red EXIT burned above a door and he crashed through it into brilliant day.

      Behind the Kroger was a high retaining wall. The contractor had hollowed out a hill to build the little shopping center, holding back nature with offset concrete blocks, towering over Johnny and nearly level with the supermarket’s roof. Johnny was liable to be caught if he tried escaping to either side, so he went up. Each level of block was set an inch back of the level below, providing toeholds and places to grip. He climbed it easier than a ladder. By the time Micah Means and skinny Ray Nobles emerged through the same exit door, Johnny had disappeared over the hill.

      Highway 23 ran through North Druid Hills. Johnny approached it through the ruins of a Thai restaurant, burned to the ground last month. He jogged through the parking lot of LongHorn Steakhouse, closed for the morning, and arrived at the bus stop right on time.

      MARTA’s rates had risen because they hired security to ride aboard. Usually retired cops, sitting near the front, talking the ear off the driver. Six months ago the drivers had quit en masse because the buses were hijacked weekly, punks joyriding around town freighted with scared passengers, Atlanta looking more and more like a hellscape. The ride-along security officers, like a federal air marshal, had assuaged the fears of both driver and passenger, allowing service to resume.

      Johnny nodded to both driver and officer. He handed over a twenty. “Keep the change.”

      The bus was half full. He selected a sideways facing bench and closed his eyes and enjoyed the cool air.

      He still had Straw Hat’s cell phone but the thing was locked. Johnny guessed a handful of simple passcodes but got them wrong, and the device threatened to turn off if he kept at it. Stupid thing, what good was a phone you couldn’t use.

      Not like he knew Bella’s phone number by heart. Or Kunga’s. He never called either. He saw them every day, what would be the point? So even if he unlocked Straw Hat’s phone, what could he do? Call 911?

      Johnny’d never bothered to question the price tags attached to arrest warrants. Who decided old Monty Babcock had been worth a million? Or that Zane the pedophile was worth twenty-five grand? Arrest warrants were one thing, easy to issue. But the accompanying dollar amount, was that at the whim of the… who? A magistrate, reading from an algorithm? Could some random police commander influence the bounty? Surely the sheriff could.

      Rhodes. That son of a bitch Rhodes.

      Another notion flickered between his ears. Had Mayor Campbell been involved too? Johnny’d upset both. How wide did the good ol’ boy tribe extend?

      Johnny didn’t realize his mistake until several miles later when the sun backlight him and he noticed his reflection in the window across, lounging like a fool with his Stetson on. Might as well wave a Johnny Sugar flag. He took it off but the whole bus watched.

      “Well,” he told himself. “Being a fugitive takes practice.”

      Where was he now? The bus traveled… northwest? They’d stopped a dozen times. He scrutinized their route and noticed road signs for Interstate 85 ahead. Which meant the bus was on—he kept searching street signs as they crossed intersections—there, Route 236.

      Where the hell was that? They passed another LongHorn Steakhouse.

      By his count, the bus held four bounty hunters other than himself. Hard faces, purposely not looking at him, each of them wearing a pistol. He didn’t know when they’d boarded, or if they’d already been on. They sat in pairs between him and the exits. He was trapped yet again.

      The bus motored by a Home Depot, diesel engine growling. The security officer watched Johnny, not the road.

      Johnny saw Buckhead signs to his right. Peachtree Hills to his left. Okay. He could work with that.

      The recovery agents were the only passengers not staring openly at Johnny. They might be working as a team of four, or maybe two teams of two. All of them were typing on their phones. To each other, or to additional agents waiting at an upcoming stop, who knew.

      If Johnny charged the door, he’d be tackled. A tight space, he had no hope of out-battling four. He sure as hell wasn’t discharging his revolver in a crowded public bus.

      They stopped in a hiss of brakes. Johnny’s pulse slowed. Doors slid open. One woman stepped off. Two more stepped on. The agents held their breath. Johnny held his water, staying cool. Not yet. The driver spoke quietly to the security officer.

      They sat. Idling.

      Waiting for something? Johnny didn’t want to push the issue yet.

      Still they sat, dust motes floating in the rays.

      A bead of sweat trickled down the knobs of his spine.

      He decided he was sitting in a trap, waiting to be gobbled up, and the time for drastic action had arrived.

      He gathered his feet for some desperate move, but one more woman ran aboard and thanked the driver for waiting. The doors hissed closed and the MARTA bus surged forward, swaying Johnny to the side.

      Johnny sat again.

      He had a few more minutes of freedom, at most. Despite the reprieve, his situation remained dire. Through the wide windshield, he saw more signs and knew precisely where he was.

      Close enough.

      He had a plan. A bad plan. His own fault though. Maybe if he hadn’t been so blind he wouldn’t be cornered like a scared calf.

      At the next stop, a third of the bus stood. A popular destination, and Johnny joined the orderly queue.

      All four recovery agents stood when he did. Either way Johnny went, he’d pass between them and be grabbed. Johnny turned to leave via the rear doors. He couldn’t see them, but he felt the forward agents do the same.

      Shuffling forward in a line. The bus completed braking, all passengers holding onto the silver rails for support, and the doors slid open.

      Walking toward the exit. Toward the waiting recovery agents. Hands on pistols.

      “Johnny Young,” said the woman waiting. A tall woman, strong shoulders. “Sit back down, please.”

      Johnny shoved the man ahead of him. A big guy, wearing a La Grotta shirt, he plunged into the two recovery agents waiting for Johnny.

      Johnny stepped onto a seat and reached over his head. He gripped the red lever of the emergency hatch, twisted and shoved. A gust of wind caught the hatch and blew it fully open, hot sunlight above. Johnny jumped off the silver rail as the agents shouted and reached for him. Too late, Johnny got his elbows through the portal and slithered free, to the roof.

      “I swear,” he grumbled, “if this isn’t the dumbest thing that ever happened.”

      He stood and slammed the hatch.

      Standing above the traffic, he surveyed the scene and saw an immediate opportunity. Another MARTA bus barreling by. If he could hop aboard… Johnny gathered himself a running start along the roof of his own bus and jumped.

      Easier looking in the movies.

      The distance was greater than he judged it. The bus traveled twenty-five miles per hour and Johnny’s boot slipped off the edge. A catastrophe. He bounced painfully on the scalding roof, once, twice, losing his breath, and the bus carried onward without him, leaving him rolling through the air, falling.

      He landed on the hard-braking sedan behind him, denting the hood and rolling up the windshield.

      Someone inside the car screamed.

      The world stopped spinning and Johnny understood he was sitting on the roof of the car, his own MARTA bus only half a block away, the recovery agents fighting their way through the exits. Angry drivers honked every direction.

      He slid to the road, holding his creaking ribs. He snatched his hat off the blacktop, pinned it to his side and limped through traffic, picking up speed beyond.

      The recovery agents navigated slower through the racing cars, and they lost Johnny in the maze of the suburban shopping center across the street.

      Johnny witnessed their frustration, shouting at each other and pointing, from inside Buckhead Exchange. When the agents entered, a fruitless search, Johnny slipped out the back to Trader Joe's, joined the crowd without entering, then beyond Andrews Square, skipping past Big Ketch Saltwater Grill, and in ten minutes he was free, trying not to run.

      He’d left his stolen cell phone on the bus. Maybe just as well, if Straw Hat was tracking it.

      An hour later he arrived at Forever Young, footsore and thirsty. Carefully he circled his property, one block out, alert for bounty hunters, but they weren’t here. Yet. That would change soon.

      Pete and Eduardo and six of their cousins watched his arrival with amusement. Pete yelled at him, pointing to the television.

      There was Johnny, on screen. A wanted man. The news must have broke immediately after he left home.

      “Yeah, yeah, I heard,” he told Pete. He lowered gingerly into a chair and twisted the top off a water bottle. He drank in thirsty gulps and hooked the heel of his boot behind the chair’s stretcher. The El Salvadorians talked to each other in Spanish, not loudly or clearly enough for Johnny to translate.

      “You are like us now, sir.”

      “I reckon I am,” said Johnny.

      “What will you do now?”

      He took a long drink of water and set it down half empty. He wiped his mouth.

      “That’s a great question, Pete. Somebody’s gonna pay for this. But I don’t know who.”
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      Captain Billy Young charged through the protests of the startled receptionist and shoved open the tall double doors leading into the Office of the Mayor. The receptionist grabbed Billy by the arm and was dragged from her desk. The guard on duty, technically a deputy with the sheriff’s office on loan to the short-staffed Atlanta PD, watched helplessly. His duty was to prevent this very thing, unauthorized entry, but Billy Young, a notorious captain you didn’t test, outranked him.

      Campbell was standing at his map, gazing at the site of his project, the big prison, and the updated photos, and he jumped at the intrusion. He’d been jumping a lot recently, his own shadow a menace.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. It was only one man.

      Even if that man was mythic.

      “Take him off the list,” said Billy.

      “I didn’t put him on.”

      “Campbell.” Billy yanked his arm loose from the receptionist. “Don’t screw with me on this.”

      “Sir, I tried,” cried the receptionist, and Campbell told her she could go. She apologized and Campbell said it was alright, she should return to her desk. And close the doors.

      She did, quickly, the guard watching and wondering if he’d lost his job.

      “Take him off the list,” Billy repeated.

      “I assure you, I didn’t put him on.”

      “Bullshit. I know you and Rhodes orchestrated this.”

      The Office of the Mayor looked less like an office and more like a studio apartment these days. Clothes were stacked in the corner. A towel hung over the chair. A pillow on the couch. The trashcan overflowed with wrappers.

      “The Sheriff of Gwinnett County put your brother on the bounty list,” said Campbell. “I’ve never met the man. Nor have we communicated.”

      “You told Rhodes—”

      “You suspect collusion?” Campbell smiled, condescending. “How quickly you find yourself on the outside.”

      Although Campbell was nearly the same height as Billy, Billy outweighed him. Campbell stood like a politician, Billy like a man of war. Billy wrestled with criminals for a living while Campbell fought paperwork. “I agreed to help with your bounty arrests because we have common enemies, Campbell. But if you betrayed me, if you don’t take Johnny off the list—”

      “Surely you understand arrest warrants enough to know that’s not how they work. I can’t simply pick up the phone and make a call.”

      Billy closed the distance between them. “There is no arrest warrant. I looked. I can’t find the official charges. Neither could my assistant. Johnny just magically appeared on the list. How about that, Campbell? How’d he magically appear?”

      Campbell and Billy spent a long minute regarding the other, sixty seconds an infinity, inspecting the eyes of the man across for weakness, for cowardice, iron wills colliding in a shower of hot sparks. Campbell steeled himself not to speak first, to wait it out, no matter how long, but he felt Billy like a boulder, an enormous weight accumulating.

      Campbell had an ace to play, an ace he’d rather leave in reserve, but he caved. “I know who you are, Billy.”

      “You don’t know shit.”

      “I heard the suspicions so I looked into it. I know you’re Gaskins.”

      Billy grinned, so slight it was a vapor, already gone. “Is that right.”

      “Gaskins, the terrifying legend. A legend, the man who runs a private justice crew. He enforces his own rules as he sees fit. He kills his fellow officers, like Vice Detective Leyva, who was working with the sheriff of Winder. Leyva vanished when he got too close to the underground poker rings in the countryside, millions at stake every weekend, isn’t that right, Billy? Gaskins rang the alarm before the FBI raid as they closed around the OxyContin ring. Gaskins tied Officer Judd still alive to paint cans and threw him into the Mulberry River. Allegedly, Gaskins chases down murderers and sexual predators who escaped conviction, and he and his squad of goons handle the discipline themselves. I like that particular part of the legend, Billy. My sources say Gaskins is assumed responsible for eight officers gone missing in the past ten years, because they knew too much. That’s the reason good cops despise him. The reason for the million dollar bounty. Because he's a cop killer. If the good cops ever discovered his identity…”

      The men stood close enough to feel the body heat of the other.

      “If that’s true,” said Billy, “if I’m Gaskins, imagine what I’d do to a mayor who pissed me off.”

      Campbell swallowed down his retorts.

      Billy said, “Answer me. Did Rhodes put Johnny on the list?”

      “I heard you had an agreement with Rhodes. Stay out of each other’s way, essentially? Two corrupt officers of the law, like tigers respecting the territory of the other. If he put Johnny on the list, maybe you should trust him, Captain.”

      “Blood runs thick, Mayor. Rhodes isn’t a partner, he’s a necessary evil. Like me beating the hell out of you.”

      Someone in the corner cleared his throat, surprising Billy. A third man was in the room with them, silent and unseen. Billy turned.

      A man wearing a gaudy white suit lounged backward on the rear two legs of a chair, his boot propped against the table. His suit jacket hung loose, revealing a pearl-handled pistol in a shoulder rig. His head was shaved, a good-looking guy with striking eyes.

      “Don’t mind me, Captain,” said the man. He held a deck of cards and with one hand he shot the top card up to spin in the air and he caught it again, an impressive trick. “I’m only here to learn about the ins and outs of our great democracy.”

      “Captain, meet Augustus. A fine Atlantan citizen and my good friend,” said Campbell, smug.

      “I know who Augustus is, Mayor. But I’m not sure you do. You hired him on as your personal bodyguard?”

      “Incredible, is it not?” Augustus grinned, revealing the sharp canines. “What capitalism can drive a man to? Our poor mayor. Anyway, you continue your argument about Gaskins, a man I’m particularly interested in.”

      “Augustus, perhaps it’s time you show Captain Billy the door,” said Campbell.

      Augustus laughed and shot the card into the air again. “What the good mayor doesn’t seem to realize, is that he hired me to keep him alive. Not to obey orders. A concept he’s having trouble with.”

      “You screwed up, hiring him, Campbell,” said Billy.

      “I know the men I deal with, Captain.”

      “You got the wolf by his ears. A grip you can’t keep long.”

      The mayor sniffed. “I don’t need long.”

      “Billy Young, what say we play a game?” called Augustus, loud. On the coffee table before him, he casually dealt a game of Texas Hold’em. Poker. Two cards for Billy, two cards for himself, face down. “One hand. Winner take all.”

      “I don’t play games, Augustus.”

      “Let’s gamble. I’ll let you peek at your cards, and I won’t look at mine. Then you decide if we’re playing or not.”

      “What are the stakes?” said Billy.

      “Everything, Captain. Everything.”

      “Maybe I kill you, no matter what the cards are.”

      “Gotta outdraw me first, partner,” said Augustus.

      “Enough. Billy, I didn’t put your brother on the list. Take it up with the sheriff of Gwinnett, or Rhodes, I don’t care. You and I still have common enemies, and I expect you to honor our agreement.”

      Billy pivoted at the hip and drove a big fist into Campbell’s weak gut. A punch to fold the man over, and Campbell sat hard on the carpet with a sick wheeze. The first time in a hundred years an Atlantan mayor had been attacked in his own office.

      “Our common enemies are the only reason you’re still alive, Mayor.” Billy left him on the carpet and he walked across the office, yanked open the doors, and he disappeared down the hall without a glance at Augustus.

      Groaning, Campbell fought to sit a chair opposite Augustus. Sweat dampened his collar.

      “You’re worthless.”

      “You put his brother on the list? You had it coming, Mr. Mayor. If that man is Gaskins, for real, you got off lucky,” said Augustus. “Maybe we both did.”

      “I didn’t put him on the list.”

      “Honor among thieves, Mr. Mayor. Thieves don’t lie to each other.” Augustus shot another card in the air and he caught it. The ace of spades.

      Campbell pursed his lips and turned to look out the window.

      Wolf by the ears.
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            The Liquor Flowing Freely

          

        

      

    

    
      The horror of Johnny’s predicament settled on him as the day wore.

      He was guilty. Of at least a portion of those crimes, the worst ones. Enough to cage him for life. Or he could be looking at the electric chair.

      But could Rhodes prove it?

      In May, Johnny had returned to his father’s cabin in hopes of erasing that massacre from the earth’s crust, the great ledger. Vain hopes, he knew—it was nigh on impossible to make a body disappear without a trace, much less ten. Yet when he’d arrived with a Bobcat and wheelbarrow, the work had been done for him. Johnny himself couldn’t find the bodies, or even spatter, and he knew where to look. No shells, no blood, and he sniffed the tang of bleach. The cleanup, plus the destructive forces of nature, had done the job. He assumed his father had called in a favor from prison, and a powerful favor it was. Such clean work left Johnny shaken.

      Rhodes knew what’d happened. Johnny let one man walk away before the butchering, now a witness for Rhodes. Johnny told the man, “Tell him all his men are dead. That I know the city’s going to hell but I’m not, and there’s some men in the world you can’t push,” which probably wasn’t enough for a conviction. Probably.

      Rhodes held power in his fists and he’d been itching to use it, even if he knew the charges wouldn’t stick. Humiliating and frustrating Johnny with a jail sentence, even a short one awaiting trial, would suffice.

      The city’s going to hell but I’m not.

      There’s some men you can’t push.

      Yet here Johnny was, hiding.

      Corruption in all its sinister forms had to be at the top of God’s list. There was little more detestable.

      Bella arrived and held him as though he was slipping away, a fierce grip that hurt his ribs.

      Kunga sat on a chair without speaking. A strange thing had transpired in the body of Kunga. The slow descent into starvation had stopped and he struck Johnny as a man at peace, like a monk. If anything, instead of taking on a skeletal appearance, the man glowed. He watched Johnny as a parent does a toddler, ready for disaster.

      “Macon County sounds better and better,” Johnny told them.

      “I ain’t riding no horse. You can forget that mess.”

      “You’d be arrested in Macon within the week,” Bella said.

      “We got a part to play here, Jay Young. This city could fall and we can’t leave. Our time’s coming.”

      “What’s that mean?” asked Johnny.

      “Our time’s coming, Jay.”

      “I heard you the first time. What’s it mean?”

      Kunga blinked and didn’t respond, as though it wasn’t him who’d spoken the augury.

      Johnny refused to call AnnaLynne Isaacson, saying this was personal between him and Rhodes. They’d settle it between themselves without a lawyer. Bella stated that was the most asinine thing she’d ever heard and she called AnnaLynne’s office herself, telling the receptionist she had Johnny Young on the phone. She was quickly patched through to AnnaLynne and she pressed the phone into Johnny’s resentful hands.

      “You’re standing me up tonight, aren’t you, big boy,” said AnnaLynne.

      Johnny winced. He’d forgotten their date. “It’s been a day.”

      “So I heard. You know, Johnny, most men try like hell to get into my pants. Or my bank account, yet you don’t fall for either. But as soon as you murder ten men, you come knocking.”

      “Listen, about that part—”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Seems like it might,” said Johnny.

      As he talked, the news program on screen jumped to an interview with the woman he spoke to, AnnaLynne Isaacson. Must be an interview she recorded earlier in the day. She was talking about him.

      On the phone, she said, “You’re innocent, Johnny. I don’t want to hear anything you have to say on the subject. You’re innocent and the government will pay for this injustice.”

      “But what if—”

      “You have been defamed and slandered due to a petty grudge concocted by a government official, and you’ll be compensated. We’re suing for deep eight figures, big boy.”

      “I’m not suing anybody,” said Johnny.

      “You won’t lift a finger. I’m already writing it, on page twenty-four. It’s a masterpiece.”

      Johnny closed his eyes and rested his head in his other hand.

      “Don’t talk to anyone without me,” she said. “Grant no interviews. Don’t leave the country, but don’t get arrested either. If you are, call me immediately. Do you understand?”

      “Not much,” he said.

      “Aren’t you glad we didn’t break up?”

      Johnny could only think of hurtful things to say so he kept his mouth closed.

      “Remember that awful horse and the man with no hand?” she said. “What a night that was. Mayor Campbell is refusing to return my calls or respond to a summons. Surveys indicate I’ve got a chance to unseat him. The warrant for your arrest is exactly what I need to gain real momentum. A miracle from heaven for my campaign. That sexy brunette, what’s-her-name, is this her phone? God how I hate her. Keep it so I can reach you. Don’t talk to any attorney but me, handsome.”

      She hung up.

      “What’d she say?” asked Bella.

      “Exactly what I thought an attorney would,” said Johnny. “Nothing helpful.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Billy Young arrived with a trunk full of moonshine, pilfered from one of their father’s underground vaults.

      “I knew this day would come,” he said. “When the world got so sick of you they’d throw you in jail to shut you up.”

      “It has to be Rhodes,” said Johnny.

      Billy pursed his lips and left a lot unsaid. “Might be. I can’t figure it yet. He and I had a deal.”

      “You cut deals with Ryan Rhodes?” Johnny reared back like he’d been struck.

      “A deal not to shoot the other, essentially.”

      “The hell’s wrong with you.”

      “I’m alive, aren’t I? I didn’t quit the police like everyone else. I need cot’damn allies.” Billy brought in another box of jugs. “You get caught, do it in Fulton, my territory. I already spoke to the boys at the jails to ensure they don’t toss you in with the animals. You’d get torn apart. Hell, you probably arrested half of them. Stay in Fulton.”

      “I’m in Fulton now. I’m not going anywhere soon, not until I figure this out.”

      “Figure what out?” said Billy.

      “Who I need to hang.”

      “You’ll sleep here? In the bar?”

      Johnny indicated the group of El Salvadorians, playing Chinchón around a table. “They do.”

      “Maybe you should get a face tattoo.”

      “Jokes on you, I look good in blue ink.”

      “Hope you look good in jumpsuit orange,” said Billy.
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        * * *

      

      Forever Young swelled with patrons again that evening. Bella checked each one at the door, forcing their firearms into a bin. All of them were cops and unable to collect on bounties, no threat to Johnny. Even so, Bella read them the riot act, informing them if they assisted in Johnny’s arrest then she’d feed them their own genitalia.

      Although the moonshine flowed free of charge, each patron pitched in. A hatful of cash.

      Seeing each other two nights in a row, emotions lubricated with peach moonshine, an unlikely camaraderie sprang up between the deputies and the El Salvadorians. A dartboard was hung. Cards were played. Push-up contests ensued.

      Word of the cop-friendly watering hole spread. Cops from Cobb and Forsyth followed the trail, wanting to see for themselves, to draw near the glow, to raise a glass with Johnny Sugar. Every table full, every seat at the bar taken, moonshine jugs draining. As the level of liquor went down, patriotism arose, a wry scene only Steinbeck could capture.

      McQuaid joined the gathering, welcomed and cheered by the deputies. A local legend. The best glass of moonshine Johnny ever poured, he slid across the bar to the man with one arm. Soon McQuaid and Kunga were huddled in the corner, deep in discussion. What Johnny wouldn’t give to be invited, but somehow he understood he wasn’t.

      A federal marshal sat at the bar, sipping shine and watching baseball. Johnny thought him a model at first, the best-looking guy he’d ever seen, but he wore the silver deputy marshal badge on his belt.

      “You here hunting someone, Marshal?” Johnny asked.

      “I am,” responded the good-looking guy.

      “I thought the marshals left town.”

      “I live in Virginia. Name’s Sinatra.”

      Johnny grinned. “Your name ain’t Sinatra.”

      “He was a great American. Like I am.”

      “Who’re you hunting? An El Salvadorian?”

      “I got a soft spot for immigrants, amigo. I was raised in Puerto Rico. I’m hunting bigger fish than anyone in this room.”

      “Even though you can’t collect on the bounty money?”

      “I do what I do for king and Constitution. Not money. By the way, Johnny Sugar. If you’re smart, you won’t go outside,” said Sinatra.

      Bounty hunters circled Forever Young. Not on Forever Young’s property, but a block off, hoping to grab Johnny and the hundred thousand dollar prize. Plus the notoriety commensurate with arresting the Johnny Sugar. The bounty hunters knew if they attempted to breach Johnny’s barn, or bar, or whatever he called the building, they could be arrested themselves for unlawful entry, a misdemeanor, a fuzzy gray area in the world of apprehension without immunity. Or worse than that, Johnny might gun them down—rumor was he didn’t miss. With a bar full of sheriff deputies, including Captain Billy Young, the liquor flowing freely, the odds weren’t good.

      But if Johnny left the bar, it was open season.
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            Struck By The Devil

          

        

      

    

    
      Johnny paced Forever Young like a caged cat the next day. He stepped outside once and heard the instant crackle of gunfire. Incoming wax bullets and bean bag rounds pounded the rear door—the recovery agents couldn’t legally kill him but they could incapacitate him with non-lethal rounds; they’d been poised but they fired with poor aim. Johnny’d slipped back inside and stayed there.

      It wouldn’t be long before the recovery agents collaborated to storm the bar en masse. A fugitive was known to be harboring inside, providing them a questionable yet theoretical right to breach. However that fugitive was death with a revolver, not to mention the pack of hardened Hispanics who’d resist arrest. The agents wouldn’t attack without overwhelming numbers and cooperation, but that could be marshaled soon.

      Johnny developed an escape plan. The bar would fill again tonight, Forever Young organically growing as a hotspot for cops, junkies looking to join the action. Under the cover of darkness, Johnny would hide in one of their cars and be spirited away by a willing accomplice. He intended on hiding in a respectable place like Kentucky or Tennessee while his attorney straightened out the tangle.

      Trouble was, life without Bella sounded unbearable. She didn’t love him back but she’d become oxygen to him. Kunga, too, his best friend. Whether or not they’d join him, he couldn’t predict, but he had to run either way.

      Johnny contacted a firm practicing immigration law, and they put him in touch with a driver to transport the Salvadorians west, into the farmland of Kansas where there were never enough hands. As long as Pete and his extended family worked hard, they could live there indefinitely, sheltered by grateful farm owners and paid above minimum wage. There, they had a chance, the best thing you could give a man.

      The driver agreed to wait until Johnny had left the scene. Until then it was too dangerous.

      After dark, Johnny slumped at the bar as the building filled, spinning a .357 magnum cartridge on the bar top. He liked the Colt’s ammunition. Thick, heavy bullets, the correct amount of cumbersome. Stopping power to spare, tearing holes in the world. Too expensive and hard to find, though, for target practice, which was a shame. Blazing away at a firing range would be cathartic.

      Told his plan, Bella said, “Fine. But Jonathan Young, you don’t leave the state without me.”

      By grinning he ruined his poker face but he didn’t care. “That’s good to know.”

      “It should have been obvious.”

      “Bonnie and Clyde,” he said.

      “The recovery agents swarm my car when I come and go. They think I’m giving you safe passage. I’ll meet you after and we’ll ride it out together, as long as it takes.”

      Johnny’s heart swelled. Hiding out with Bella, for as long as it took, was what he wanted in life.

      “Kunga, you coming?”

      Kunga looked at his hands, embarrassed. “You ain’t going anywhere, Jay Young.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I don’t know how I know. But I know. You’re staying, brother. Some trouble ahead we got to figure out,” said Kunga, and then he’d talk no more about it.

      The good-looking marshal returned, Sinatra, but Johnny didn’t know him well enough to arrange a ride. Instead he picked out one of Billy’s deputies, Dudley, a man they both trusted.

      “Hell yeah, Johnny Sugar,” said Dudley. “Fuck the mayor, I’ll drive you to Alaska, you need it.”

      The night wore and Johnny grew antsy.

      None of this was right. His arrest warrant, the misdemeanor law, the bounty mandate, the corruption, Kunga’s prophesy, the fear in Bella’s eyes, his plan to flee. All of it crooked. A house of cards, each card an anvil, ready to crash, him at the bottom. What he wanted was to live a life free from complication, no restraints, no responsibility, and somehow he was tangled in webs he couldn’t imagine.

      We are part of the land, he knew. Which meant he was part of Atlanta, woven into it, and he had an obligation to it and its people, and they to him. But it’d gone to hell. Now he was running? Now he was running. A man with no options.

      That felt crooked too.

      He seethed inside his turmoil, something he despised in others, brooding, when his brother Billy got his attention.

      “Johnny. C’mon back. We’re receiving a visitor.”

      Johnny followed.

      Ryan Rhodes stood in the kitchen, hands up, not daring move under the barrel of Bella Adams.

      A feeling akin to spotting a brown bear surging in Johnny’s chest. Part of him longed for a rifle. Rhodes’ nostrils flared when he saw Johnny and his heavy breathing deepened.

      “You’re prettier on television, Rhodes,” said Johnny.

      “That’s Sheriff Rhodes to you.”

      “You fire that thing,” Johnny spoke to Bella, “and we’ll all be deaf. Can I get you a drink, Rhodes?”

      “I reckon you’re liable to spit in it.”

      Johnny grinned. “I was thinking something worse than that.”

      Still at the door, Rhodes submitted himself for inspection. He unzipped his black hoodie and dropped it to the floor. Bulky underneath, a stomach like he swallowed an air fryer, powerful arms. Billy patted him down and pronounced him clean.

      “Microphones are tiny now. Microscopic. He’s recording us,” said Bella. “He wants a confession.”

      “I’m not recording a word, Bella, but suit yourself. Say nothing incriminating during this parlay.” Rhodes’ eyes lingered on her legs. “You want a job working for the sheriff, little darling? All your troubles would be over and you’d have a new appreciation for how a real man’s built.”

      “I’m shooting him,” said Bella.

      Rhodes, to his credit, was sweating. Some common sense yet lingered between his ears, enough to be afraid.

      “I come with a deal, Johnny,” he said.

      “No deal.”

      “You sign a confession and surrender yourself, you get manslaughter only.”

      “No deal,” Johnny repeated.

      Rhodes whistled. “It’s a hell of a deal. I’d talk this one over with your lawyer, girl with the tits on television. You don’t, you’ll be run up on ten first-degree homicides. That’s death by lethal injection without batting an eye. This is Georgia after all.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “You have no chance. You think your brother can help you? A captain in the Fulton County Sheriff’s Office? A captain? I wipe my ass with captains.”

      Billy responded through his gritted teeth. “You’re breaking our agreement, Rhodes.”

      “Wrong. You’re dead wrong, Billy. The sheriff of Gwinnett brought the charges, not me. I’m not lying when I say I have a deal for manslaughter. Johnny don’t sign it, he’s getting the needle unless an enterprising bounty hunter kills him for sport. Be an awful shame if your old man has to hear about this in prison.”

      “I’ll not cooperate with any form of corruption, Rhodes, no matter the benefit to me,” said Johnny.

      “You stupid son of a bitch, you don’t know the meaning of corruption. What’s corrupt is our fine city going to hell while politicians do nothing. What’s corrupt is the federal government withdrawing support if we don’t dance to their tune, like we live in a fascist regime, by God. I don’t blame the people, of course they’re mad as hell. I don’t blame the cops quitting, why wouldn’t they? Each new cot’damn politician gets elected and thinks they can play nice, pretend they’re on the side of the people while the people grow worse every day, their world falling apart, living next door to felons, going to bed wondering if someone’s coming through their door and knowing there ain’t no more emergency responders to help.”

      The entirety of Forever Young had gone dead quiet. Rhodes was preaching to the choir, men and women tired of their profession denigrated. However, they maintained a fealty to Billy and by extension Johnny, and they had skin in this game.

      “You know the difference between broken and evil?” said Johnny. “Broken people cause their own problem, nothing more or less. Evil is worse. People with evil in their heart, they try to profit off the broken. You’re an evil man, Rhodes, and you have a reckoning coming.”

      “Is that so,” said Rhodes. Johnny had closed the distance between them, near enough to touch now. “Are you threatening a sheriff, Johnny?”

      “I don’t make threats.”

      “It’s a real shame, what’s about to happen. Not that I won’t enjoy it.” Rhodes nodded over Johnny’s shoulder to those in the kitchen. “Well folks. He declined my help. Ever one hear that? Can’t say I didn’t try. Time to for me to go.”

      “Past time,” said Bella.

      Rhodes took his black windbreaker jacket on the floor. “I was you, little darling, I wouldn’t try to stop this. It’s beyond you now.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Rhodes,” said Billy. “This is Fulton, not DeKalb. You’re not the sheriff here.”

      Looking back on it later, Johnny cursed himself for not questioning why Rhodes had been wearing the black jacket in the first place on a hot September evening. A stupid oversight.

      Springing his trap, Rhodes yanked the black windbreaker over Johnny’s head, down around his shoulders to Johnny’s waist, a powerful motion. Inside the black jacket, an improvised harness had been sown in, a loop large enough that it slipped over Johnny’s chest. So quick and unexpected, Johnny’s shirt tore and not a soul moved to intervene. The harness connected to a thin steel cable, invisible if you weren’t looking for it. Rhodes had walked in, his jacket trailing the cable, and he’d closed the door after himself, the door sliding neatly over the cable. He correctly anticipated all attention being on him, not on the floor, and now suddenly Johnny wore the harness like a belt.

      Rhodes slapped one mighty hand against the door, cried, “Go, go, go!” and he ducked to the ground.

      Outside, the slap was heard, a shout went up, and Rhodes’ son Junior stomped on the gas of his big Ford F-150, aimed away from Forever Young. The tires surged, and the truck jumped forward, the cable attached to his trailer hitch going taut. The other end of the cable was attached to the harness wrapped around Johnny. Johnny was yanked off his feet by his connection to the truck, blowing through the door like he’d been struck in the back by the devil. He landed twenty feet from where he’d been standing, his spine nearly broken, not knowing what the hell was going on, but Junior was accelerating.

      Johnny was towed through the dark parking lot and slung into the road, skittering like a tube behind a ski boat. Twenty-five miles per hour. Thirty, thirty-five, Johnny bouncing along the blacktop, losing skin, his world dark chaos.

      The circle of waiting recovery agents had grown antsy when Sheriff Rhodes and his son Ryan Rhodes Jr. arrived, wondering if their prize would be scooped out from under them. Now they watched in wonderment as Junior’s truck roared away, a man standing in the bed and cheering. The agents didn’t comprehend what had happened or what that thing was towed behind.

      Johnny rolled, gripping the harness, the cable, and vainly shoved his boots forward, hoping to stand, but he was beaten senseless.

      Junior’s posse waited in their own trucks a block away and they pulled after the big F-150, remaining a ways back and creating a moving cordoned section of highway for Johnny to fishtail around at thirty-five miles per hour, lit brilliantly with headlights. Slung around a corner, Johnny bounced off the tire of a parked car. His ribs cracked.

      He fought like mad to free himself from the harness, but the jostling friction, the increasing pain didn’t allow it. He was snared good and his efforts were best spent keeping his face off the grinding road so he didn’t lose his nose. His pants were shredded, the soles of his shoes so hot they’d melt soon.

      The truck decelerated a mile away, braking in the dark parking lot of an abandoned church, and Johnny slid to a stop feeling like a cinder. He was delirious and hot and couldn’t stand if he wanted. He bled everywhere.

      The trailing pickup trucks surrounded him, blasting his mind with light.

      Junior hopped down from the driver’s seat and crowed. “Lookie here, boys, it’s a hundred thousand in cash, just a’laying in the lot!”

      “And what do ya know!” shouted Wally Habersham standing in the truck bed. “We’re in DeKalb County!”

      “Close enough,” said Junior. “Get him in quick before his brother gets here.”

      Hands hauled Johnny to his feet but his legs gave out and he fell out of their grasp.

      “Looks like he went twelve rounds with Tyson.”

      “Naw, more like he fought a road grader.”

      “Pick him up, boys. Now.”

      “Listen to ol’ Junior, thinking he’s gone give us orders cause of his old man.”

      “Kids these days. They learn the hard way.”

      Junior spit tobacco on Johnny’s boots and jerked dank hair out of his eyes. “I said pick him up. You want your cut? I’ll beat you half to death right now, old boy, you feel up to testing me.”

      A car horn broke up their conference. A strident wail that none of them understood until the headlights swung into view. A speeding limousine barreled around the corner, undercarriage sparking with the sway, and the men were blinded. A Cadillac packing on speed. The men shouted and jumped behind their trucks, and the limousine t-boned a rusty Chevy S-10. The Chevy caved in and jumped sideways, missing everyone but tilting onto its side, wheels broken. Glass shot every direction, an ear-splitting crunch.

      The limo’s airbags deployed. The radiator burst and sprayed antifreeze into the night like scalding rain. Before the limo had fully stopped, Bella Adams stepped out. She held a Mossberg shotgun, glinting deadly in the hot headlights.

      “Don’t move. If you do, I’m killing you, I don’t care who you are,” she shouted, strong voice full of shaky rage. “Be the first one to test me. Johnny, get up.”

      The man nearest Johnny had no notion of testing Bella, but he scrambled up anyway, running on fear, and Bella’s shotgun boomed. A thunderous explosion that pulverized the man’s ribs, saved only because her first load was always a bean bag. It didn’t penetrate.

      Bella racked the slide, the smoking shell clattering between her feet. “Next. Who’s next?” she called. “Johnny, get UP. We’re taking Junior’s truck.”

      Johnny steadied himself with his hands and pressed his feet to the blacktop and slowly raised, like a toddler wobbling, not moving fast enough.

      The rescue operation derailed when men swarmed behind the limo, unheard in the frenzy, and ambushed her. They grabbed her shotgun and pointed it skyward. The trigger pulled and another boom shook the parking lot, discharged harmlessly at the cold moon. She lost to the dog pile, her gun yanked away, her arms pinned, her screaming murder.

      “Aiding and abetting a felon, is she?” howled Junior. “We’ll take the bitch too, then. It’s a misdemeanor at worst. Move your asses, I don’t want a fight with Billy.”

      Bella was muffled by a hand over her mouth and she bit it.

      Upright and his senses returning, Johnny took aim and hit Junior in the jaw. A straight-arm punch that rocked the big boy on his ass and loosened his molars.

      Delirious, Johnny reached for his pistol with the intention of killing everyone. A hailstorm of bullets that’d leave the parking lot a reeking gore, but his pistol sat under the bar.

      Bella was pinned on the ground and Johnny grabbed one of her attackers by the ear and ripped it off. The man howled and spun, his ear dangling by a fibrous connection near the lobe.

      Johnny reached for the next man but his arms were grabbed and held behind him. He was too battered and weak too resist, his blood pooling into his socks. He couldn’t even speak.

      “Let’s go, let’s go, Junior!”

      Junior got to his feet and drew a riot baton from his belt.

      “This sum’bitch is resisting arrest too.” Junior spat blood and tobacco and worked his jaw. “Can’t let him run, can we. Hold his leg out.”

      Johnny’s left leg was caught and raised level with the ground, Johnny kicking and grunting to no effect.

      “I won’t lie to you, Johnny Sugar. This gone hurt.”

      The crowd laughed, those not injured in the ribs or ear. Johnny’s arms were pulled backwards so hard he thought they’d tear from their sockets.

      Junior raised the riot baton, gripping it by the fixed handle, like a blacksmith wielding a hammer. “Hold him tight. You hear?” He whipped the baton down on Johnny’s shin bone as though trying to chop clean through.

      At awful impact, Johnny’s eyes rolled up in his head and he lost connection with the shattered world.
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      In the back of the pickup, Bella fish-hooked a man reeking of body order, nearly tearing his cheek open. She squirmed loose and broke the wrist of the second man, an older guy with skinny bones, and so the four men sat on her to the point she nearly suffocated, bouncing along back roads for a black eternity.

      When she was allowed up, gasping and crying, she expected to see DeKalb County Jail, an imposing detention tower set inside a governmental park. But instead they stopped at an abandoned store on a dark street, and fear overtook her anger.

      She’d arrested dozens this year, and never once had she seen this building.

      The posse hauled her from the truck bed. They held each arm in an arm-bar, threatening to break her elbows if she fought, carrying her off the ground like a crucifixion.

      Johnny was carried as a corpse.

      Around them, insects buzzed in the unseen world.

      Junior spoke on his cell phone, possibly updating his father, but he hung up and grinned hideous. “Thanks to good folks like you, the jails are overflowing. We figure, Bella Adams, if we throw you into the prison population, you and Johnny Sugar wouldn’t last five minutes.” Junior smacked the brick wall. “This here is the old sheriff’s office in Rockdale. Unused for years, but it’s still got bars and running water. Nice holding cells for you two, until your court date.”

      Held aloft, shoulders complaining, Bella said, “Plus Billy can’t find us here. None of this is legal.”

      “You know what’s legal? Whatever the man with the gun says is legal. You be thankful I told the men not to rip those little jean shorts off you.”

      “I demand my lawyer.”

      “I tried to get you to call one.” Junior laughed, far too sinister for a teenager, no matter how bloated. “But you declined your phone call. We all heard it, didn’t we?”

      Inside the old Rockdale Sheriff’s Office, the air smelled musty but it was clean. Based on the shelves and filing cabinets, the little building was still used for record keeping, not much bigger than Andy Griffith’s office in those black and white shows she’d devoured as a child.

      “Let me go,” she said, but the pressure on her elbows increased. “Give me a phone.”

      Wally Habersham flicked on the lights. One bulb popped and went out. Another shone weakly onto a desk. The air conditioner wasn’t up to the task and it was at least eighty.

      Junior used a key to unlock a short corridor of jail cells, used for overnight stays, and then a second key to unlock two of the cell doors.

      Johnny was dropped onto the first cell floor, where he groaned without moving.

      Bella was tossed into the second and she fell. She sprang up and charged the door but they slid it home first, laughing at her and retreating from her reach.

      Junior produced a can of mace and pointed the nozzle at her. “Calm down now, you hear? Be a shame to spend your first night hacking up a lung. Be a real damn shame.”

      Bella gripped the bars and shut her eyes and squeezed and tried not to scream.

      “Bella Adams. Johnny Young,” said Junior in a loud official voice. One of his men had begun filming with a camera, documenting the arrest so they could collect the bounties. Junior performed for the tape. “You know why you’re under arrest. You’ve been read your rights and refused an attorney.”

      “That’s bullshit,” said Bella.

      “We’ll post a bailiff outside for your protection. Although you refused an attorney, I’ll have one assigned to you quick as I can.”

      “Isaacson. I want AnnaLynne Isaacson right now.”

      “You should’a called her earlier when you had the chance, but I’ll see what I can do. For aiding and abetting a fugitive, Bella Adams, you’ll be here sixty days mandatory, maybe longer. Johnny Young, well, I don’t know there’s much hope for him.”

      “He needs a doctor,” said Bella. “He needs a doctor now because you beat the hell out of him.”

      The man lowered the camera and clicked off the power.

      For a long moment, Junior stood at the center of his posse like a young general, already the biggest of them, he the planet and they the satellites. He and Bella regarded the other, and he wanted her. He felt the perverse power guards often feel, the desire to dominate their prisoners. Her helpless, and his authority was a lust and she saw it lurching behind his eyes.

      “Let’s go, Junior,” said one of the men behind him. “We got a hundred grand waiting on us.”

      “Well.” Junior licked his lips. “That’s true. I can always come back, can’t I.”

      The posse walked out, Junior casting long glances back, and the hillbilly trucks rumbled to life. One man stayed behind, a makeshift bailiff, and Bella heard him making himself comfortable at the front.

      She crouched by the bars closest to Johnny, him plainly visible. “Johnny? Can you hear me?”

      He mumbled something and shifted on the ground, bringing his leg into view.

      His shin was broken, bent at a ghastly angle. Shards of white bone punched clean through the skin, and blood formed a dark puddle beneath him.

      Bella Adams began to scream.
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      Johnny woke after ten minutes of Bella shouting at him. He obeyed her in his delirium, taking off his shirt to press into the wound, anything to stop the blood loss. When that didn’t work, he used his belt as a tourniquet but he wasn’t strong enough to tighten it fully; Bella thought the blood slowed enough that he wouldn’t die by morning.

      “Johnathan. Johnny. Talk to me. One word, please.”

      He spoke without moving his mouth. “I’m okay.”

      “Scoot over here.”

      “I’m alright.”

      “Johnny, please. Let me touch you.” Bella reaching.

      “I can’t.” The pain of his wounds knocked him out again.

      The road had ground half his clothing off. He was missing skin all over his body, left on Sharondale Drive. His ribs were purple and he moved like his spine hurt.

      Bella wept until dawn, a raw and angry night, the worst of her life. She reached through the bars but couldn’t touch Johnny and he didn’t wake again.

      Her cell consisted of a toilet, a sink, and a metal bunk. Nothing else, not even a mattress.

      As the sun rose, Bella discovered they weren’t as secluded as she assumed. Cars drove by the jail and she heard the voices of pedestrians. Maybe they were located on an old main street, lightly trafficked by day, deserted at night.

      She cried for help loud enough to be heard outside, raising her voice until she wondered if a throat could bleed from it, and finally the bailiff entered the corridor and demanded she quiet down.

      He was a tall kid with lanky arms and legs, and blonde hair that needed a trim. Sleepy. He eyed her nervously through the bars.

      “Call Junior,” she said in a rasp. “Call Junior and tell him Johnny has a compound fracture and he’ll die soon. He needs a doctor today. Plus food.”

      “I’m not supposed—”

      Bella screamed again, screamed to wake the dead and living both, and the kid jumped. He knew the people outside could hear and before long the sound would be investigated and Junior didn’t want that.

      He raised his broad hands. “Okay, okay, sheezus, I’ll call. Just pipe down a minute.”

      Relief pumped into her heart, seeing the kid lope back up front, already pressing buttons on his phone. She felt like crying again but she’d used up her tears. She hadn’t slept for thirty hours, and every part of her ached, and she fell asleep leaning against the bars, her forehead resting on metal.
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        * * *

      

      Bella awoke when Junior licked her forehead.

      Her eyes snapped open, his bullfrog face inches from her own, and she shot backward.

      He smacked his lips. “Taste like Mexico.”

      Bella blinked and looked around, needing gravity to center her.

      She remembered. The horror crashed home.

      Prison. Johnny. His leg.

      Judging by the ambient light in the corridor, coming from the unseen windows up front, it wasn’t yet noon.

      “I like Latinas.” Junior squatted as best he could at the bars, his thick body making it difficult. “I see it now.”

      Her voice sounded like a door squeaking. “He needs a doctor.”

      “You want to cut a deal?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I slide you handcuffs. You cuff yourself to the bars, facing them. I come in there with you and we have ourselves a grand ol’ time. When I’m done, I leave. You leave too, free to go,” said Junior.

      “You wouldn’t honor the deal.”

      “Never know.”

      “Johnny will die soon, Junior. You’ll be blamed.”

      He ignored her. “There’s another option. I come in there against your will. We have ourselves a grand ol’ time, you like it or not. When I’m done, I leave, and you don’t.”

      Bella’s mind churned with clogged gears. Slow with sleep deprivation.

      “Come on in,” she said. “No need for cuffs.”

      “Half my boys can’t move because of you, Bella Adams. I ain’t stupid.” He picked up a set of cuffs he’d set on the ground and waggled them. “What do you say, old girl?”

      “Get in here.”

      “Yeah? I slide you the cuffs?”

      “Yes slide me the cuffs, Junior.”

      He blinked at the lust making him stupid.

      The door at the front of the jail opened and they heard voices.

      Junior cursed and stood.

      Bella did too, and she stretched at a knot in her side. Her body hurt, every inch.

      Johnny moaned on the floor of the adjacent cell and he half-sat, leaning on an elbow. He regarded the world without seeing it.

      “Johnny? Talk to me. Can you tighten that shirt knot?” she said. He didn’t respond.

      A small man entered the corridor, followed by the rangy kid. The small man was bald except for around the ears and he moved with a brisk confidence. The rangy kid pointed at Johnny.

      “That’s him.”

      The small man set his hands on the bars and peered through them. “Yes. It is, isn’t it. I recognize the face.”

      “Doctor Foust?” said Junior.

      The rangy kid nodded. “Yeah, this is him. Doctor Foust. Prison doc.”

      “I ain’t letting you in there, Doctor,” said Junior.

      Dr. Foust said, “I don’t need to be admitted. I can see from here. I’m scheduling him for surgery.”

      “Listen, Doc…”

      Dr. Foust looked between the two big youths. “Children. Atlanta has truly hit rock bottom if we’re letting children play God.”

      “You watch your mouth, Doc. Only one of us got a gun here.”

      “A gun.” Foust snorted. “I’m scheduling him for surgery, but there’s a queue. It’ll be days.”

      “He’ll die,” croaked Bella. “That wound is open.”

      “I see and I sympathize, young lady. Believe it or not, there are far worse cases coming out of the prisons every day. This man won’t die today. Many others will.”

      “But—”

      “I’m sorry. I’m late already. The medical community considers Atlanta a war zone and we cut off our emotions weeks ago. We’re doing the best we can and that has to be enough.”

      “An infection—”

      “Yes, I’ll send antibiotics. Big pharma is making a killing off Atlanta,” said Dr. Foust. “Clean the wound. Sterilize it with bacitracin. Help him swallow the amoxicillin pills. Keep him—”

      “Doc, that man is ornery and already beat my men half to death. We ain’t going in there,” said Junior.

      “I can tend him! Please, I only need medicine,” said Bella.

      Dr. Foust glanced at Junior and the rangy bailiff. “We don’t have enough nurses. Her idea is good. Let her tend him. A driver will deliver the bottle soon and I’ll bring an ambulance in a few days. If he’s alive, we’ll take him then. I’m sorry there’s not more I can do.”

      He said the words like he said them a dozen times a day. Bella wondered how often he considered suicide.

      “I understand, Doc.” Junior grinned. “No rush. Prioritize. This man killed a dozen already.”

      “That is not my concern,” said Dr. Foust, already on his way to the next hopeless situation. The front door opened and closed.

      He knows Johnny’s gonna die.

      Johnny sat upright now, sweating and pale. He tilted his head to the side and looked blearily at the wound.

      Bella shook her cell door until it rattled. “Unlock this.”

      “The hell I will,” said Junior.

      “Let me in with Johnny. Bring me a first-aid kit.”

      “Tell you what, Latina.” He plodded to her cell and Bella stepped backward. “I’ll come back later in a better mood. Maybe bring a jar of moonshine and you and I see if we can’t work something out.”

      “The doctor said—”

      “I’m taking his suggestion under advisement.” Junior pronounced it like advizmen. He smacked the lanky kid in the stomach on his way out. “Holler if the old boy croaks, bailiff.”

      Johnny laid down again sweating and mumbling.
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      Twenty minutes later the lanky kid returned and hit his palm against the bars.

      “Lady, you have got to shut up.”

      Hoarse, Bella pleased, “You heard the doctor. Let me in with Johnny. He’ll die.”

      “Quit your hollering.”

      “Fetch us food and a first-aid kit. Then lock me in with him.”

      “You trying to get me shot? Junior will kill me. And my family too,” said the lanky kid.

      “No, Junior is looking for a man to take the fall.”

      “Say what?”

      Bella stood from her knees. She had him. “The doctor told Junior to let me in, to let me clean the wound. Junior won’t do it. Why not? Ask yourself that. It’s because he wants Johnny dead, but he doesn’t want to be responsible. He knows when the world discovers the Johnny Sugar died in prison, there’ll be an uproar. They’ll want someone to blame. Guess who that’ll be?”

      “Not me.”

      “Who else is there?” said Bella.

      “I didn’t do nothing.”

      “That’s exactly what Junior will tell the prosecutors. That you didn’t follow the doctor’s orders. Junior is setting you up.”

      The kid ran a hand through his dirty blonde hair. “Christ almighty, I don’t know about any of this.”

      “Cover your ass.”

      “I can not let you go,” he said. “Hell no, forget that.”

      “I know you can’t. Only do what the doctor ordered. Get us food and water. Get us a big first-aid kit. I’ll handle the rest.”

      “Junior will—”

      “You want him mad at you? Or do you want to go to prison for manslaughter?” Bella snapped. “The doctor, and Junior, and I will all testify to the judge you didn’t follow the doctor’s orders.”

      He paced the corridor with boots that looked too big. “I didn’t sign up for any of this shit.”

      “Me either. But we’re here now, doing our best.”

      “There’s a CVS a mile that way,” he said.

      “Perfect. A big first-aid kid, with antibiotic cream and bandages and pain killer. Water bottles. Food. Fruit, beef jerky. Gatorade, several bottles.” She hadn’t looked at Johnny’s compound fracture in a long time but now she risked it. Her stomach swayed and felt greasy. “Also a bottle of the strongest liquor you have.”

      “How am I supposed to pay for all this?”

      “Is my stuff still here? Get my credit card. Buy yourself some food too, and move that ass,” she said.
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      Bella cut away the scraps of Johnny’s pant leg with the kit’s bandage sheers. Johnny’s flesh felt hot under her fingers.

      She poured hydrogen peroxide down his shin, into the open wound, the liquid foaming and seething. Johnny spasmed and held onto the toilet bowl with both hands, his back arched. He threw up anything other than water and Gatorade, including the whiskey, so he had no pain relief when she maneuvered his foot to ease the exposed bone spur back into his leg.

      He cried and shouted, and Bella drank the whiskey herself with shaking hands. The cleaning and the movement started him bleeding again. She paced the cell, blowing droplets of sweat off her lips, and she dabbed her forehead with gauze, and then she set to work again.

      More hydrogen peroxide, and a heavy coating of topical cream. She had no clue if she was doing the right thing or killing him quicker.

      She wrapped the leg with bandages and tipped the Gatorade bottle to his mouth again.

      His body had lost skin all over, so she smeared cream on everything she could see. Him moaning and mumbling. She kept a constant trickle of water running into his mouth, already half through the six-pack of bottles. She took his temperature—102.2.

      By dinnertime it rose to 103. She held his head in her lap and forced him to eat a banana.

      She kissed his forehead. She kissed him and kissed him, and she fell asleep bent over him, her face resting against his, sitting in the dust.

      The antibiotic pills never came.
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        * * *

      

      She woke that evening and knew Johnathan would die. He couldn’t keep down the Tylenol and his fever soared. A man fighting against life.

      If the bailiff remained, she didn’t know it—he was so quiet, no matter how loud she called. Likely he’d fled.

      More ointment on Johnny’s leg, more water between his shivering lips. A desperate inspiration struck her and she broke the Tylenol into tiny pieces and smeared them on his gums. She cried and kissed him again.

      Bella knew then she loved him.

      Maybe she’d loved him for years, but more likely it was the act of serving the man that triggered it. The realization she would lose him before morning and her mind turned black imagining life without him in it.

      McQuaid’s obscure wisdom about love floated back to her and she saw the pure truth of it. Like a wild animal, she’d been tending to her own needs for so long, thinking survival was something you had to wrest away from others, that happiness was a thing to chase but it kept outpacing her, gaining distance. Johnny’s eyes opened and she encountered herself in the reflection and she hated what she saw, a wretched selfish creature.

      A woman who refused to love, refused to open her grasp, holding onto a profession that would never thank her.

      With Johnny’s burning head in her hands, everything else stripped away, what she wanted most was this man. A lifetime exhausting herself to make him content. She knew he’d do the same for her, had been trying to do it for some time. She’d been searching for purpose drunk and broken, flailing in the cold black, not knowing her eyes were clenched, the truth so close it was shining in plain sight but she’d been too stubborn to see it—she wanted this man’s life to be hers whether she had ten minutes or ten years. He dreamed of a future and she wanted to build it for him.

      Part of her damaged soul reeled away from the maudlin sentiment, deriding the weakness. But a greater part reveled in the notion of no longer obsessing over her own self.

      Selfish for too long, it took his death to open her eyes.

      She told him she loved him.

      She told him over and over, and he startled her by repeating it back to her once, a clear voice and she knew he understood. His fingers found her hair and gripped, and he shook.

      How long did they have? Minutes? He was a furnace.

      Her eyes lingered on the large bottle of Tylenol.

      Once Johnny was gone, she didn’t see any reason not to join him. This world now held nothing but Johnny.
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        * * *

      

      She woke again and panic flooded her chest. Had he died already?

      No. His heart thumped in his chest, weak, like the engine of a foundering ship. He burned and yet sweated no longer, no more moisture within. He didn’t move when she tried to rouse him and he couldn’t swallow water.

      Death neared and she had nothing to stop it.

      She guessed it was midnight. She reached for the Tylenol bottle. She broke more pills and pushed the gritty powder between his cheek and gum. By ambient light, she read that the bottle came with two hundred pills, though she’d used up perhaps fifteen. A hundred and eighty-five should do the trick. She didn’t want to live. She’d had enough.

      Or should she wait until freed? Should she stick a shotgun barrel into Junior’s mouth first? Him and his father both?

      The front door opened and closed softly. Bella’s pulse quickened. Hope, that fickle monster, flared.

      “Hello,” she called but it was a rasp. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Hello? Dammit. Hello? I need your help!”

      She tried to move but her legs didn’t work, cradling Johnny for hours.

      “Please! We’re back here!” Johnny was probably beyond help but miracles happened. “Hey! Are you there? Hello!”

      The footsteps approached the barred corridor from the unseen front office. Then the door swung open and Kunga stepped into view.

      Bella gaped.

      “Kunga? What did… How?”

      He wore his customary white. The symbol of purity, he said, refusing red or blue. His white do-rag appeared as a halo on his head. He stood at their cell door and peered into the gloomy dungeon at Johnny.

      “Kunga, he’s dying. Find some keys. I think… They’ve got to be up front somewhere. No, wait. Call 911 first. Get an ambulance now. Then find the keys.”

      Kunga placed both hands on the bars. The metal door clicked and slid open as though it hadn’t been locked. Impossible—she’d tried everything she knew to open it. The ball bearings turned without sound, as though not ruined by time.

      Kunga stepped into their cell and he brought light with him. He didn’t glow but somehow Bella saw everything clearly. As though Kunga was an angel.

      Bella didn’t experience shock or relief. She felt fear, weightless and spinning, as though thrust into the stars. With Kunga’s arrival, the supernatural had drawn close. She stood on the edge of eternity and she experienced her own nothingness.

      This was it.

      Kunga crouched at Johnny’s feet and set a hand on his boot.

      Bella’s teeth chattered. “Kunga…”

      Kunga reached for her but she pulled away.

      “Bella. Don’t be afraid.”

      “I’m terrified,” she said.

      “But it’s gone be okay. You did great.”

      “He’s dying, Kunga.”

      “You kept him alive. He’s only sleeping.” He tugged off his white do-rag. Beneath it, the dome of his scalp reflected light. Next he gripped Johnny by the calf and unspooled the bloody white bandage, exposing the ugly wound. The bone worked in Johnny’s leg like an evil living thing. Kunga’s breath caught. His voice shook. “Oh man.”

      “You see it now. He’s lost too much blood. We need an ambulance.” Bella couldn’t look directly at Kunga. Nor at the wound. She closed her eyes and tilted her head downward until her chin touched her chest. She shook. “Don’t we?”

      “Naw, not today.” Though startled, Kunga grinned to himself. “I ain’t been starving myself for nothing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Kunga wrapped his pure white do-rag around Johnny’s leg. Johnny groaned when Kunga gripped him, and Kunga closed his eyes too.

      None of them daring to look.

      Bella grew up believing that more happened in this world than her mortal eyes could see. She believed it at a distance, knowing she was a castoff, that the supernatural would have nothing to do with her. Now suddenly she sat in a place where the worlds met, seen and unseen, and she felt unworthy once more.

      “Jay Young,” said Kunga. Bella jumped as though shocked, and all the stars she floated among were falling down on her. A breeze of music. A burst of warm electricity passed from Johnny into her. “Get up, brother.”
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      Johnny opened his eyes and filled his lungs with the clean air and he felt fresh, like someone shoved in new batteries.

      “Hey Kunga,” he said.

      Kunga grinned and wiped his forehead. “How you feeling, Jay Young?”

      “Strong as a horse. Though you’re sitting a little close. Scoot back.”

      “Johnny.” Bella sniffed. “You can talk.”

      Johnny’s eyes met hers. A distance of six inches, close enough to catch fire. “I died and went to heaven. Me in your lap, so far so good.”

      Kunga scooted to sit with his back against the wall. He took a deep breath, like he’d run a long ways. “I’m hungry.”

      Bella pawed at Johnny’s face. Then his shoulder, his arm, looking for something. “Your body. All the wounds are gone.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Oh my gosh.” Bella rocked back and forth, Johnny’s cradled head teetering with the movement. “Ohmygoshohmygoshohmygosh.”

      “We’re in jail,” said Johnny.

      “What do you remember, Jay Young?”

      “Everything’s kinda slurred.”

      “Get up and test that leg out,” said Kunga.

      Johnny rose stiffly from the floor. He gripped the bars and limped around the cell. He stretched and pumped his knees. “My clothes are tore to pieces.”

      “John, you don’t remember anything?” Bella’s body quaked against her will. Vaguely she knew her own exhaustion was gone, her pain and panic fading as dark with a morning sunrise.

      Johnny pulled Kunga’s do-rag off his shin, damp with blood. “My leg was busted up.”

      “I can’t believe…” Bella reached for his shin. “It’s… It’s gone. Your bone was sticking out, John, and now it’s…”

      “Yo, you mind if I grab this?” Kunga selected a red apple from Bella’s meager stash of food. He bit into the flesh and wiped the juice from his chin. “Oh man. Oh man.”

      Johnny kicked his leg experimentally. “Kunga. You fixed my leg? A compound fracture?”

      “Some things only happen if you fast first, Jay.” Kunga tilted his head backward, looking up, and savored the apple he chewed. “God was on point, the day he made an apple.”

      “You can eat now?”

      “Hope so. I am.”

      Johnny hopped. “Guess this means you don’t need to pay rent a while.”

      Bella grabbed Johnny to hold him still and she ran her hand up and down the site of the wound. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand, Kunga.”

      “You don’t need to, Bella Adams. Just enjoy it.” Kunga took two more bites. “Think Imma find a Waffle House. Go to town on some eggs and hash browns, boy.”

      Johnny wobbled and sat down hard. The dust wafted from the impact. “God almighty, I’m thirsty. Like I never drank water before. And I stood too quick.”

      “You’ve been burning up over twenty-four hours and you’ve barely eaten. You might be in shock.” Bella handed him a water bottle and he consumed it in one long pull.

      He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and he breathed deeply. “Thank you.”

      “There’s two more bottles.”

      “I’m good. Are you good?”

      “I’m… I don’t know what I am,” she said. “You were almost dead.”

      Johnny opened a package of beef jerky. “You coulda fed me.”

      “I tried, you punk. You threw up.”

      “Where?”

      “On the floor. I cleaned it,” she said.

      “Yuck.”

      “It was.”

      “I’m in everyone’s debt, looks like. Guess you don’t need to pay rent either.” He grinned at her. A lot transpired behind Bella’s eyes but he couldn’t tell what.

      “Thought I was gonna die, coming here. Today was my last day,” said Kunga. “Dunno what to do now, except eat.”

      “Why’d you think you were gonna die?”

      “Figured this place be crawling with cops and they'd shoot me when I found Jay. Besides, that old man told me I needed to accept my death before I could start living, and I thought maybe he was prophesying.”

      “What old man said what?” said Johnny.

      “McQuaid. One arm. Told me that to live, I needed to accept I was already a dead man. Glad he didn’t mean today.”

      “I saw you two talking at the bar.”

      “I spoke with him too. He told me…” Bella’s voice trailed away, unwilling to discuss it at the moment. Unwilling or unable. Instead she said, “I haven’t thought about my own problems this whole time. I was taking care of Johnny.”

      “Alright, you two. I’m out.” Kunga stood.

      “Good idea.” Bella rose and groaned at her tight back, and she worked her knees and she smacked dust from the seat of her pants. “Before Junior comes back.”

      “Naw you two got to stay. I can bring you a waffle, you want.”

      “Stay?” Bella scoffed and threw her hand at the doors. “They’re open.”

      “Don’t matter. You two got your white asses thrown in here and you got to stay.”

      “Bullshit we’re staying. Why would we?” she said.

      “Cause you broke the law.”

      Bella blinked, like she couldn’t decipher Kunga’s foreign words. “Don’t be absurd. They’ll kill him, Kunga.”

      “Not yet they won’t. Besides you were arrested fair and square.”

      “Fair and square?” she shouted. “They beat us half to death!”

      “Seems fair and square to me, considering how much money we made this year doing the same thing,” said Johnny.

      “You.” She shoved a finger at Johnny. “You don’t talk. You’re delirious.”

      “I feel good.”

      “Shut up. You’re an idiot, shut up. Kunga, we can’t stay.”

      “Warrant out for your arrest. You were arrested. What’s the problem?” said Kunga.

      “They dragged him behind a truck!”

      “They did?” Johnny screwed his eyes up to remember. “That’s clever.”

      “Clever?”

      “I’m not saying I’ll let them get away with it. I’m saying that’s clever,” said Johnny.

      “How will you kill anyone from prison?” she shouted.

      “Atlanta ain’t finished with you two yet.”

      “Kunga! You keep saying these ridiculous things! What does it mean?”

      “I got no idea.” Kunga stepped out of the cell. “But you can’t go.”

      “I swear, if you close that door—”

      “You right. I’ll leave this one open. Y’all be good and I see you soon.” Kunga left the corridor and swung closed the door leading to the front office, sealing them inside the corridor but with room to roam cell to cell. The metallic boom rattled off the walls.

      Johnny patted the dirty floor. “Sit down, Bella. This beef jerky is unreal.”

      Bella ran to the barred door and yanked. She shook and shouted, “Are you kidding? This is not funny.”

      “Bella. What just happened?” said Kunga.

      “Huh?”

      “Did you see a miracle or not?”

      “I…”

      “Got to have faith.”

      “Open this door!”

      “Oh hold up.” Kunga pushed the door open like it wasn’t locked. He stepped around her and retrieved the apple core from the floor. “My bad. Ain’t tryna litter in your room.”

      “I’m in your debt, pard,” said Johnny.

      “Naw, that’s what brothers do.”

      Bella tried to stop Kunga from leaving but she couldn’t. Her body refused to obey, like she’d been anesthetized.

      “Sorry about this, girl. Just trust.” Kunga closed the door again, sealing them in.

      Bella said, “Trust what? What’s gonna happen?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Bella lunged and grabbed for him through the bars but he moved back. “How did you open the door? Do it again!”

      “I can’t do it again. When you get home, I’ll cook you whatever you want,” said Kunga.

      “If I get home, I’m going to shoot you in the ass with a bean bag. Heal that!”

      “Bella. Beef jerky.”

      “Shut UP, Johnny!”

      “I like it you call me Johnny now.”

      “You want a waffle?” Kunga said.

      “No I don’t want a fucking waffle,” said Bella. “Open. This. Door.”

      “See y’all soon.”

      Kunga walked from their sight. After a minute, a motorcycle growled to life, muted.

      Bella tottered back to Johnny on shaky legs. She eased herself next to him.

      “He… He just…”

      Johnny held out the bag and she plunged her hand into it.

      “Got to have faith, Bella.”

      “Shut up.”

      “We stink,” he said. “Don’t we.”

      She popped a bite of beef jerky into her mouth and chewed.

      “Oh.” Johnny reached for the whiskey bottle and brought it back. “What do we have here.”
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      Johnny paused halfway down the corridor when his head swam. He paled. Whole he might be, yet his body was an engine warming up in starts. Bella waited patiently, hand on his shoulder.

      They both stepped out of their boots at the entrance to the communal shower. Streetlight filtered through narrow windows at the ceiling, the silver glow broken into pieces by the grating.

      The pipes rattled when Bella turned the water on, a groaning from prison bowels. The overhead nozzle spurted and coughed before settling into a steady spray. Gradually the water warmed and steam hid the world, dampening their skin.

      He turned on a second shower and she helped unbutton his shirt as he leaned against the wet wall. Then his belt came off and she tugged down the ragged remains of his pants and boxers.

      An old soap bar sat on a shelf still in the plastic wrapper. Cracked with age, Bella rubbed the bar under the hot water until it lathered and foamed.

      She didn’t complain when Johnny raised her shirt up over her head. She stepped out of her khaki shorts and paused only briefly before doing the same with her jogging underwear. She tugged off her sports bra and they were naked and embarrassed and grinning and hot together.

      Using the soap they washed their clothes without speaking. Johnny would never wear the jeans whole again, but he could use the sheers and make a ridiculous pair of shorts, the only good option available to him. They worked facing each other, no truths hidden, burning with longing and the immediate future and the unspoken tension.

      Johnny watched her body work, her muscles bunch and flex, and other parts tremble.

      Bella always enjoyed how much of the world Johnny seemed to occupy, filling up doorways with his broad shoulders. Even weak, he was everywhere.

      They gargled water and rinsed the clothes, and they scrubbed suds into their hair down to the scalp and the grit hiding there. They passed the soap back and forth and soon they were washing each other. Dirt and blood turned the floor tiles dark until the flood washed it down the gurgling drain. She rubbed her hands over his body, searching for the carnage he’d endured but she found none. Strands of hair in their eyes released droplets like fine rain until she pushed her hair back and then his, close enough their bodies encountered the other.

      Johnny broke the silence. “You said you loved me.”

      “I didn’t mean it.”

      “You did too.”

      “I know I did, John. Johnny.”

      “You’re smiling. You don’t smile that much. Your teeth are perfect, you know that?”

      He kissed her and pushed her backward into the hot wall. They became the other’s entire world for several minutes, kissing and touching.

      “Can we do this?”

      “I can,” Johnny said.

      Her lips smiled against his neck. “Are we allowed, I mean? Something holy just happened.”

      “You mean, maybe God’s watching.”

      “Maybe?”

      “And you think we’ll be defiling something sacred,” said Johnny.

      “I know. It sounds stupid.”

      “Marry me first and then it’ll be a sacrament.”

      Her breath caught. “Marry you.”

      “I’ve been trying to get you married since our freshman year.”

      “You wish, marry you,” she said and she laughed and trembled.

      “I know that’s a yes, Bella Adams, but you’re too stubborn to admit it.”

      Later, much later, without towels or sheets, they dried in the warm air of his cell. Unlike hers, Johnny’s bed held a mattress, old and musty, but it was better than the floor. Their clothes dripped, spread out along the bars. Dawn turned the walls pink, like candlelight. Before falling asleep, Bella pinned him and straddled his hips with her knees, and this time they enjoyed each other without the wild hunger.

      “I don’t know how to love you,” she told him. “But I’ll try the rest of my life.”

      “You’re doing it right.”

      This time she closed her eyes and held his hands. This time, overcome by exhaustion and grief and love, this time she fell asleep on his chest, weighing nothing at all.
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      The streaming sunlight swung shadows across the room as the day passed. Outside voices murmured and cars passed, assuming the jail remained vacant.

      They finished their water and food stash, and Bella’s fiery temper flared, ready to skin Kunga for leaving them. Johnny’s strength fully returned, and he did pushups and jumping jacks. He used the sheers to make a wearable wreck of shorts. They showered again for the recreation, an excuse to undress and play, and after endured another long drying out process. A curious existence, ignored by their captors who hoped they’d die without aggravation, and waiting for something Kunga said approached.

      Though he didn’t let on, anxiety began prowling around Johnny’s chest. He hated fences and cages, manmade contraptions to despoil freedom. Despite the miracle, they were still incarcerated, Johnny wondering if he’d get the death sentence, his ability to travel the world reduced to a few hundred square feet.

      Night lowered on them and they felt the first pangs of hunger. Without coordinating it, they both slipped on their dry socks and boots, some sixth sense alerting them to ready.

      The front door opened and closed and confident footsteps moved around the front office. Bella placed herself in front of Johnny and he grinned at it. Her protecting him.

      “Ay. Amigos,” a voice called from the front office. “Can you hear me?”

      Bella said, “I can hear you.”

      “Are you hurt? You need a hospital?”

      Bella cautiously stepped from her cell into the corridor to see the man standing at the barred door leading to the front. She was jolted with surprise. “I know you. Johnny, it’s a guy I saw at Forever Young.”

      The man smiled, so handsome he could almost be a woman, but his masculinity wouldn’t allow it. “Buenas noches, Bella Adams. Johnny.

      “You’re the federal marshal. Sinatra.”

      “A marshal? I thought he might be Cristiano Ronaldo, the soccer player,” said Bella.

      The marshal wasn’t dressed like a marshal. He wore designer jeans and a good cream-colored sports jacket. He wore no tie and kept the top buttons of his shirt undone. On his belt, a holster and silver star. He squatted at the bars and peered through them at Johnny’s leg. “I was told Junior Rhodes half killed you.”

      “Gonna take more than Junior,” said Johnny.

      “No broken leg?”

      “I’m okay.” Johnny didn’t feel like explaining the whole story, and who’d believe it anyway?

      “Bien. Makes things easier.”

      “I don’t believe you’re a marshal,” said Bella.

      “Deputy US Marshal out of Virginia, señorita. Real name’s Manny.” He offered a wallet from his pocket through the bars. Bella took it and examined his credentials while Sinatra searched for a chair to sit in. It was too dusty, though, and he chose to stand.

      “You’re transporting Johnny?” said Bella. “Murder isn’t a federal crime. Why would the marshals get involved?”

      “I’m here to cut a deal. Not transport.”

      “Let us out,” said Johnny.

      Sinatra shook his head. “No keys. I looked.”

      “Junior, that piece of shit, he broke every law I can think of. He left Johnny here to die,” said Bella.

      “You want free, let’s talk about it.”

      Johnny felt his skin tingle and the hairs on his arms raise. Kunga predicted this.

      “I’m listening,” said Johnny.

      “I’m chasing a desperado and I need Johnny. You agree to help, you go free. Even better than that,” said Sinatra and he reached into his sports coat to remove an envelope. “You are fully pardoned by the governor of Georgia.”

      The words took several heartbeats to congeal. “Fully pardoned for what?” said Johnny.

      “Everything.”

      “I haven’t been convicted yet.”

      “And you never will be, amigo.” Sinatra passed the envelope through, receiving in return his credentials.

      Bella unfolded the heavy papers from the envelope and held them flat. A completed petition for clemency signed by the governor.

      “This is… How’d you get this?” Bella was thunderstruck. “Deputy marshals can’t get pardons from a governor.”

      “You love America enough,” said Sinatra, “you can fly to the moon.”

      “This looks legal,” said Johnny.

      “All it needs is your signature. Plus.” Sinatra withdrew another envelope from his jacket, identical looking. “Here’s a second pardon, clearing you from all wrongdoing in the next week. You help me, and when we finish, it’s yours.”

      “The next week? Who’re you hunting?”

      “A man you call Hacendado,” said Sinatra.

      “God almighty,” said Johnny. “Just you?”

      “Me and my partner.”

      “You need the whole American Army, you intend to tackle Hacendado.”

      “He’s only a man. The tricky part is finding him,” said Sinatra.

      “I’m confused.” Bella slid the paper back into the envelope but she’d be damned if she returned it, the key to Johnny’s freedom. “You’re a deputy marshal out of Virginia tracking a man who splits his time between Columbia, Miami, and Georgia.”

      “Sí.”

      “Why don’t the Miami marshals handle it?” she said.

      “I’m the best marshal.”

      “That’s absurd,” she said.

      “You’re not eligible for the bounty, are you,” said Johnny.

      “No. I chase the approval of George Washington and Ronald Reagan. I do not chase money. If you laugh, maybe I leave. I was called because with Hacendado a scalpel is preferred to a hammer. His real name’s Maximo de León Cruz, by the way.”

      “How would I help?” said Johnny.

      Sinatra nodded at the envelope Bella held. She looked again and removed a photograph and held it up for them to examine. It was a clear image of Johnny talking with Q, standing beside a police SUV.

      “You know this man.”

      Johnny recognized himself and Q on the side of the road discussing the cocaine baggie he’d stepped on. Q had pulled him over and they noticed the drone. “Was that your machine in the sky?”

      “It was.” Sinatra nodded. “Piloted by my partner, who got too close.”

      “You tried to follow me home,” said Johnny.

      “You and Q are amigos?”

      “I wouldn’t call us friends.”

      “I would. It’s almost cute,” said Bella.

      “It’s not cute.”

      “They go to ballgames together,” she said.

      “Two ballgames.”

      “I was hot on Monty Babcock,” said Sinatra, “the pendejo who was gonna lead me to Hacendado, until you killed Monty.”

      “Monty blew his own brains out, not me.”

      “No me importa. I want to meet Q,” said Sinatra.

      “I bet he don’t want to meet you.”

      “That’s why I’m here. You arrange a meeting with Q, who’ll bring me to Hacendado.”

      “You think Q and Hacendado are tight?” As Johnny said it, he suspected it was the truth. Q mentioned playing cards with powerful gangsters for millions.

      “Why would Q assist the federal government in capturing his, ahh, supplier?” asked Bella.

      “If Q’s smart, he knows this won’t disrupt his traffic. We cannot stop the cocaine trade. It’s the most profitable industry on earth. Anybody could I could, and I wouldn’t even try. But Hacendado is a special kind of monster who needs to go. I can convince Q of this by offering to leave him untouched. I could force the conversation, but I want to start on friendly terms, rather than him getting angry and shooting me. Also, I read about you, Johnny, and you, Bella Adams. You’re good at this. You can assist in the arrest and bring in Hacendado for the reward.”

      “Yes,” blurted Bella. “We agree.”

      “Wait,” said Johnny.

      “For what? He’s offering clemency and a million dollars.”

      “I don’t jump into anything, Bella. I look first, and I swore off hunting fugitives.”

      “That’s my entire job description.” Sinatra grinned. “Why I get up in the morning and fall asleep smiling.”

      “In Atlanta, we’re paid with dirty money. I don’t know how, but the thing is corrupt. I refuse to participate in fraudulent deals.”

      “Fraudulent, great American word.” Sinatra nodded at the papers Bella held. “Nothing about this deal is fraudulent. Hacendado is a man wanted by the FBI and everyone else.”

      “Have you ever ridden a horse?” said Johnny.

      “No. I like to ride three hundred at once. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of horsepower.”

      “I don’t trust a man who never rode a horse.”

      “You capture Hacendado, I’ll ride one. I’ll think about riding one,” said Sinatra. “One that doesn’t stink.”

      “Stink?”

      “These pants cost four hundred dollars.”

      “Do you have a pen?” said Bella. “I’ll sign his name for him.”

      “I don’t stab friends in the back,” said Johnny. “Not even Q.”

      “I’m not after Q, señor.”

      “I got your word on that? Though I don’t know how much your word is worth, you not riding a horse.”

      “I don’t ride horses,” said Bella. “Trust me?”

      “I took you on a ride in college and the horse liked you, and that’s good enough for me.”

      “Ay, what’s it with you and horses?” said Sinatra.

      “A horse has justice in her heart.”

      Bella put a hand on Johnny’s chest. “You, hush. Here’s what’s going on. Johnny’s angry about being in jail and about the men who put him here and about corruption, and we’re tired and hungry, and now he’s angry that you’re asking him to snitch, essentially. He’s not usually this stubborn.”

      “The hell I’m not.”

      “Listen. Amigos. Atlanta has enough problems,” said Sinatra. “Help me get rid of one. Hacendado. Maximo de León Cruz. Introduce me to Q and get us started on the right foot. That’s it. I’m not after Q. I’m not arresting Q. You arrange the meeting and then cut out, if you want, depending on how it goes. Sí?”

      “Yes, dammit. Where’s the pen?”

      Johnny held up his hand, slowing her down. “I talk to Q. I tell him you’re gunning for Hacendado and you want him to assist. But he’ll tell us there’s no way he’s agreeing to that. Then what?”

      “Your part is finished, whether he agrees or not. But trust me. I’m the Johnny Sugar of the marshals, I can do a lot with a little.”

      Johnny shrugged. “Seems like I’m getting the better end of this.”

      “You’re a great American. It’s an honor to break you two out,” said Sinatra.

      “How would you know if I’m a great American?”

      “The El Salvadorians at your bar. They told me you sheltered them and you’re moving them out to safer pastures. Ay, señor, that’s all I needed to hear.”

      “Alright, you open this door and I’ll talk to Q about it.”

      Sinatra withdrew a pen from his pocket. “Does Q ride a stinking horse?”

      “No. That’s one reason I don’t trust him.” Johnny took the pen.

      “You said break him out,” said Bella. “If he’s pardoned, there’s no need to break him out. He’s innocent.”

      “Señor Young is pardoned on paper, but the bounty hunters might not see it that way. Yet. Instead of waiting for the judicial system to roll over, I say we bust you out. Now.”

      “There are no keys.”

      “I have ideas. The best ideas,” said Sinatra. “We jailbreak and save Atlanta.”

      Johnny’s pen stopped an inch from the paper.

      He pursed his lips.

      “I have a request. No, a demand,” he said.

      “Johnathan. No. Sign the damn paper.”

      “What’s the demand?” said Sinatra.

      “I want you to deputize Bella.”
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      Outside the jail, something diesel coughed to life. Johnny and Bella couldn’t see the source but the floor shook and the air thrummed. Something massive this way came.

      They took shelter in the shower, Johnny wrapping Bella up beneath him.

      The destruction announced itself with bright lights through the thin windows and dust rained down, and Johnny shouted something he couldn’t hear. The jail exploded around them, but their corner held. In the outside corridor, a great metal dragon thrust through the wall, caving in the brick and rebar and showering sparks into their abandoned cells. Tank-like treads rent gouges in the jail’s concrete floor, and the maw of the dragon raised to tear asunder the roof, debris collapsing into a pile.

      It was a 250-hp bulldozer, Sinatra a madman at the controls. The front blade cut through the old wall and dissevered the roof without strain. Sinatra stopped the machine’s momentum as it bent over the cell bars. He pulled back on the joystick and the pitch of the engine changed and the bulldozer lurched in reverse. The great front blade pulled part of the roof with it and left a void far bigger than necessary for a prison break.

      The rumble faded. Johnny and Bella crept cautiously from the shower, careful of the swinging live wires. They stepped through rubble into warm Atlanta freedom.

      His Mustang Boss waited, motor running, a surprising sight.

      “We took the liberty of bringing your car.” A woman approached from behind a black Chevy Camaro. “Johnny. Bella. Although legally free, there could be entanglements. And what does legal mean in Atlanta, anyway?”

      The woman struck Johnny as what a government official should look like. She wore a suit and her hair was up and she didn’t smile, as though plowing through a jail was not noteworthy.

      She dropped keys into Johnny’s hand.

      “A copy of your clemency papers is in the trunk, along with your belongings found in the front office. You should go before the police arrive. Rockdale has a fully functional force and they’ll be unsupportive of your escape.”

      “Do you work with Sinatra?” said Bella.

      Down the street, the enormous bulldozer turned the corner and growled beyond their line of sight, as though the driver had someplace to be.

      “We’re partners, when he asks nicely,” said the woman. “Call me Beck. Oh. Also.” She produced a silver star and handed it to Bella. “You are hereby deputized to perform the functions of a Deputy US Marshal pursuant to Title 28 of the Code of Federal Regulations. It’s not a permanent designation, but dependent on our emergency need of your law enforcement services.”

      Bella accepted the star as though knighted and the star would dissolve if she startled it. She didn’t breathe.

      Johnny felt a release of tension. With her deputized, she held qualified immunity, a legal shield against the misdemeanor law. “Could it be permanent?”

      “If she chooses to enter the Marshal’s Service. From what I read, she’s made for it.”

      “I want you to quash the charges against her,” said Johnny. “Resisting arrest, and aiding and abetting a fugitive.”

      “I already did, and you two should go,” said Agent Beck. “I’ll place a call to the local sheriff’s office and direct him to contact Georgia’s Attorney General who will explain to him the power of the Supremacy Clause, and you two will be clear. For now. Tomorrow we’ll be in touch. Also, Johnny, Bella. Thank you.” The woman nodded crisply and walked for the Camaro.

      Johnny rubbed his stomach. “Hungry? On the way home we’ll pass about six Waffle Houses, and Kunga put me in the mood.”

      Bella couldn’t speak, eyes only for the star.

      Miracles didn’t always happen to someone else.
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            You’ll Get The Electric Chair

          

        

      

    

    
      As far back as Johnny could remember, the Young family was hostile with the Habershams. Like the Youngs, the Habershams owned land in the Georgia countryside and cut a living out of the Dixie Mafia underground, though not as successful as Alexander Young. The constant disputes came to a head when Beau Habersham wandered drunk onto the Youngs’ property and began firing a gun at their barn. A teenager at the time, Johnny stepped outside to run him off; he intended on firing a warning shot over Beau’s head but instead shot him through the heart, some savage instinct redirecting his aim. The sheriff declined to press charges and Johnny had been in constant scrapes with the Habershams since.

      Last April, Caleb Habersham molested Bella on camera, so Johnny broke his nose at the Thrasher Saloon.

      Later, multiple Habershams hunted Alexander Young with the intention of executing him, and Johnny’d been forced to gun them down one bloody night, Caleb and Derek and Ray, seedy wicked men whose bodies disappeared.

      As with Alexander Young, modernity had drained the Habershams’ income, forcing them to sell land. Wally and his parents and his cousins lived in a squalid farmhouse on a plot of land in Gwinnett.

      Johnny entered their farmhouse at one in the morning, a demoniac emerging from black hell. Wally and his cousin Levi sat on a couch watching pornography on the television, and Johnny stood in their midst before they knew it. Wally shouted and stood. Johnny hit him such a right cross that Wally flipped backwards over the couch, two of his teeth broken.

      Johnny pulled the Colt Python off his right hip and aimed at Levi, the quietest of the Habersham clan. Up close, the Python looked bigger than a howitzer.

      “Sit still, Levi. We won’t be long.”

      Shy Levi didn’t nod or swallow. Johnny’s face jumped with shadows from the television, a scary unholy sight, and Levi couldn’t look at him. He stared at the wall as though not seeing Johnny or Bella behind him.

      Wally stood groggy and he spit blood onto the floorboards. “What the cot’damn hell.”

      “Wally, I’ve killed most of the Habershams. Tonight might be your night.”

      Wally spoke around the blood and missing teeth. “You’ll get the chair for this, Johnny, if I don’t kill you first.”

      “You took something of mine,” said Bella. “I want it back.”

      “I don’t know what this bitch is thinking when—”

      “My shotgun. You took it the night we were arrested. A Mossberg pump.”

      “Somebody needs to bend you over a knee. An actual man,” said Wally. “Teach you how—”

      Johnny took a long step toward Wally and the idiot hillbilly stumbled backward. “Cot’damn, fine, it’s in the corner. You don’t come into a man’s house like this, Johnny.”

      Bella searched the dark corner and said, “He’s right. This is it.” She hefted the weapon and worked the slide and found it empty.

      “You fucking jailbirds better run for the hills,” said Wally. “Ever cop in the state gotta be looking for you. Better hope they find you before Junior does. Electric chair do you better than him.”

      Johnny squeezed the trigger of his revolver and the hammer dropped with a loud snap.

      Wally turned white and he yelped and danced in a circle, expecting to catch a bullet. He jumped and smacked his hands against himself before realizing Johnny’s hammer dropped on an empty chamber.

      “Next one’s live, Wally.”

      “Jeeeeezus.”

      Levi was quietly crying.

      Wally’s voice shook. “How’re you even walking around with that broke leg?”

      “My friend didn’t eat for forty days.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Good night, boys. I see you again, you’re a dead redneck. Don’t test it,” said Johnny. “By the way, there’s no more electric chair. It’s lethal injection now. Catch up.”

      As Johnny and Bella left, a glint of light from the television caught her belt. A shining star, a badge, and Wally recognized the significance. The girl was the law.

      “Well.” He fell back onto the couch and held his face and he said, “Well shit, that ain’t good for nobody.”
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        * * *

      

      A sweeter sight Johnny had never seen, opening the door to his homestead. Soft lamps didn’t reach the corners of the tall ceilings, like candles in a cathedral.

      Despite the hour, Kunga was finishing a carton of ice cream. He set it down and wiped his mouth, grinning.

      “I told you so. What’d I tell you,” he said, and the three embraced, whole again.

      Johnny poured himself and Bella a dram of moonshine and Bella updated Kunga on the deal they cut with the federal agents.

      “That good-looking dude at the bar,” said Kunga.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Had a good feeling about him.”

      “I’ll find Q tomorrow,” said Johnny. “All goes well, we’ll hunt down Hacendado. One million dollars. You in?”

      “Hell yeah I’m in, Jay Young. Do justice for the destitute, deliver them out of the hands of wickedness.”

      Johnny thought. “That’s not Jay-Z.”

      “No, it’s the Bible. Somewhere.”

      “One more thing.” Johnny yawned and covered it with his fist. “Bella wised up. She agreed to marry me.”

      “It’s about damn time.”

      “I did not agree to marry you,” protested Bella.

      “You did. She did, Kunga.”

      “I…” Bella whacked Johnny with the back of her hand and it hurt them both. “I don’t think I did.”

      “Bella. Girl. Stop being stupid,” said Kunga. “You so stupid, you stupid as hell. Heck, I mean.”

      “He asked in the shower, Kunga. I don’t say yes in a shower.”

      “You love me,” said Johnny.

      “I changed my mind.”

      “For the rest of my life, you said.”

      “I’m too tired for this. Ask me the right way and we’ll see.”

      “You asked her in the shower?” Kunga shook his head at Johnny. “You stupid too, Jay. Y’all both stupid and you should be stupid together, man and wife. Too stupid for anyone else.”

      “I’m not talking about this anymore.” Bella scrubbed her teeth in the bathroom, and did it again for good measure. She brushed her hair and saw the woman in the mirror smile, liking what she saw for the first time since…

      Since forever.

      Johnny waited his turn for the bathroom. “Sleep in my bed?”

      “No,” she said.

      “I don’t mind,” said Kunga. “I got earplugs.”

      “No, you two neanderthals. Good grief.”

      Bella propped the Mossberg into the corner and slid into her cot, under the sheets, aglow with emotions, chief among them bliss. Instead of sleeping, she smiled at the ceiling. Quarter of an hour later, she was thinking of the man who wanted to marry her when he stepped into her little room, broad and strong and taking up space, so much space, all her space, holding an inflatable bedroll.

      “Pretty night,” he said quietly. “I’m going to the roof. Look at the stars. Want to join?”

      Bella threw back the covers, heart pounding. “I really really do.”
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            Good To Have Friends

          

        

      

    

    
      Truist Park was located outside downtown Atlanta, removed from the mayhem, which allowed the Braves to continue playing home games. The season neared conclusion and the wealthy citizenry was buying more tickets, eager for diversion, and only two games had been postponed due to riots.

      The Mets were in town, and the sun cooperated for a day game. Seventy-eight degrees, ideal for nine innings with a dog and a beer.

      Q sat in the nosebleeds. He could afford a spot behind home plate but he’d grown up in the cheap seats, brought every year by a kind uncle, before his uncle was shot dead by a gangster calling himself Motherfucker Whitman, a gangster Q killed when he was seventeen. Now Q bought three rows of section 337, costing him two grand but ensuring a buffer between himself and sweaty undesirables. Wearing sunglasses and drinking a soda, he considered himself at the peak of his life. Yet it bored him.

      His walk-around guy James Parker sat one row down, making a mess of a bag of peanuts. Everyone called him Mugger.

      Q grinned at his phone when it rang during the fourth inning. He answered it, the sound pumped directly into the AirPod in his ear.

      “To whom do I got the pleasure of speaking,” he said. “Johnny the Kid, or his fine piece of ass?”

      “She’s gonna shoot you one of these days, calling her that,” said Johnny.

      “Maybe get your own damn phone, kid, so I know who’s calling.”

      “I wanna talk,” said Johnny. “Where are you?”

      “Watching the Braves carve up the fucking Mets.”

      “I’ll be there next inning.”

      Q drank more soda and smiled at the blue sky.

      Johnny always made his life more interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Johnny bought a general admission ticket and made his way up the stairs to section 337. Nothing better in the world than a baseball game, in his opinion, where the colors were better than real life, as though distilled to their purest nature, punctuated with pops of leather.

      He wore a Braves baseball cap pulled low, avoiding eyeballs. He bumped fists with Mugger, who was covered with peanut shells, and he scooted down the row to the chair one removed from Q.

      “Before you say a word,” said Johnny. “I’m wearing a wire. We’re being recorded.”

      Q’s eyebrows rose and he said, “Hmn.”

      Johnny took in the vast scene below his feet. The stadium looked half full, which was more than this time last year.

      Q said, “Even the cheap seats got a good view.”

      Johnny nodded at the field and his soul twitched with something akin to nostalgia. “I shoulda played baseball. Not football. I could throw a fastball in the nineties when I was eighteen, but my mom thought it’d be better if giant men were trying to tackle me.”

      “You a dumbass, alright.”

      “I couldn’t hit the curve, though.” Johnny sat.

      “Heard you were in prison.”

      “It didn’t take.”

      “You White folk. Spend a day there, don’t like it, you can leave,” said Q.

      “How about you? You should have five life sentences by now.”

      “Naw, my grandma was White, or something like that. She had jungle fever.”

      “I don’t know if we can say that anymore,” said Johnny.

      “Spike Lee made a damn movie called Jungle Fever. We can say it. I can, least.”

      They watched Bryce Elder strike out Pete Alonso and the stadium cheered politely. Q drank Sprite.

      “A federal marshal sprang me,” said Johnny. “A deputy federal marshal.”

      “Good to have friends.”

      “I get the feeling he’s more than a deputy marshal, also some kinda super agent. He sprang me on the condition I introduce you to him.”

      “Oh good. Been hoping to meet me a federal marshal.”

      “I told him you wouldn’t be interested,” said Johnny.

      “He here? Bring him up. We kill each other during the seventh inning stretch.”

      “He’s not here. He’s listening at a distance. For some reason, he seems to have a healthy respect for you.”

      “Least he got some sense.”

      Fransisco Lindor hit into a double play and the Braves jogged off the field. The announcer blared through the speakers, calling attention to the field and the winner of a contest, a kid waving to the masses.

      “The federal marshal isn’t after you,” said Johnny.

      “I am tremendously relieved to hear it, kid. I was shaking in my Nikes.”

      “He’s hunting Hacendado.”

      Q’s eyebrows rose again.

      Hacendado was a notorious enough gangster that some silence followed the statement. Q absorbed the ramifications of Johnny’s news and Johnny let him do it in peace. The Mets took the field, probably the last inning for Verlander. He induced Olson into a pop out to second.

      “Federal marshal sprang you to get to me,” said Q.

      “Yep.”

      “Cause he think me and El Hacendado is bosom buddies.”

      “Something like that,” said Johnny.

      “If we were, why would I help the marshals arrest him?”

      “He seems to think you will. I don’t know why.”

      “I know why,” said Q.

      “Why’s that?”

      Q didn’t answer. Instead he called to Mugger. Told him to get another Sprite. No, check that. He wanted an iced coffee. Bring Johnny one too.

      Johnny assumed he sent Mugger away so they could talk in privacy, but Q didn’t say a word until Mugger came back with two iced coffees with straws, the ice already melting.

      Q drank some.

      “El Hacendado.”

      “You know him,” said Johnny.

      “I do. Mean motherfucker. Comes to ‘lanta couple times a month. Biggest cocaine importer in all America, maybe.”

      “You play cards.”

      Q nodded. “We do. We used to. Maybe not anymore.”

      “You don’t like him.”

      “Ain’t nobody like him. He acts like a big mean teenager, ‘stead of an adult, and he likes to hurt people. That ain’t the problem though.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “I don’t know if that marshal of yours is telling you everything. Or maybe he hisself don’t know everything,” said Q.

      “What don’t I know?”

      “I tell you, if you want. You won’t like it though, kid.”

      “I don’t like much of anything right now, Q.”

      “El Hacendado is in cahoots.”

      “Cahoots with who?”

      Q grinned around the straw. The game continued in the reflection of his Ray-Bans. “He in cahoots with our good ol’ boy, Mayor Campbell.”

      Johnny snorted. “Campbell isn’t working with Hacendado.”

      Q grinned bigger. “Oh yeah?”

      “Mayor Campbell is locking everyone up. Including drug pushers. Hell, they put a million dollar price tag on Hacendado.”

      “Could make it a billion, still wouldn’t catch him. It’s for show. Real name’s Maximo. Stupid-ass name.”

      “I don’t have a good opinion of Campbell, but why would he work with a cocaine importer?” said Johnny.

      “Not a cocaine importer, the cocaine importer. Works with the Kings. You tell me. Why does every politician get theyselves busted?”

      “Bribes,” said Johnny, and he recalled Campbell offering him a job. A high salary paid out of a private fund, and he wondered if Q was right.

      “Money. But that ain’t all.”

      “What else?”

      “This bounty month doing great things for Campbell’s career. You thought about that?” said Q.

      “How?”

      “You don’t watch the news. I forgot.”

      “Too busy living,” said Johnny.

      “Well, while you busy living, all Campbell’s political opponents are being arrested.”

      “Arrested for what?”

      “Misdemeanors. Stupid shit like speeding. Anybody talking shit about Campbell finds theyselves in jail,” said Q. “And worse than that—”

      “They’re executed in jail.” Johnny felt chills up and down his spine. That was one piece of news he’d heard, the city council member arrested for indecent exposure.

      “Campbell has dirty cops throw his opponents in jail, where Hacendado’s thugs wait. Hacendado gives the word, and his prison thugs stab them in the shower. Simple as that. Campbell done sold his soul to the devil to clean his city. ‘Cept he didn’t realize the devil might wanna move in.”

      “If this is true, Campbell’s screwed. Hacendado’s got a mountain of dirt on him by now,” said Johnny.

      “Long as Campbell plays the game, man’s untouchable. Nobody can fuck with him, he’s got dirty cops. And Hacendado got dirtier cops. Big damn mess.”

      Johnny felt an anger warming in his chest. He watched the game without seeing it. The man’s untouchable. Dirty cops.

      That’s why Sinatra said a scalpel was better than a hammer. Why they worked alone.

      “Lemme ask you this,” said Q. “Did you piss off Mayor Campbell?”

      “I did.”

      “And did you get yourself thrown into prison by dirty cops? Or maybe dirty bounty hunters?”

      “Sheriff Ryan Rhodes and his son Junior.”

      “And was your ass supposed to die there?”

      Johnny nodded. “I get it.”

      “Good. I made it real simple for you,” said Q.

      Johnny’s mind felt like a herd of cattle stampeded through it. Campbell’s tribe hadn’t been strong enough so he cut deals with cartels. Anything to keep power. How he despised the man and everyone with him.

      Did Sinatra already know this?

      “Dammit.” Johnny took off the hat to rake a hand through his hair, and tugged it on again. He stood, hands on his hips. “I swear, Q.”

      “You mad.”

      “Big mad. Campbell pulled Bella’s private license. I think he sent a gunman after me. He put me on the bounty list, got me thrown in prison with a broken leg. Big big mad.”

      “You musta pissed Campbell off good.”

      “I did. Me and Bella both. You say he’s untouchable.” A muscle in Johnny’s jaw worked. “We’ll see.”

      “I like big mad Johnny Sugar.”

      “Why don’t you play cards with Hacendado anymore?” he said.

      “Man’s tryna kill me. He don’t think I know but I know. He wants me gone.”

      “Because you’re a threat,” said Johnny.

      “Maybe. But also cause I ain’t working hard enough. Monty Babcock, the man moved a lot of ice. Me? I’d rather watch a game, turns out. I should be out scaring the dealers, chasing leaks, being a boss, you know, but here I am. I keep it up, somebody gone ace me. He’s already trying. Probably his Columbian bosses mad at him, same way he’s mad at me. Not enough money being made.” Q finished his coffee, the ice rattling in the plastic cup. Johnny’d barely touched his. “Funny, this marshal picking you.”

      “Why’s it funny?”

      “Cause it’s hard to get to ol’ Hacendado. But I can. Hard to get to me, but you can. He tries to arrest Hacendado, he gone have trouble. I expect the marshal asked you to help with the arrest?”

      “He did,” said Johnny.

      “Course he did, cause you got guns that don’t miss, and everybody knows it. This marshal of yours, he probably ain’t told the Miami marshals, cause Hacendado owns them all. This is on the low down. But if he got Johnny Sugar? Johnny Sugar walk onto stage, some of them boys might just drop they guns. Everyone in the business knows about Johnny Sugar. Man’s a killer.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Maybe you think you’re not, kid, but the killing is in you. S’why Campbell is afraid.”

      “He should be,” said Johnny, though he knew he’d never gun down a man in cold blood, which left him in no man’s land. What to do about a corrupt politician.

      “Yeah boy, this marshal picked the right man. Johnny Sugar off to save the city.”

      “We need your help, Q.”

      “I’d rather watch ball than go up against Hacendado. That’s the whole trouble, you see? Why I’m a better thug than crime boss.”

      “You just get us close. Sinatra said—”

      “Sinatra. Marshal’s name is Sinatra?”

      “It is,” said Johnny.

      Q leaned back in his chair again and watched the teams switch sides. Seventh inning coming up and the Braves held a 7-2 lead.

      “Sinatra.”

      “You know him?” said Johnny.

      “All I listen to is Sinatra. Rat pack music, kid. Sinatra and Sammy Davis and Dean Martin. Your marshal got style.”

      “He wore a thousand dollar suit and broke me out of prison with a bulldozer.”

      “He a big ugly White guy, I guess?” said Q.

      “He’s Hispanic. Very fit.”

      “Shit.” He said it like, sheeyit. “I like this dude.”

      Q stood alongside Johnny during the seventh inning stretch and Johnny clapped for the race that took place on the field. Mugger left and returned with more peanuts. When they sat down again, Q said, “Where’s the cowboy hat?”

      “I lost it in the arrest.”

      “Need to find it. Damn ball cap don’t suit you.”

      “I know,” said Johnny. “Feels like I’m twelve.”

      “I’m bored, kid.”

      “You look bored.”

      “Tell your marshal, he wants to meet Hacendado, we can make it happen.”

      Johnny patted his chest, near a tiny microphone. “He’s listening.”

      “How’s tomorrow night suit you?”

      “That’s quick,” said Johnny.

      “Hacendado coming to town to play cards. Fixing to be some fireworks.” Q grinned at the sky, like he could see his fortune written there, and he propped his sneaker on the chair ahead. “I do love some fireworks.”
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      Johnny rendezvoused with the others at the White Duck Taco Shop, half a mile outside the stadium, where they’d been eavesdropping. Kunga was eating a taco in the passenger seat of Bella’s Honda. Bella stood outside Sinatra’s Camaro, her arms crossed, the star badge glinting on her belt.

      Johnny slammed the door of his Mustang.

      “Did you know?” he said.

      The woman with Sinatra, Beck, she was wearing a government suit, her hair up in a mousy bun, and she said, “About the mayor? We had suspicions. No proof. And we still have no proof, only the ramblings of a known drug trafficker.”

      Johnny snatched the ball cap off his head. “Forget Hacendado, I want Campbell. I hate the man.”

      “You can’t get him. He’s in the tower surrounded by corrupt police,” said Sinatra. “You see why we’re doing this quiet. We want El Hacendado but without any Atlanta help. Too many ears, let him know we’re coming.”

      “Mayor Campbell is dominating the polls,” said Beck. “He’ll win the next election. We live in a democracy and people are allowed to vote in whoever they want. It’s their right to have him as mayor."

      “Not if he’s in jail. If we grab Hacendado, you can make him roll over on the mayor?” said Johnny.

      “It’s possible. Probably not before the election.”

      “Or, if we arrest Hacendado, Campbell might have him executed in prison by a dirty guard,” said Bella.

      “Maybe,” said Sinatra. “But right now, I’m not thinking about your mayor. First things first. Hacendado is in town tomorrow night. Me and Beck, we’re going. He’s our target.”

      “Campbell is mine,” said Johnny. “This city is rotten and he’s making it worse.”

      “We work for the Constitution. Not for a rotten city,” said Sinatra.

      “God almighty, listen to you, Captain America.” Johnny closed his eyes and tilted his face upward at the sky and wished again he was sitting at a campfire, feeding it twigs, accountable for no one except himself. “I handle my own street first, and Campbell is on my street. So to speak. Hacendado isn’t.”

      Beck uncrossed her arms, a woman about to protest, to use logic on Johnny, but Bella held her up her hand, calling for time. “Give him a minute. He’s stubborn but he’s got justice in his heart.”

      Johnny didn’t want to grin, but he did, at Bella, a woman his eyes had been soft on for years. “You think you’re being funny but it’s a great compliment, comparing me to a horse.”

      Bella smiled. “I get it.”

      “Justice in my heart.”

      “You do. You’re the finest stallion this side of the Rio Grande,” she said.

      “Ay, dios mio.”

      “You two being in love,” said Kunga, wiping cheese from his hands. “Cute and all. But it’s weird as hell.”

      “Johnny.” A warm breeze tossed Bella’s hair into her eyes and she pushed it back. “You hate corruption more than anything on this earth, and Hacendado is part of that. We made a deal with them.” Bella nodded with her chin at the federal agents. “I’m in.”

      “I’m in too,” said Kunga. “If you want me.”

      “Tomorrow night,” said Sinatra. “He’s playing cards downtown. We arrest him there, if he don’t kill us first.”

      Johnny scuffed the gravel with the heel of his boot and heaved a great angry breath into the oncoming humidity. He wanted to be done with the bounty month. He wanted the whole disaster to falter, to stop, and for the city to begin repair. But he supposed some dreams required work from men who’d rather not. “A wise man told me,” he said, “that we’re dying anyway. We only live when we realize it.”

      “Hell yeah he did, Jay Young.”

      “That’s good,” said Sinatra. “I like that so much, amigo.”

      Besides, thought Johnny. Can’t just sit at home with his two good legs, after a miracle.

      How quickly we forget and dismiss the unexplainable.

      “Alright,” said Johnny. “I’m in. It’s a good way to die. I want my tombstone to read, Friend of Kunga, Husband of Bella, Died For Atlanta.”

      “We’re not married,” said Bella.

      “I am. In my heart. Have been for a long time.” Johnny walked for his Mustang. “Let’s go. We need to handle something.”
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      The DeKalb County Sheriff’s Office sat at the center of a broad law enforcement park, attached to the jail and surrounded in all directions by the magistrate’s office, the juvenile court, probation offices, bail bond companies, medical examiner’s office, and the entire ecosystem of crime and the men and women who held it back.

      At night the jail looked like a tall stove with banked coals giving heat.

      The least popular man in that ecosystem was Sheriff Ryan Rhodes, who somehow hopped the line of waiting deputies to take the throne, at least until the next election. A good number of his staff quit, and the rest obeyed grudgingly, in need of the paycheck.

      He walked to his car alone in the middle of the night, deep breaths through his flared nostrils. He paused to inspect the line of bounty hunters waiting with their caught quarry, much reduced since the beginning of the month. God knew where the prisoners would go, the cells already far over capacity. Though it should be his problem, he didn’t consider it so. At heart he was a detective, not a deputy sheriff, an important distinction.

      No, that wasn’t true. Once he’d been a detective at heart. Though not recently. Now he considered himself a capitalist.

      He drove toward home in the sheriff’s car, how he hated the thing, phone in hand, admiring his bank balance, and he failed to see the car in front of him brake hard. Bright lights turned his face hellish. Rhodes rear-ended the car at twenty-five miles per hour. His airbag deployed, dislocating the arm holding the phone. He braked and coughed and swore, and the shoulder popped back in.

      His first inclination was to flee. He’d rear-ended someone in the middle of the night, so it could be no one’s fault but his. He fought the inflated bag down to spot the car ahead, but his heart sank at the headlights in his rearview. Someone behind.

      He couldn’t leave. There were witnesses.

      What a headache. What a damn headache this would be.

      He stood out of the car at the same time as the driver ahead, and he called, “Why in hell are you stopping in the middle of the street? I’m on official police business and I ought to arrest you for reckless driving.”

      Sheriff Rhodes failed to note the car was a Cadillac limousine, shot to pieces and overheating with a patched radiator. He also failed to note their stretch of road held no street lights or cameras.

      Behind him, the driver of the second car stepped out and closed the car door.

      Johnny Sugar Young cocked the hammer of his Colt Python. “I want my hat, Sheriff.”

      Rhodes glinted against the harsh headlights and he started to sweat. “Johnny Sugar. I heard you made a great escape. A fugitive on the run, well, that man can be shot on sight.”

      “Go ahead.” Johnny waggled his resolver. “Go for your sidearm.”

      “I don’t think I will.”

      Behind Rhodes, Bella sidestepped so she and Johnny weren’t in each other’s crossfire.

      “Where’s my hat? Kunga saw you take it,” said Johnny.

      “I’m happy to return it. Been using it to wipe my ass.”

      Bella fired. A heavy slam that Johnny knew was coming yet still startled him.

      The bean bag broke Rhodes’ ribs and shoved him into his own car. She racked the slide.

      “Got’damn,” he groaned. “You’ll both hang. Shooting the sheriff, shit that hurts.”

      “You threw a rope around me. Your boy dragged me behind a truck.”

      Bella fired again, lower, catching Rhodes in the kidney. He cried out and fell to the ground.

      “Jesus,” he panted. “Jesus. You broke something.”

      “Your boy used a riot baton to break my leg. He told Bella he intended on chaining her to the bars and raping her.”

      Another gun blast. A glancing blow to the back of Rhodes’ head. Their ears hurt.

      “Damn, Bella.” Johnny wondered if it cracked Rhodes’ skull. Shocking, her firing three times.

      “His kid licked my face and left you to die, Johnny. We want him in the hospital, don’t we?” Bella was shouting.

      “We do. Still,” said Johnny. “Don’t fire the next one.”

      Rhodes wheezed and coughed. Leaning backwards against the rear wheel of his cruiser, half lit by Johnny’s headlights, half shadow. He laughed and spit, concussed. “I gave that hat to Junior. Take it up with him.”

      “I will. Be a pleasure. Me and Junior need to sort some things out.” Johnny itched to interrogate him about Hacendado and Mayor Campbell, but didn’t want either of those men alerted. Tonight should look like pure revenge, not as though they wanted Rhodes out of the way before the card game tomorrow. War had been declared, but quietly.

      Bella ducked into the sheriff’s driver seat. The dash camera fed directly to the laptop computer and a solid-state memory drive. She yanked the memory drive out and the laptop displayed a blue error message and it crashed.

      Rhodes spit again, blood this time, and he laughed. “You two.” He coughed and grimaced, holding his kidney. “You two got a nasty surprise coming your way.”

      Bella retrieved the spent shells from her shotgun, still warm. Johnny snatched the bean bags lying around Rhodes like litter. They needed paramedics to assume Rhodes’ injuries resulted from the crash.

      “What surprise?” said Johnny.

      “Your brother. Billy. Ask him. Tell him I sent you,” said Rhodes and he groaned and rolled over, breathing heavy and not speaking again, like a cow that’d been hit by a car.

      Johnny and Bella drove away, passing an inbound ambulance, called by Bella on a burner phone.
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      Johnny handed Pete a stack of cash and said, “Good luck, kid. Look me up when you’re graduating from college and I’ll come watch.”

      The little boy with a cowlick grinned through his nerves. “Thank you, sir. I will, sir.”

      Pete’s El Salvadorian cousins watched the exchange, alert for betrayal, their survival instincts singing. They sat in the back of a climate-controlled moving van, and felt no comfort at the police seeing them off. They’d all heard stories of ICE setting traps.

      Johnny saluted them and closed the two tall swinging doors, and latched them tight. He shot the driver in the mirror with his finger, and the big diesel engine growled and the truck lumbered forward. Johnny coughed in the exhaust.

      Four police cars met them beyond the parking lot of Forever Young, and would escort them into Alabama at Billy’s request. The police cars should provide enough protection to keep away the bounty hunters; the ugly side of capitalism, turning men into traffickers, like a John Joel Glanton excursion looking for scalps.

      Why were Johnny and Billy and the others determined to help the El Salvadorians, who’d broken so many American laws? He didn’t know. Something to do with the innocence of the kid. The power of hope and promise, that by helping the less fortunate maybe they could redeem their own souls.

      The driver had been paid handsomely and wouldn’t stop to rest until Arkansas, halfway to the promised farmlands. Hard work awaited the illegal immigrants but at least their future could be imagined further than one day out and they’d be safe. Johnny hoped.

      News outlets reported on Johnny’s jailbreak. He was a wanted man once again, at least until the world discovered he was pardoned. Bella drove to the Channel 2 news station to deliver a copy of the pardon herself, hoping to call off the dogs. Until then, Johnny wouldn’t venture outside again.

      All television programs were interrupted at noon for an announcement—the president of the United States was sending the National Guard to College Park, south Atlanta, specifically to secure Hartsfield-Jackson International, the world’s busiest airport, too important to collapse. A move long anticipated.

      Pundits agreed it was the first step of many in the federal intervention of Atlanta. The takeover had begun. Rabble-rousing organizers already screamed for protests. Mobs would be worked up soon, both for and against the National Guard.

      “You think our man El Hacendado be scared off by the news?” said Kunga. He and Johnny and a handful of sheriff deputies watched the television inside Forever Young.

      The place felt empty without the El Salvadorians.

      Smelled better, though. They’d been living inside for days with no shower.

      “Nah, takes a while for the National Guard to mobilize,” said Johnny. It was hope speaking, though, not experience.

      The second biggest news story—the misdemeanor law was expected to be struck down, and potentially the entire bounty mandate. The state supreme court was hearing arguments on the constitutionality of both laws, and a ruling was expected within forty-eight hours. Either way, the other side would appeal to the Supreme Court, but by then the issue would be moot.

      Mayor Campbell released a video, filmed from his office, vilifying the president and decrying federal intervention. He wouldn’t take the fascist interference lying down and the citizenry of Atlanta shouldn’t either.

      He looked pale and drawn.

      Johnny casually glanced around at the deputies eating their lunch inside Forever Young and wondered how many of them were accepting bribes. This group might be safe, as they hadn’t participated in Johnny’s arrest, but he couldn’t guarantee it. There would be levels of corruption, most not caring where the money came from, long as they did what they were told.

      Johnny felt a looseness in his limbs. Light in his spirit. He’d tracked fugitives in early September grudgingly, for Bella. It felt wrong at the time, and now he could place the source of his discomfort. The whole thing had been dirty, paid for with lives and cocaine money. Now, however, they had a target worthy of their time. Worthy of the sacrifice. A drug lord and a corrupt politician. Johnny was a hound dog hot for the hunt.

      Maybe being a cop wouldn’t be all bad.

      Bella returned from delivering the package to Channel 2, and she reported success. Journalists were verifying the document, and she’d agreed to a short interview. On the destroyed jail in Rockdale, she had no comment.

      She often stroked the marshal badge, and she told Johnny, “I know it’s a toy. Temporary and maybe not even legal. But it means everything.”

      They were joined by Sinatra and Beck and they ordered takeout, calling six Chinese places to find one open, Uncle Sam paying, and the vigilant expectancy continued, each willing the phone to ring. They itched to make a plan of action, but everything depended on the location. Q said the location always changed, for the sake of Hacendado’s security. The man, Maximo de León Cruz, picked the location just before the game began. Once they’d played at Q’s office in Truist Tower. Once on a luxury pontoon boat on Lake Lanier. Once on the top floor of a well-known brothel.

      The guest list depended on who was in town. Always at least six players. Monty Babcock used to play, his spot now taken by Q. Andre Babcock played, a member of the Babcock crime family, who hated Johnny, and loathed Q for usurping the family’s leadership. Marcus Morgan from Virginia, if he was in town, a member of the District Kings. Mayor Campbell played twice last year, as did a senator from Florida. Often Maximo de León Crus brought ‘big swinging dicks’ from Miami, or contacts in Columbia. The man loved to gamble and watch the televised fight and smoke cigars, and he said his wife didn’t allow it at home.

      The only women allowed were the dealers, two of them rotating in shifts, both topless at Hacendado’s insistence. He was persuasive, and he tipped outrageously.

      As the clock neared nine at night, Q knocked and entered Forever Young. He grinned at the array of cops. “I am a diamond in the rough.”

      Bella offered up a box. “Pad Thai? Lo Mein? We have plenty.”

      “No thanks. We gotta talk, ‘fore you dumbasses spring your dumbass trap.”

      “Not here.” Johnny walked through the kitchen and out the back, into the parking lot, and the rest followed.

      “Tonight could get wild,” said Q. “Y’all want, go ahead, but people’s mad. Could get ugly.”

      Sinatra crossed his arms and only listened.

      Mugger sat in the passenger seat of a nearby sheriff SUV, window down, playing on his phone.

      “Explain,” said Johnny.

      “These some unfriendly people feeling extra unfriendly.” Q wore his Ray-Bans, even at night. “Mad at everybody about the supply chains, the airport, the National Guard, mad at the mayor about his dirty jails. Think maybe tonight I either quit or shoot them all.”

      “What about the dirty jails?” said Bella.

      “Thing is, the partnership was supposed to make it easier to move ice. Mayor gets elected, makes the city safer, gets famous, maybe becomes president, maybe writes a book, all that shit. El Hacendado moves more product with the mayor’s help, everyone in Atlanta gets high and happy on blow, we all rich, a fucking fairytale. ‘Cept it ain’t working. Now the National Guard’s coming, mobs be everywhere, they can’t decide who to arrest.” Q produced a joint from his pocket and bit it at the corner of his mouth, lit it, breathed in deep and held it, held it, aimed upwards and exhaled a blue vapor. “Makes me want to move to Jamaica and drink coffee and rum all day. Gun for hire, no politics, damn.”

      “If we—”

      “No, that ain’t it. Too hot. Maybe Vegas, not Jamaica.”

      “Vegas is hot, too,” said Johnny.

      “Not as hot. Right? Hell I don’t know.”

      “How about a horse ranch in Macon?” said Johnny.

      “Screw horses.” Q held up the marijuana cigarette. “Help yourself.”

      Nobody accepted and he shrugged.

      “Ay, where’s the game tonight?” said Sinatra.

      “MGM Peach. Thirty minutes. They rented out a private high-roller room. Good place to die, if it’s gonna happen.”

      “It’s gone happen,” said Kunga. “One of these days.”

      “The Peach is ten minutes from here. Let’s get there first,” said Johnny.

      “What’d you mean, they can’t decide who to arrest?” Bella asked Q.

      “Campbell’s getting his enemies arrested, but that’s part of the reason the National Guard’s coming. Now Campbell gone get what’s-her-ass, but it’s a bad idea and they can’t agree on it.”

      “What’s-her-ass?” The words sounded alien coming out of Agent Beck, who hadn’t spoken yet.

      “Bitch with the good boobs on the commercials. I don’t know. Running for mayor,” said Q.

      Johnny felt a shiver.

      “AnnaLynne Isaacson,” said Bella. “That jackass is going to arrest AnnaLynne Isaacson?”

      “Bad idea, right?” Q grinned around the smoldering joint before plucking it out. “Told him it was.”

      “When?”

      “Dunno. Soon. Part of their argument tonight, motherfuckers think they in Honduras. Think they can just arrest the other guy.”

      “How soon?” said Bella.

      “I said I don’t know. You too fine to listen?”

      “We’ll figure AnnaLynne out later,” said Johnny. “Tonight let’s arrest Hacendado.”

      “Figure her out later? She could be killed,” said Bella.

      “We might never get a shot at Hacendado again, and he’s our ticket to Campbell.”

      “She’s your girlfriend, John. Show some heart.”

      “My girlfriend? Where the heck have you been the last couple days?” said Johnny.

      “I don’t know who we’re talking about,” said Sinatra, “but Beck and I driving to the Peach inmediatamente. Scout our options.”

      “We’re going too,” said Johnny.

      “No,” shouted Bella. “We care about innocent people. Cops protect. We care that the mayor is going to have AnnaLynne executed.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Maybe tonight!” Bella turned on her heel, toward her Honda. “I’m going.”

      “Going where?” demanded Johnny.

      “Where do you think!”

      “Bella, we take down Hacendado, this whole thing gets better.”

      “Not for AnnaLynne!”

      “She got a point.”

      “Shut up, Kunga.”

      Bella jerked open her car door. “I’ll get her someplace safe and catch up later.”

      “How am I gonna find you?”

      “It’d be easier if you had a damn phone!” Bella ducked in and slammed the door. The engine roared and the tires squealed on her way out.

      They watched her tear off and Beck said, “I admire her. She’d make a good deputy marshal.”

      “Y’all two having your first fight,” said Kunga.

      “First fight? I wish, first fight.”

      “You know what I mean. First fight as a couple.”

      “Yeah.” Johnny grinned. “I miss her already.”
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      Johnny had a mounting trepidation in his gut that all his life was building for tonight. That he’d crested a naked ridge, one he couldn’t remain on, and the only way down was to jump. He told Kunga and Kunga didn’t respond, and Johnny’s anxiety rose.

      Driving in the Mustang Boss, windows down, they talked into Kunga’s cell phone, shouting, with Sinatra and Beck, behind, in their Camaro, each driver jealous of the other’s car.

      “We arrest El Hacendado after the poker game,” said Sinatra. “He’ll be drunk and tired. Without overwhelming force, we do this careful. Bella should be back by then.”

      “What about during? We walk into the high-roller room with guns drawn and grab him then?” said Johnny. “Shock and awe.”

      “Maybe. Lady Liberty doesn’t love shoot-outs in crowded places, though. If we wait— Ay, dios mio.”

      Both cars braked hard, a hot thicket of rubber smoke, and a herd of horses charged onto I-285. They leaped the metal guard rail and bounded through the Mustang’s peened headlights. They screamed and their steel shoes sparked against the concrete, like bursts of lightning each footfall, as though they didn’t touch down but rode on storms. Rolling eyes, no riders, a stampeding instinct driving them insane. Behind them roared motorcycles. Dirt bikes driven by demons, thought Johnny. They jumped the rail and gave chase, screaming and honking their bikes’ obnoxious horns, like outlaw cattle ranchers, Johnny itching to fire warning shots above their heads.

      “Would you look at this.” Johnny’s heart shook.

      “Hell nah, Jay.”

      “You know it wouldn’t be hard to build a stable on the back of our bar.”

      “I don’t mess with no horse, Jay Young.”

      Farther down, one of the forerunning motorcycles didn’t clear the rail, the rear tire catching, and the biker was thrown forward over the handles. He landed before the thundering herd and the horses rode over him, twenty-seven horses total, and afterward their steel shoes didn’t spark.

      Traffic resumed its journey as the herd departed the far side of the interstate, disappearing into the black of Buckhead. As Johnny and Kunga drove past the fallen rider, they saw him highlighted in his own bike’s headlights, a human no longer, more like some container of fruit fallen from a truck and ruined there.

      Kunga closed his eyes and bowed his head.
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      The underground parking lot of the MGM Peach was vast. Three stories tall, entrances and exits on each, circling around a brilliant lobby at the center. They parked on the second level, windows down, and Johnny killed the engine. Sinatra parked in the same lot but closer to the exit, unseen from Johnny’s point of view.

      “You think we beat him here?” said Kunga. “Hacendado.”

      “We got here pretty quick.”

      Sinatra whispered with them over the phone and they reached a consensus. They would watch to see who arrived, with the intent of arresting Hacendado either after the poker game or during, depending on Beck’s advice after she made a recon sweep of the private high-stakes room. For now, they sat tight, watching.

      The butterflies in Johnny’s stomach increased their pace.

      “What’s Bella texting?” asked Johnny.

      “She ain’t texted a thing yet, Jay.”

      Johnny swore. “I hate this month.”

      “I know.”

      “I hate bounties and cowardice and I hate the mayor.”

      “I know, Jay.”

      The Peach remained busy, a steady stream of hopeful gamblers walking to the elevators, passing a departed clientele poorer from their efforts.

      Of the notorious card players, Q arrived first. He and Mugger parked the sheriff SUV and walked into the parking deck’s central glass lobby, Q’s glasses flashing. They waited and boarded an elevator, whisked out of sight.

      Soon a deep rumble filled the parking deck. An engine far too loud. A pickup truck outfitted with oversized tires motored by, the driver sitting far above. Junior Rhodes at the wheel, glaring, looking for a spot.

      “How about that,” said Johnny. “Junior’s here.”

      “Can’t be good. I recognize that truck.”

      “I was dragged behind it. I intended on finding Junior soon. He’s got my hat.” Johnny craned his neck, watching the pickup search for an open spot. “Wonder what he’s doing here.” The truck disappeared down the row, though still making a deep racket.

      “Junior hunting for Hacendado, and that million dollars?”

      “I don’t like this,” said Johnny. “How would Junior know where Hacendado is?”

      “I don’t know, Jay. They’s dirty cops around. Could be some double-crossing. Be sure your sin will find you out.”

      “I hear that.”

      Still they sat, the dial tuned to hip-hop, “Old Town Road” on the radio. Agent Beck forwarded a picture of Hacendado to Kunga’s phone, so they knew who to look for. Small-ish man, thick hair, thick mustache. Johnny kept twisting in his seat to look for Junior, like he expected to be back-shot.

      During one of his twists, his eyes caught on a passing sedan. The driver was Augustus, the shooter who’d interrupted Johnny’s poker game nearly a month ago to explain Atlanta was the new wilderness, a crucible that ground up the weak. Shaved head, teeth filed to a point, grinning right at Johnny.

      In the passenger seat, not looking at Johnny, staring straight ahead, looking thin and wasted, sat Mayor Campbell.

      Johnny jerked upright. “God almighty.”

      “What?”

      “I swear that was Mayor Campbell.”

      The black sedan kept rolling, deeper into the deck.

      “He never leaves his tower,” said Kunga.

      “I know.” Johnny leaned forward to watch the car drive out of sight, his forehead against the windshield. “But there he is.”

      “You sure?”

      “No. Yeah. I think I’m sure. The driver is a shooter named Augustus, remember him?”

      Connections firing like synapses between Johnny’s ears. Campbell’s corrupt tribe included Hacendado. Campbell was here for the card game. Maybe the drug lord demanded it? Why else would Campbell leave his tower?

      Johnny grabbed the handle and pushed open the door.

      “Whoa whoa, Jay, where you going?”

      “I want Campbell.”

      Sinatra and Beck had been quiet until then but now Sinatra’s voice came through the phone speaker. “Yo, amigo, we agreed to wait.”

      “We agreed to wait for Hacendado. But I see the mayor, even better.”

      “Where’s he now?”

      “I lost him,” said Johnny.

      “You say he’s riding with a shooter?”

      “Augustus. Good at his job, I’m told.”

      “Then we wait, Johnny Sugar. This parking lot is getting crowded with guns, sí?”

      Johnny ground his teeth, half out of the car. “No. For the mayor, I don’t wait. This thing is his fault.”

      “You can’t solve this by arresting one man, Jay,” said Kunga. “It’s evil in man’s heart. All men. Not just one.”

      “It was Campbell who proposed the bounty mandate, him and his corrupt sheriffs and politicians. It was Campbell that signed the misdemeanor law. Campbell who pulled Bella’s license. Campbell—”

      “I get it, Jay, but he ain’t worth you dying.”

      “Kunga, dammit, it might be.”

      “No, Johnny Sugar, it’s not,” said Sinatra. “We should be safe.”

      “You’re a deputy marshal who operates alone, chasing drug lords. What about that is safe?” Johnny stood out of the car. “Kunga, you honk if Junior sneaks up behind me.”

      “You go, I go.” Kunga stood out too.

      “Then stay back. You’re lookout.”

      The parking deck felt hot and muggy outside the air conditioned car. Augustus’ sedan was already lost in the maze. Johnny turned on his heel, looking every direction, for the sedan or for Junior’s huge truck, which should be easy to spot, but wasn’t.

      I swear.
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      AnnaLynne Isaacson lived in Inman Park, modish and trendy, near midtown. The residents had enough money to fund ex-cops to patrol the neighborhood in scary SUVs with flashing orange lights, an effective deterrent. Her brick townhouse sat on a quiet part of Montag Circle, surrounded by trees and removed from the market and restaurants.

      Bella drove down the alley behind the townhouses and parked next to AnnaLynne’s Land Cruiser. She banged on the townhouse’s rear door and shouted until the neighbors turned on their lights. Movement inside, a flickering glow, but no response. Fear quickening, Bella debated breaking the glass, nasty mental images of the attorney bleeding out on the carpet, but first she decided to try the front door. She sprinted around the row, vaulting a hedge, shotgun bouncing on her back, down the sidewalk, wondering how she’d gone from recovery agent to pseudo first responder, sweating in the hot Atlanta night, and she was in time to see a muscular man button his shirt and slide into a Mini Cooper. His belt hung loose.

      AnnaLynne Isaacson stood in her doorway, hands on her hips, wearing a silk floral robe.

      “You can’t prove anything,” she called.

      Bella looked at the Mini and back at AnnaLynne and she took a deep breath. “I don’t care.”

      “You can’t prove it, and it shouldn’t be a crime anyway, and if you try I’ll destroy you in court,” said AnnaLynne.

      The Mini Cooper purred and pulled away from the curb, and Bella surmised she’d interrupted an illegal transaction. She half grinned to herself—Johnny sure could pick them.

      “You saw that he’s Black? I’ll roast you for being a racist and have your badge. What badge is that, is that a star? You’re a deputy sheriff?”

      “It’s a marshal badge,” said Bella. “We need—”

      “What does a marshal care about prostitution? Do you know how far beyond your jurisdiction that is?”

      “The Justice for Trafficking Victims Act of 2015 probably gives me the legal authority, but I’m not here for that,” said Bella.

      “He’s not a prostitute anyway. That doesn’t go on record. He and I are friends only and you can’t prove otherwise.”

      Bella walked up the stairs to AnnaLynne’s door and pushed the woman back inside. AnnaLynne grabbed her robe closed as though she’d been violated. “How dare you. How dare—”

      “Shut up and pack a bag.”

      “Pack a bag? Excuse me, pack a fucking bag? I didn’t invite you in. You don’t know who I am, do you? I will melt that badge if you touch me again.”

      Bella battled a strong case of imposter syndrome. She felt ludicrous giving orders to a mayoral candidate and celebrated attorney, Bella acting as though she’d been a real deputy marshal for years. She plowed forward with the charade. “Pack a bag, we’re going. Your life’s at risk.”

      “I’m not budging. I have the chief of police on speed dial.”

      “Which chief? It matters.” Bella closed the front door. The interior of the luxury townhouse stretched away forever. Barry White played over the house speakers and the lights were dim, candles flickering. An open bottle of Moët champagne chilled in a bucket next to the couch, near discarded heels and lingerie.

      “What are you looking at?” demanded AnnaLynne. “It’s hard to date when you’re famous. Don’t you judge me, you don’t get to fucking judge. Not everyone wants the hassle.”

      “I’m not judging.” Part of Bella’s mind, the part that never felt like she was a lovely enough woman, took note of the champagne and diaphanous lingerie and wondered if this was how it was done.

      She wondered if Johnny had already succumbed to this woman’s charms. It would be hard to blame him.

      Bella needed a robe. And a couch. And privacy with Johnny. She missed the man already, though they’d been separated only twenty minutes. She hoped he missed her.

      “Hello? What did you mean, my life’s at risk?”

      “According to an anonymous tip, we think—”

      “Is that your Honda I saw in the back? You drove here in a Honda Accord?”

      “My personal car. I raced here quick as… You know, never mind. I—”

      “Why is there a shotgun slung over your shoulder? Marshals don’t run around with shotguns. I’m calling the chief.”

      “Listen,” Bella shouted. “There’s a rumor, a nasty rumor, you’ll be arrested tonight. Not that I blame them.”

      AnnaLynne crossed her arms over the robe. “Arrested by you?”

      “Drop the act, AnnaLynne. Arrested by corrupt cops, or bounty hunters, I don’t know. You’re on the list of targets to eliminate.”

      AnnaLynne stiffened and her face lost its outrage. “The list to eliminate.”

      “Your mayoral candidacy makes you a target.”

      “I knew it. You mean Campbell. He did this?”

      “I can’t prove a thing,” said Bella. “Better safe than sorry, so I’m taking you somewhere else. In my car, in case they bugged yours?”

      “Bugged, they wouldn’t bug… Campbell, that asshole, he arrests his opponents. An American Putin. I tried to get that nickname circulating but it didn’t take. Maybe I’ll try again. It’s catchy, isn’t it? American Putin.”

      “Let’s go. They might be here soon,” said Bella.

      “Who?”

      “I already answered that. Pack a bag. Now.”

      “How do I trust you?”

      “You can’t. But I’m not putting you in handcuffs either,” said Bella.

      “I want to film this.”

      “Later, not now. Now you pack.”

      “I demand to film this, as it’s my right. Pack for what?”

      “A hotel stay. Someplace you won’t be found. Go.”

      “But,” sputtered AnnaLynne, fumbling with her phone. “We need evidence.”

      “I’ll drag you out, with no bag, if you don’t hurry.”

      “You’re a vicious little bitch, aren’t you.” AnnaLynne turned toward the stairs. “I like it. Fine.”

      Bella listened to the thumping upstairs, the rattling of makeup, drawers opening, and the woman making a call to shout at her assistant to book a suite at the Four Seasons.

      Bella lifted a piece of the red lingerie with a pen. She examined it from two angles, confused.

      As a junior in college, Maxim’s online magazine had ranked Bella as the ninth hottest collegiate athlete in America. She’d been stunned, hearing it after the fact. She briefly dated an actor for an Atlanta-based crime show, and she once dressed up for a dinner and photoshoot with him, and both their social media accounts exploded. She knew guys liked how she looked, but that was an arbitrary fact, a truth unconnected to anything real. Other than occasions when she caught Johnny looking, she didn’t feel pretty.

      Wearing this silk, however. That might do it. She looked for the brand, in case she decided to shop for a honeymoon someday.

      Why wear this piece at all, though? It covered nothing. More like wearing a ribbon. It held no utilitarian purpose. She dropped it and stood, guilty, as AnnaLynne dragged a suitcase down the stairs. Bella said, “Change out of your robe. Hurry.”

      “I did. This is a dress.”

      “Oh. Wow.”

      “You know, sweetheart, a hot body like yours, a dress wouldn’t hurt,” said AnnaLynne.

      “I can’t think of a thing it would help.”

      “Everything is recorded now. It’s important to dress like it.”

      “You think sex appeal will get you elected.”

      “It’ll get me close enough that I can claim conspiracy and become a victim.”

      “You don’t want to win?” asked Bella.

      “Victimhood is winning. Either way, the future is bright and the little dress helps.”

      “We get the politicians we deserve, I guess,” mumbled Bella. At the front door she made a gasp and pushed AnnaLynne backward. A 4Runner was parked where the Mini Cooper had been. When had that happened? Bella’d seen no headlights. She scanned the street but couldn’t spot the driver.

      AnnaLynne’s voice sounded tiny. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a Toyota 4Runner outside. Twenty years old. Black. Your neighbor?”

      “God no.”

      “Is there ever a 4Runner parked there, that you can remember?”

      AnnaLynne peeked over Bella’s shoulder to peer through the beveled window pane. “No. And I would remember.”

      “I’m parked out back anyway.” Bella drew the shotgun up over her head to hold it with both fists, the strap dangling loose. AnnaLynne asked why she did it and Bella told her to hush. They crept through the expansive main level of the townhouse, like ghosts, Bella wishing Barry White would shut up, through the kitchen, to the backdoor. There, Bella said, “Shit.”

      “What? You’re unnecessarily terrifying, you know that? What now?”

      An unmarked deputy sheriff’s cruiser was parked next to Bella’s Accord. A man stood next to her car, peering inside with a flashlight. How had she not seen or heard either car arrive? Did they come with headlights off?

      “Okay,” said Bella. “Okay. Okay, shit, okay.”

      “What’s the problem?” AnnaLynne peeked. “You don’t trust him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I knew I should’ve hired private security. Call 911.”

      “This is not an emergency and we might not trust them either,” said Bella. “Considering how many cops you’ve sued, they might not be inclined to help you.”

      “Oh come off it, Miss Thing.”

      They were standing close, whispering, out of sight of the windows.

      “Do you have a basement?” said Bella.

      “Yes, but it lets out next to my Land Cruiser, where that man is standing.”

      “Let’s go, downstairs. As soon as that cop moves, we exit through the basement and jump into my Honda,” said Bella.

      “You should shoot him. Why else bring the gun? Shoot him from here. This is justifiable. Believe me. I’ll make you a hero, or better, a victim.”

      Bella closed her eyes and sighed. “Where are the basement stairs?”

      “Oh fine, this way,” whispered AnnaLynne, but they both jumped at the loud knocking on the front door. Like the devil himself banging. “Ohmygosh.”

      Bella’s mind pounded through options, searching for reasons cops would be here, knocking, but she couldn’t find anything good. Q said dirty cops might come for AnnaLynne, and here they were, simple as that. One man, she could probably back down, but at least two men were here, maybe more, she didn’t know.

      She debated calling Johnny but he was twenty minutes away at best, his hands full.

      “Let’s go. To the basement stairs,” she said.

      “Maybe it’s a nice cop?”

      “If not, he’s here to arrest you for a misdemeanor, and you’ll be in jail for sixty days, and likely executed. Like the city councilman, what’s-his-name.”

      “This is bullshit. I’m an attorney. A famous attorney, I have to have better options than this. I can’t fucking die like this.” Her phone flashed as she pressed the screen with both thumbs.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going live, obviously.”

      “Live?” said Bella.

      “Asking Instagram for aid. I have eighty thousand followers.”

      Bella grabbed AnnaLynne and tugged her from the rear door. “This way.” Toward the stairs, both of them ducking.

      The front door opened and a man called, “Hello? AnnaLynne Isaacson? It’s the police.”

      Bella winced—dammit, she should have locked the door.

      They were hidden in the kitchen. She spotted the stairwell, beyond the marble island. To reach it, they’d need to run across the hallway, in the open.

      She didn’t know what else to do.

      AnnaLynne was whispering to her phone like they were friends.

      “AnnaLynne Isaacson!” called the man at the front door. Bella cursed her cowardice, jumping at the loud voice. “C’mon out! I’m with the Fulton Sheriff’s Office and we have a situation to discuss.”

      Fulton, thought Bella. Not DeKalb? She was surprised.

      She tugged AnnaLynne. “We’re running for the stairs,” she whispered.

      “Why?”

      “Because I said so.”

      “Hello?” called the cop at the front. “Ms. Isaacson? Is that you?

      “Maybe he’s here about the… man earlier?” whispered AnnaLynne. “The Black man?”

      Bella peered around the wall, and saw the cop silhouetted in the doorway, no features, only a broad penumbra in the streetlight. He moved toward the staircase leading upward.

      “Hello, Ms. Isaacson, are you okay? I’m coming upstairs.”

      Bella heard his footstep on the first stair, leading up.

      “On three, we go,” she whispered. “Downstairs. Soft feet. One, two, three, go.”

      Bella ran quietly.

      AnnaLynne did not, her heels clacking hard on the floor, and she was talking quietly to her phone. Bella reached the basement stairwell and paused at the top, indignant at the noise AnnaLynne produced.

      More lights clicked on. The kitchen flared. The man stood in the hallway. He’d seen AnnaLynne.

      “AnnaLynne Isaacson,” he said. “Ma’am? You can trust me. You’re safe.”

      Shit. Shitshitshitshit.

      Bella crouched at the stairwell, out of sight, but it was a fight now. A fight to the car.

      AnnaLynne stood frozen. The woman’s tenacity in a courtroom did nothing here.

      Bella pressed the Mossberg into her shoulder, took a deep breath, and spun into the hallway.

      “Hands up,” she barked. “Hands up, don’t make me fire this thing, hands up!”

      The man jumped at the sight of her. For an instant all he could see was the shotgun barrel. His hands partially rose and he blinked twice, assessing the unexpected woman and her weapon.

      “I’m with the sheriff’s office, ma’am.”

      “That’s the problem. I said hands UP.”

      “Point that thing someplace else,” said the guy.

      “We’re leaving. Hands higher. Sit on the couch. Sit on the couch. AnnaLynne, we’re going out the front door. We’re taking his car.”

      “Bella?” said the guy. “Bella Adams?”

      The barrel of her shotgun dropped an inch and Bella rose up from it. She allowed herself to look beyond the danger to the man.

      She knew him. “Billy?”

      Billy Young grinned his good-looking grin and wiped his forehead. In his left hand he held a radio. “You scared the devil out of me. What’re you doing here?”
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            Here We Go In A Damn Parking Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      Johnny couldn’t locate anyone. Not Junior, not the mayor, and he’d lost Kunga too, as he slipped through the parking deck. The enormity of cars, the sea of shining fiberglass swallowed everything.

      One of those rare occasions Johnny admitted a cell phone would be handy.

      A spot between his shoulders itched, where he expected to take a bullet, and his fingers tickled the revolvers on his belt. A Colt Python on each hip, his gun and his father’s, the hammers back and ready, a dangerous precaution, one he’d only allow a few minutes. He caught his reflection in a tall van door and thought he looked a fool with the two guns, a boy pretending to be John Wayne.

      He could shoot better with his off hand than most could with their strong, though.

      In the distance the parking deck’s central lobby glowed and beckoned, so he turned his boots that direction, wondering if Junior or the mayor had slipped by to the elevators. What he wouldn’t give to grab the mayor, throw him into the car, and be done with the whole farce. It was ignorant and short-sighted to lay the blame on one man, yet that’s what Johnny found himself doing.

      He approached the glassed-in central lobby and so did a group of gamblers from another direction. A group of four—three tall men, one short, dressed well in sports jackets. As they neared each other, a sixth sense alerted Johnny, these were no ordinary gamblers. These were men to break against.

      Johnny paused outside the sliding doors to make way for the group, preferring to be behind them, and his eyes fell on the short man. Short man with a good mustache. Handsome, dark complexion, tailored jacket, hands in his pants pockets, and Johnny recognized him. Instead of shock, he felt amusement.

      How about that.

      El Hacendado himself, like fate had grown bored.

      Johnny’s pulse slowed and he looked the man up and down, the cocaine lord worth a million to him, and El Hacendado did the same thing in return. The short man stopped walking, and so did his cadre.

      “This man,” said El Hacendado. His voice was deep. His voice had money. “I know this man.”

      Johnny grinned. It was time for kickoff, why the hell not. “I know you too.”

      “You know me. And you are here. I have a rat.”

      The taller men escorting El Hacendado were killers. Taller than Johnny, professionally bulky and cruel, they were rocks with one craft, to destroy and feel nothing. To die doing it, their families compensated for the honor.

      “Maybe not,” said Johnny. “Maybe it’s fate, not a rat.”

      “Do you believe in fate, Johnny Sugar?” said El Hacendado.

      Johnny’s mind flashed to Kunga in the jail. His broken body made whole.

      The shorter man answered his own question. “You and I are not men who believe in fate. Otherwise why would you carry two pistols? Why not let fate decide, instead of a gun?” He removed a hand from his pocket to run a thumb across his lip. “You killed my friend with that gun? Monty Babcock?”

      “Monty Babcock killed himself with it, but yes, this is the gun.”

      “That gun.”

      Johnny patted his right hip. “This one.”

      “You say he killed himself with it. I knew Monty. He would not kill himself,” said El Hacendado.

      “He didn’t do it on purpose. He was challenged to a game of Russian roulette and he was stupid enough to play.”

      “I would like to purchase the gun.”

      “It’s not for sale.”

      “Everything can be bought,” said El Hacendado. “Even you.”

      Johnny moved back to make room for drunk gamblers walking to the elevator. El Hacendado and his crew did not, forcing the drunk crowd to circumnavigate.

      “You played him? Russian roulette?” said El Hacendado.

      Johnny nodded.

      “Why would he play? A man who has everything?”

      “I told he didn’t. I told him he didn’t have his manhood,” said Johnny.

      “What if you lost?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “What if you did?” said El Hacendado.

      “Your life would be simpler, wouldn’t it.”

      “Simpler? Maybe. Better? Maybe not. What is life without a challenge? A man needs obstacles. I am such a man.”

      Johnny squinted at him. “What’s your definition of a man?”

      “Why ask me?”

      “Because I’m collecting opinions on it, and I’m curious what a Columbian drug lord would say.”

      “Johnny Sugar, American hero, cowboy, killer, celebrity, can he not answer the question for himself? Johnny Sugar cannot know if he himself is a man?”

      “You don’t know either, sounds like,” said Johnny.

      “I can see your pulse beating in your neck. You are not scared.”

      “Maybe a little. These are big boys.” For an instant, Johnny saw himself from above, and listened to himself, and thought it one of the more odd conversations of his life.

      El Hacendado held his hand out, as though making a point, or expecting someone to place something in his upturned palm. “Johnny. You are not frightened. You brought two guns. Your pulse does not race. You killed Monty Babcock. You speak to me easily. And you do not know what a man is?”

      “I got a good idea. I was only curious what you meant when you said it.”

      “A man becomes a man the day he rises above his circumstances. A man becomes a man the day he kills his father,” said El Hacendado.

      Johnny chuckled, surprised. “Bad news, if you have sons.”

      “You arrested your father, Johnny.”

      “I did. What’d you do to yours?”

      “I let him die in peace,” said El Hacendado. “And with him I buried the new woman he married. Buried her alive.” He laughed at Johnny’s face. “I enjoy this. You make me happy. Talking to the man here to arrest me. Talking to the Johnny Sugar.”

      As they spoke, more gamblers arrived. Yet they didn’t go around. They stayed. Johnny stole a glance at them and saw a group of four, Wally and Levi Habersham among them. Bounty hunters. Here for Hacendado? Here for him? More spoons stirring the pot.

      Where, he wondered, was Sinatra? Or Kunga?

      Wisely not joining this party. If Johnny had a lick of sense, he’d have stayed in his Mustang.

      “It might not be me who arrests you, Hacendado,” said Johnny. “Half of Atlanta would risk life and limb for a shot.”

      “Shoot this man,” said Wally Habersham. “Trust me on that. You don’t shoot him, I have half—”

      One of the tall men with El Hacendado backhanded Wally without exertion. Wally spun away grabbing his eyes and cursing, as though struck by a two-by-four.

      El Hacendado didn’t seem to notice.

      Johnny said, “Do you prefer El Hacendado? Or just Hacendado?”

      “Call me Maximo. You believe these men are here to arrest me. They are not.”

      “You’re worth a million. They’re at least thinking about it,” said Johnny. “Like you said, everyone can be bought.”

      “Whoever arrests me, his family will be sent to him in pieces over a year, beginning with their toes. They know this. They are paid well and they are left alive, them and their families. The price of doing business. These men, they work for me now.”

      Johnny winced. “I know some of these men. You got a raw deal.”

      “Will you come play poker?”

      “Thank you. No.”

      “What will you do? Will you arrest me?”

      “I don’t see why not. We’re both here. Awful convenient.”

      “You will die in the attempt,” said Maximo.

      “Maybe.” Johnny swiveled at the hip to glance behind. He was surrounded. “You got more men I can’t see?”

      “I do.”

      “Then yeah, maybe.” Johnny wondered if he meant Junior, who’d driven into the parking deck and vanished. Or maybe Augustus.

      Maximo laughed and clapped. “You are still a quarterback. You have no offensive line, you have no help. Yet still you think you will win. I watched the videos of you shooting. You are a brave man.”

      “I don’t see it as winning or bravery.”

      “Then what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? Why do it?” said Maximo.

      “It’s something to do with the truth and doing the right thing. Otherwise I’m guilty too.”

      “Come. Poker. We can discuss this for hours, the truth. The right thing.”

      “Thank you, no.”

      Maximo held out his hand, like—explain it to me why not.

      “I don’t know what a man is, Maximo. But maybe it’s something about being connected to the people of your land. It’s not just about ascension. It’s about everyone. Realizing you’re not that important and doing right by your neighbors,” said Johnny.

      “You don’t believe that.”

      “It’s about truth, whether we believe it or not. I’m trying to believe it.”

      “That is boring.”

      “Boring suits me fine,” said Johnny.

      “You have not thought this through, Johnny Sugar. Any of it.”

      “You got that right. There’s a girl clouding my head the last few months.”

      “You will kill us all?”

      “Rather not.”

      “Those pistols. On the videos, they do not miss.” Maximo waved his hand at one of the tall men. Mean and thick, his hair buzzed off. He wasn’t Hispanic, he was White. “Take off your jacket.”

      Buzz-cut took his jacket off and stood facing Johnny. He wore a pistol on his belt, but behind him, closer to the small of his back.

      “You can outshoot this man?” Maximo asked.

      “I can,” said Johnny.

      “He is good. I picked him because he is good.”

      “Tell him to bring the pistol around where he can reach it quicker, so he’d have a better chance,” said Johnny.

      “This is fun.”

      “Not for him. Not for long.”

      “Okay.” Maximo backed away. “See who is faster. Shoot.”

      “I don’t play games, Maximo.”

      “If you don’t, he will shoot you. The game will be over. Man or not, you are dead.”

      Johnny quick-pulled his revolver before Buzz-cut moved. “Bang,” said Johnny and the man flinched, and Johnny slid the revolver back into his leather holster. “I win. Let’s go, Maximo.”

      The onlookers had shuddered as a group. The Pythons were large guns, war machines. As heavy as they felt to Johnny, they were weightier on the men frightened by them.

      The short man threw his hands at Buzz-cut.. “You, you did nothing.”

      “I wasn’t ready,” said Buzz-cut.

      “I said to see who is faster.”

      “Shit, I didn’t know we were going. I’m ready now.”

      Johnny drew both revolvers and said, “Bang bang bang bang.” Instinctively, he nearly spun the revolvers, something he’d practiced as a teenager a thousand times, but he remembered the hammers were drawn. He holstered them neat, metal rasping on hide. Only Levi Habersham took note of the drawn hammers. “This is stupid, Maximo.”

      “I wasn’t ready,” the man growled again.

      “You said you were.”

      Buzz-cut seized the surprise. He reached for his pistol, the pistol behind his back, absurd for a quick-draw contest. Johnny pulled and fired. He meant to miss, aiming for an old pickup truck beyond Buzz-cut, but he clipped the man’s finger and belt. Just enough for the hard passage of air to draw a line of blood and the man jumped and yelped. The noise crashed up and down, nowhere to go.

      “He’s too fat. Can’t move quick enough,” said Johnny.

      Maximo laughed and clapped like a child.

      “You are not scared. I told you, Johnny Sugar. You are not scared.”

      Johnny was getting scared. Too many men with guns standing around. Death galloping nearby. Youngs don’t panic, so he didn’t. He squeezed on the fear and used it, but he knew the situation was bad. His fear slowed his heartbeat, one of the quirks that set Johnny apart.

      Another group of men arrived, poised, watching Johnny. Andre Babcock, relative of Monty, and he’d brought a protective detail. He’d shoot Johnny in the back if given permission. Johnny and Maximo stood in a circle of eleven.

      “I can’t kill you all,” said Johnny. “But Maximo, you’re first, followed by the bulls you brought. Maybe by then I’ll be shot enough to quit killing. Is that what you want?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I think you and I should walk off without a gun being fired again.”

      “You know that cannot happen,” said Maximo.

      “Give me the mayor and I’ll let you go play cards.”

      “Mayor Campbell. You believe he is something I can give you.”

      Johnny nodded. “He’s nearby.”

      “You believe he is a bigger threat to your city than I am.”

      “I’m mad at Campbell and his whole tribe, which probably includes all these armed gentlemen standing around. But more than that, with me and Campbell, it’s personal.”

      “Personal? You came to kill a man, but not me. You said being a man is not about killing your father.”

      “Not kill. Arrest.”

      “I have seen you kill.”

      “I didn’t like it.”

      “I do not understand you, Johnny Sugar. What is it you want?”

      Shrugging, Johnny said, “Normally, I’d say a quiet life in the country and a good poker game. Right now, it’s about Campbell.”

      “The father of your city.”

      “He made promises to this city that he broke. Plus I owe him.” Johnny raised his voice. “It’d be a bad idea to get in my way, on my way to Campbell.”

      “I am sad, Johnny Sugar. You came for the mayor. Not Maximo. It is personal for me now.”

      “I’ll come back. How’s that?”

      Maximo made a slight turn, almost accidental, and strolled toward his squad of three men, including Buzz-cut, who sucked on his trigger finger. Johnny’s nerves sang, and he told himself to relax. Men panicking can’t hit their targets. “This was good. But it is over.”

      “Let’s go talk, Maximo.”

      “Someone,” he said, “I don’t care who. Kill Johnny Sugar.”

      Here we go, thought Johnny, in a damn parking deck.

      Kill the first man who twitches, maybe make it out alive.

      One loud gunshot, hell cracking open, so loud Johnny winced, and the man behind Johnny gagged, shot in the throat, and the man toppled over backward.

      Blue lights flared, cop colors, electrifying the world into bright cobalt, and siren chatter erupted, the babel coming from a Camaro.

      “Federal marshals, federal marshals, DOWN DOWN DOWN,” shouted Sinatra, behind a Ford Bronco, gun hot in his fist.

      From another direction, his partner Beck appeared, also shouting, her gun raised. Maximum shock and awe from two agents and their car.

      Sudden wild chaos. Gangsters taking cover. Gamblers screaming and running for their cars or the exits. Tires squealing.

      Wally and Levi raised their hands.

      Kunga came through the bright lobby like a linebacker and he plowed through the scattering shooters, a streak of white.

      Buzz-cut went for his pistol again, with a bleeding hand. Johnny pulled both Colt Pythons and he blew Buzz-cut’s teeth in, the man dead before he knew he was, his head coming apart in pieces.

      Maximo’s second body guard produced a Glock 18, a machine pistol, absurdly hard to control on full auto, and he unloaded a loud burst on Kunga at a range he couldn’t miss, and yet he did, Kunga untouched. A deafening chatter, but the bullets didn’t ricochet, soaked up into a part of the world not understood.

      Sinatra fired again, taking down a man behind Johnny.

      Maximo on the run, through the glowing lobby, the only man unarmed.

      A rogue bullet missed everything and punctured the lobby glass in a starburst.

      Side-stepping, Johnny shot two more men drawing a bead on him, men he didn’t know, arriving with gangsters he didn’t know, Johnny’s hammers smoking.

      Hot now, he turned in a circle, aiming to the sides, ready to fire, but the remaining men were running, staying with their boss, their meal tickets, getting distance from the federal marshals, distance from Johnny Sugar, as awful as his tall tales, and Johnny refused to shoot them in the back.

      During Johnny’s rotation he saw Mayor Campbell. In the distance, ducking between cars, running crouched.

      “Dammit,” said Johnny, already losing him in reflective windshields. “Campbell!”

      Men on the concrete coughed red.

      Sinatra sprinted into the lobby, shouting words Johnny couldn’t understand, chasing Maximo, Kunga with him.

      A snap decision. Sinatra had saved his life, maybe twice, but Johnny didn’t follow them. Johnny ran for the mayor.

      “These men are dying because of you! CAMPBELL!”

      Johnny ran down the deck, the gentle decline. Away from the Camaro, the world regained its reds and whites. Caroms of noise distorted his senses, too much shouting, too many cars. He had fired three bullets with his right revolver, two with his left, still holding both guns. “Campbell! Show yourself and I won’t shoot.” He holstered the left and dropped to all fours to look under the cars. Shadows and tires only. If Campbell got back to his tower, Johnny’d never have another chance at an arrest. He stood and kept running, never appreciating before how many automobiles the Peach could shelter. All of Atlanta, it felt. He ran down one column, up another, glaring into passing cars at scared drivers, finding nothing. Campbell was hiding.

      He turned back, now up the gentle incline, cursing, and a lasso fell around his neck. Like Johnny was a calf in a tie-down contest, the rope sizzled through the honda, loop tightening, and Johnny was jerked backward so hard he dropped the Python. He gagged, landing on his back, boots over his head.

      Junior Rhodes held the other end, fat fists gripping the rope’s spoke, hauling Johnny to him with great tugs, like reeling in a fish.

      “Now what does this remind me of,” said Junior. “You dragged by a rope, this make you think of anything, Johnny?”

      Junior tossed his end of the nylon rope upward through a gap in the steel beam of the roof. The rope fell down to him again. Johnny rose to his knees, furious, yanking at the loop and taking a ragged breath, but Junior hauled down hard. The rope tightened, and Johnny was choking again, lifted by the upward force. With both hands, Junior held fast and leaned backward, his bulk far heavier, raising Johnny via a simple pulley system. Slanting against the exertion, face empurpled, Junior grunted, “Like my hat?” He wore Johnny’s Stetson.

      Johnny’s boots left the deck. His toes reached and found no purchase, a man being hanged. He dangled, the rope too tight to do anything about it. He fought like mad and got fingertips between him and the nylon fibers, enough for one sip of air but the rope cinched tighter and closed his windpipe entire.

      Youngs don’t panic. Except when hanging. The pressure in his neck felt like his artery would burst.

      “My old man just got out the hospital, so you have this coming.” Junior was purple and grinning. His arms shook but he could hold out longer than Johnny, sixty seconds or so. “Don’t know how you’re walking around on that leg, you skinny sumbitch.”

      What Johnny should’ve done was open fire with his left revolver, still holstered. What Johnny should’ve done was grab upwards with both hands and climb the rope to the steel beam, anything but dangle and suffocate, but he was a man beyond reason.

      Johnny hadn’t been prepared to hold his breath and the seconds dragged as months. His vision blackened, and he got the idea to loop his boots around the rope Junior was holding. He swung his legs up and over, and locked feet around the nylon extending away from him, creating a new angle for Junior, but still Junior held, Johnny gaining himself a lesser pressure around his throat but no air. Almost close enough to kick Junior but not quite. He snatched the rope above his feet, the length leading down to Junior, and pulled himself up. A whisper of oxygen, not enough, only enough to make him need more, Junior jerking the rope to shake him off.

      Johnny didn’t know what to do.

      He wished he’d married Bella before dying.

      He wished he’d gone with Bella to—

      Johnny assumed his ears were breaking, but it was a gun blast.

      An accurate shot, the bullet snagged enough nylon fibers so that the rope broke and Johnny fell hard onto his rear. With the sudden release, Junior stumbled and stumbled and couldn’t find his balance, and he landed hard too, a greater smack, and he rolled down the decline, holding his end of the worthless lasso.

      Q stood above Johnny, a SIG P226 pistol warm in his right hand. With his left hand, Q removed the cigar from his mouth and spit out a fleck of tobacco. “Who’s the fat guy wants to hang you?”

      Johnny coughed and gagged and tore off the loop.

      Junior rolled into a tire, cracking his back. He glanced warily at Q and took cover beyond a Nissan Rogue.

      “Fat guy’s wearing your hat, kid,” said Q.

      “I’m aware.” Johnny coughed again. The rope had torn a crimson circle around his neck, ripping out the hair at the nape. His hands came away bleeding. He grabbed his Python and stood, lightheaded.

      “He a bounty hunter?”

      “He is. Ryan Rhodes’ boy,” said Johnny.

      “I hate bounty hunters. I hate sheriffs. I hate criminals. I hate everybody, kid, ‘cept you and Mugger. This girl I’m dating, Katelyn, I hate her too and she nice as hell.”

      “You like me more than you like your girlfriend?”

      “You ain’t never asked me to change a lightbulb or skip the Braves game to attend a fundraiser for dogs.”

      Johnny kept his revolver aimed in Junior’s direction. He stretched his neck this way and that way and tried to calm his racing heart. “You at a fundraiser? Wear a tie?”

      “I tried. You ever worn one? I watched YouTube videos and everything, couldn’t make it work. Look like I was eleven. White people is crazy, kid.”

      Johnny raised his voice. “Junior. Toss out my hat and I’ll let you leave.”

      Behind the Rogue, Junior replied, “Why’nt you come and get it? You should be dead twice now, Johnny Sugar.”

      “I come get it, you won’t like it.”

      Q indicated the bloody bodies near the lobby. “Looks like you met ol’ Maximo.”

      “Yeah, I like him.”

      A Jeep Wrangler wheeled around the corner, honking and racing by. Then another horn sounded, and another. Car alarms by the dozen activated, like an earthquake warning. Soon the entire parking deck shook with horns, but Johnny realized the floor was actually shaking.

      Q felt it too, the rising tremors. “Aw shit.”

      Johnny heard screaming. But it wasn’t people.

      It was a stampede. Horses thundered down the ramp. Tons of horsepower, sparking hooves, wild rolling eyes, onward came the mighty herd. Terrified and furious.

      “This some bullshit,” shouted Q and he dove behind a car.

      Johnny took cover but he loved the awesome sight. He felt like one of them, out of place and angry. These were quarter horses, level-headed animals, fast and useful on a ranch, good with people. He’d grown up on a horse ranch, claiming two of them as his own, Admiral and Shadow, both named after other horses.

      Their sweat and their scent filled Johnny. Some horses still wore their tack. Bridles and saddles, reins broken from when the horse tripped through them.

      The hateful motorcycles still hounded the horses, breaching the lot from the entrance above, driving them down the parking deck to the lower exit. Honking and shouting on their dirt bikes, the worst humanity imaginable, destruction for the pleasure of it. One of them swerved near enough that Johnny kicked the driver in the leg as he passed. The bike wobbled and caught the back bumper of the next car, the biker launched into the air over the trunks, and Johnny hoped the incubus suffered a broken collar bone.

      “Kid!” warned Q. “Lookit!”

      Johnny’s right leg tingled, shivers along the healed shin bone, and he jumped backward in time to avoid a swerving car. A dark sedan, racing down the ramp with the horses and aiming at Johnny, clipping the car before him. Johnny was saved and he heard the driver laughing over the rending fiberglass.

      Augustus.

      Augustus laughing at the wheel, driving the mayor. The sedan veered back into the stampede.

      Johnny saw red and he unloaded with both pistols. His Pythons roaring like things alive and wrathful, he fired until the hot hammers fell dry. The sedan’s rear wheel ruptured, but the glass held. Bullet proof, the mayor’s official car, Johnny’s bullets bouncing harmlessly into the roof.

      Campbell, he wanted Campbell.

      “Look at Auggie.” Q laughed, his cigar lost under a car. “Bitch’s crazy. Working for the mayor, shit. I miss that life, out for hire, things simple.”

      Junior Rhodes grabbed the reigns of a passing horse, shocking the animal and nearly wrenching Junior’s arm off. He stepped into the stirrup and swung his bulk up, agile for a man his size. “Hie, hie!” He snapped the reins and kicked hard with his heels, scaring the animal further. The horse leaped forward. One hand let go, and he clamped Johnny’s hat hard onto his head and he followed the herd down the ramp and into the Atlanta night, afraid to fight Johnny square, making his getaway and  following the sedan.

      “I have had,” said Johnny, “enough of this.” He dumped his spent shells and quick reloaded. He holstered both pistols, grabbed the lasso loop, and gave Q a little salute. “I owe you a big one.”

      “You betcha, kid. Give ‘em hell.”

      Johnny picked out a horse at the tail end, strong and spirited, part of the herd but not of the frenzy, following because that’s what she thought she should do, a pack instinct. Johnny trotted beside her and leaned against her with his shoulder, pushing, the horse immediately warming to him because that’s what the good riders did, and her panic didn’t flare. Both of them trotting together down the decline as one. Johnny planted his hands on her back and vaulted up, landing on her loins and scooting forward. She skittered sideways at the rider, Johnny holding her withers lightly, and squeezing with his thighs. She moved with the herd but cautiously, not a gallop. Johnny fastened a makeshift hackamore, or more like a collar, with the lasso loop and slipped it around her neck, and the horse further relaxed, comforted by the pressure. He tied the loop off with a knot and he soft-kicked at her ribs and said, “Let’s go,” and she picked up speed, Johnny ducking below the steel rafters.

      They charged into the black night with the stampede and Johnny took up the hunt, tearing hell for leather after the corrupt mayor.
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      “I’m pointing this someplace else.” Billy grabbed Bella’s Mossberg barrel and aimed it to the side. “In case pretty little Bella gets twitchy.”

      Over the speakers, Barry White sang “Practice What you Preach.”

      “What’re you doing here, Billy?” she said.

      “The question is, what the hell are you doing here?” he said. “Not that it isn’t good to see that face.”

      Bella pushed her hair back and smiled with relief. She felt tremendous solace, not having to fight to her car.

      “The month is almost over.” Billy winked. “Me and you. Soon. I made reservations at Aria.”

      Bella couldn’t force that into any kind of meaning. “What’s Aria?”

      “You said September would be crazy, and I agreed to wait. I’m being patient as I can.” Billy glanced at the room, the couches, the champagne, the lingerie. “Unless I misread you entirely.”

      “Excuse me,” called AnnaLynne Isaacson. “Miss Thing, Deputy Marshal, did you change your mind? We’re in no danger? You terrified me for nothing?”

      “AnnaLynne, this is Billy. He’s a friend.” Bella wiped her forehead. “You scared the hell out of me, Billy.”

      “Did she call you a got’damn deputy marshal? I wondered about that badge.”

      “Long story.”

      “Why are you here, Bella?”

      “To relocate AnnaLynne. We heard Campbell wanted to arrest her. Same reason you’re here?”

      “Yeah.” Billy nodded and looked around the room again. “Yeah. So you’re not, ah, dating the good attorney?”

      “No. Johnny called you?”

      “Yeah Johnny called me. One sec.” Billy raised his radio to speak into it. “All good in here. We’ll be out soon.” He turned the radio off with a click.

      “She’s packed. We’re leaving,” said Bella.

      “Where to?”

      “The Four Seasons,” replied AnnaLynne.

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “That’s not necessary. We’ll follow.” Bella paused, her mind lingering on Johnny, their new relationship. “After, I need to talk with you.”

      “Hell yeah. But you and the good attorney are riding with me.”

      Billy was holding her shotgun. She didn’t remember surrendering it to him. “I’m not leaving my car here, Billy, and I’m not letting AnnaLynne out of my sight.”

      He chuckled. “You don’t trust me? Maybe I’m not letting her out of my sight either.”

      Bella held her hand out for the gun. “I’ll take that.”

      He didn’t comply. “Why’d you bring this?”

      “In case I needed to shoot you. Hand it over.”

      “Bella,” he said, and he searched for the right words, as though most words would land wrong. “It’s been a long month. I’m jumpy and you’re acting strange.”

      “I don’t care. That’s mine, Billy.” Some inner detective snagged on his words a moment ago. The flood of relief she’d felt slackened. She asked, “You spoke with Johnny? When?”

      “A few minutes ago.”

      “He told you to keep AnnaLynne safe.”

      Billy nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Then why were you surprised I’m here?”

      He pursed his lips. “I don’t follow.”

      “Johnny would’ve told you I was here. You would’ve known, you would’ve called me. Not started knocking. Why didn’t you call?” Fear crept down her spine. “You didn’t know I was here.”

      “I…” Billy said and he looked at the ceiling and made an uncomfortable stretching motion, like every criminal did, searching for lies. “I didn’t know you got here so quick. That’s all.”

      “You didn’t talk to Johnny.”

      “Sure I did.”

      “Billy. Give me the shotgun.”

      “I’m keeping it, pretty little Bella.”

      “You lied.”

      “No, listen,” he said.

      “AnnaLynne and I are leaving.”

      “Hold on.”

      “You want to follow us? Fine. But we’re going.”

      “There’s a cop at the back window,” called AnnaLynne.

      “Don’t open the door, AnnaLynne. Wait there.”

      With a soft click, Billy closed the front door, still holding Bella’s Mossberg. He looked at the floor. “Before anyone goes anywhere, Bella, we talk. No, I talk, you listen.”

      Pieces fell into place, forming a complete picture in Bella’s mind. Billy had come to arrest AnnaLynne. Billy was working with Campbell. And El Hacendado.

      “You son of a bitch,” said Bella. “You’re with them.”

      “Just listen.”

      “Give me the gun and I will.”

      “Shut that pretty mouth, Bella,” he said. “This isn’t that simple.”

      “You’re a dirty cop! I can’t believe this. You’re a little bitch for Campbell. I trusted you.”

      “Campbell is a piece of shit. We all agree on that,” said Billy. “But this whole thing is complex. There are moving parts you can’t imagine.”

      Bella’s fists were balled. “Are you here to arrest her or not?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      AnnaLynne had moved back into the kitchen, out of sight. Bella hoped she was on her phone, getting help from her eighty thousand followers. She needed time.

      “You’re a crooked cop arresting Campbell’s political opponents. What’s complex about that?” said Bella.

      “You’re nothing, Bella. You’re a private cop who got her license pulled. You’re nothing, you know nothing, you should be doing nothing, except sitting at home. Leave this to actual cops.”

      Bella pretended that didn’t crush her soul. “You can’t have her.”

      “Has it occurred to you, maybe AnnaLynne Isaacson should be arrested?”

      “On what charge?”

      “A lot.”

      “Name one,” said Bella.

      “There’s a bench warrant—”

      “Bullshit.”

      “There’s a bench warrant for her arrest, issued by Judge Grand. Take it up with him.”

      “A corrupt mayor asking a corrupt judge to send a corrupt cop on a bogus arrest. They’ll kill her, Billy.”

      “Who will?”

      “You put her in prison, she’ll die and you know it,” she said. “It happens to all of Campbell’s political opponents.”

      “Not all of them.”

      Banging at the back door. The cop shouted through the window, “Billy? She’s on her phone. The lawyer, she’s talking on her phone.”

      “AnnaLynne,” called Billy. “Get off your phone and open the back door.”

      “Go to hell, Officer Billy Whatever. This is police misconduct. You are abusing your legal authority. You are depriving a citizen of her rights. You are breaking and entering. If you don’t leave my house this fucking minute, your career is over,” she shouted from the kitchen. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Yeah, but that’s not a good thing for you.” Billy tried to push past Bella but she resisted. “Knock it off, Bella.”

      “You back down.”

      “Hey Rob! C’mon in,” shouted Billy. He turned his radio back on. “Rob, come take her phone.”

      The back doorknob rattled. Locked.

      Bella lunged for the shotgun. Billy twisted and threw her into the couch. “Bella. I’m extending you a professional, and a personal, courtesy, by not beating you purple. You get up and I will.”

      Billy, still holding Bella’s shotgun, turned for the kitchen and for AnnaLynne.
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            Into The Fracas

          

        

      

    

    
      The horses and mayhem inside the Peach’s parking lot caused enough car wrecks that not everyone could drive out. Traffic congested in the tight lanes and tempers flared. Panicking citizens produced guns and threatened each other, and still Sinatra’s Camaro wailed.

      Fearing arrest, the mayor’s tribe of hired men fled, Andre Babcock leading a retinue on foot out of the parking lot, into the streets where they met the gathering mob and a small police contingent trying to maintain order. It was a roiling horde of hate, ready to be lit, numbering over a thousand. Ambulances and additional cruisers arrived, drawn by the shootout and the 911 calls.

      Into the fracas came the stampede. The flood of horses leaped into the crowd, arching high above, screaming and kicking, like beasts from a waking nightmare. The people couldn’t resist them, they could only run, but there was no where to go, penned in by their fellow man.

      Cackling and high on ecstasy, Augustus plowed the sedan through the crowd, taking out horses and people alike. The windshield was bulletproof but still splintered under the impact of a falling half-ton animal. The mob howled outrage. The police banged on his windows. Still he motored on. Mayor Campbell hid his face, his deal with the devil backfiring. Someone fired a gun. The police drew their sidearms. Andre Babcock and fleeing gunmen drew theirs. Another gunshot, someone hit. Then another.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wally Habersham had his sights set on a million dollars, especially after being backhanded. He’d earned his fugitive recovery license and there ran El Hacendado, worth a cool million. Wally didn’t flee the federal marshals; he pursued a fortune.

      The cocaine lord fled through the bouncing glitter of the casino, running in a fever dream, Wally on his heels, vacations to Cozumel already in his eyes.

      Brandishing a used Taurus pistol he bought for a hundred dollars, Wally slid to a stop on the marble and aimed and popped off a shot at El Hacendado. He fired at the same time as a nearby craps table erupted, the dice coming up snake-eyes, a small fortune for the players. Wally’s aim was off and he blew a hole in a slot machine, the weary gambler not understanding the malfunction. Wally fired again and hit a waitress in the arm, missing Hacendado by several feet. The woman fell and patrons near Wally scrambled away from him, shouting.

      Kunga tackled Wally from behind, chopping the man’s arm so that he dropped the gun, the two men sliding across the marble in a heap. Wally’s chin thunked solid on the hard surface, teeth cracking together, and he lost consciousness.

      Agent Sinatra lowered his shoulder and met Hacendado full speed. Bigger and strong, Sinatra’s collision caromed the man off his feet. He flew sideways between slot machines onto the carpet, landing and rolling, and Sinatra was there, kneeling on him, handcuffs ready, shouting.

      A crowd gathered around the cocktail waitress, a cute woman named Darlene. She sat against a mirrored column, in shock, legs splayed and the nearby gamblers cried for a doctor. The bullet hadn’t connected with bone, only ruining muscle tissue, and blood poured down her arm, pooling in her hand.

      One of the onlookers fainted, spilling her martini and caught by her date.

      “Do I need a towel? I think I need a towel,” said Darlene. Her mind spun, getting nowhere, looking at the damage. “And I guess maybe a hospital? I don’t even remember what happened.”

      “Towel be good,” said Kunga. He knelt beside her and passed his thumb across the wound, like reading braille.  “But you don’t need the hospital.”

      “Yo, don’t touch that!” shouted a man. “The blood, don’t touch the blood. She could have AIDS or hepatitis.”

      “Naw, she aight.” Kunga gripped her arm and squeezed and she watched him and held her breath, like she’d been dunked in a cold river. He squeezed and squeezed, talking in words that led them to believe he was thanking God for something. The audience shivered as though they too were baptized, like standing on sacred ground. Kunga wiped her arm, like washing her clean. His hand came away stained and her arm whole, only slightly sunken at the site. “Girl could use a ginger ale, though.”

      Darlene looked at the arm and said, “What was it? Can you tell? Did I hit something?” She tried to stand but someone in the crowd held her down. “I’m okay now,” she said.

      “You need to sit still. He shot you.”

      “No he didn’t.”

      “He healed her, he didn’t shoot her.”

      “I ain’t do either one.” Kunga smiled and wiped his eyes with the clean back of his hands. He was crying, unsure why. He left the crowd, none of which cared that the wound was gone, only concerned with keeping Darlene seated. Asked about it later, none of them remembered Kunga.

      Sinatra had El Hacendado handcuffed and pinned. Agent Beck spoke into the radio, coordinating with the MGM Peach’s security force. Sinatra produced a black bag and yanked it over the cocaine lord’s head, unwilling for anyone to see his face, alert for bounty hunters or the man’s hired guard.

      Kunga crouched and together they raised El Hacendado to his feet, the captive too dazed to protest.

      Sinatra nodded with his chin at Wally, still unconscious. “Nice work, amigo.”

      “Can’t be shooting in here, even if he could aim.”

      “Leave him for the Peach cops, sí? We got our man. We got our man and now we vanish.”

      Agent Beck led the way, Kunga and Sinatra following, gripping their prize between them.

      “Ay, you’re bleeding,” said Sinatra.

      Kunga wiped his hand on his shirt, defiling the pure white. “Not my blood.”

      Sinatra glanced around the madness. “Where’s our boy Johnny?”
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            Bit The Reins In His Teeth

          

        

      

    

    
      Junior rode his horse out from the parking deck. The protestors, the police, the gangsters—the night was a welter of humanity that raged against itself. The only way forward was following Augustus in the mayor’s car, carving a path through the wall of bodies.

      Seen in silhouette, the man atop the horse bore a cowboy hat like Johnny Sugar. Too heavy to be him, but first impressions held. Some protestors cheered, thinking Johnny rode in pursuit of the bloodthirsty sedan. Andre Babcock and Hacendado’s gunmen, they shot at Junior, thinking him Johnny. Junior drew his pistol and returned fire but he was sweating and the horse threatened to throw him and he dropped his gun, and now the gangsters were free to fire without consequence at the man they hated.

      Except he wasn’t Johnny, and soon he galloped out of their range, chasing tail lights.

      The real Johnny Sugar charged into their midst. A striking figure on his horse, a rider who’d mastered the skill and animal alike. Surging above the crowd for all to watch, his face glowed blue and red in emergency lights, identifiable at a distance and the gunfire returned apace.

      Like riding through a sudden rock concert, the lights, the noise, the crowd and their deranged howling. He hadn’t anticipated the colliding forces, even less that they would shoot at him. He felt the snap of a bullet, missing but not by much. Another nicked his horse, drawing blood at her ear, and he caught sight of his attackers, the gunmen and Babcock’s groups, comprising the mayor’s tribe, in Johnny’s mind, men Johnny hated, blocking his way to the retreating sedan. Alone above the crowd, he couldn’t be more vulnerable, and his path to vengeance would carry him through their line.

      Determined to catch Campbell, Johnny tapped his heels into the flanks of his good horse, and he bit the makeshift reins in his teeth. To keep from falling, he held fast to the animal’s flanks with his legs, squeezing. The animal responded with urgent speed. The din and smoke around the gunmen swelled. Bounty hunters, Babcock’s men, Hacendado’s men, Johnny couldn’t distinguish, one horde of men who shouldn’t have taken dirty money from a politician. He drew a Python with each fist and the guns blazed. Men ahead could not stand his charge, their bravery faltering at the oncoming cavalry of one. Pinching harder with his calves, eyes darting, back and forth, he selected targets. Andre Babcock fell, his own pistol tossed up into the air, then another, and suddenly Johnny was among them, through them, the gunmen falling to hooves, running, scattered or dead, fleeing from one fearless man, holding the reins in his mouth.

      Into the cleaner streets, Junior in his sights. Beyond Junior, red lights flared that Johnny hoped was Augustus but he would never keep up with the car, even with one ruined tire. Johnny maintained his chase anyway, and that meant running down Junior.

      Junior produced a little .22 pistol from his boot, and he fired desperately over his shoulder, missing by entire streets. His laboring, scared horse leaped and shook, but Junior held fast to the reins and hammered at her with his boots to spur her on.

      Johnny chased him through two city blocks, calling for him to stop, but the man wouldn’t, so Johnny took aim and shot. Unable to steady himself in stirrups, Johnny missed by inches but Junior’s mare had enough. With one great buck, she launched the heavy man off and into the empty intersection.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Johnny told his horse, drawing her up short with his grip on the lasso rope, braced against her shoulders. He aimed the revolver toward Junior, one bullet left, and said, “Junior, I’m not after you. It’d be my great pleasure to put one between your eyes, but if you drop the gun, toss away my hat, and stay down, you might live through the night.”

      Junior rose slowly to his feet, bleeding from everywhere the blacktop had scrapped through. Dank hair clung to his shirt and neck.

      “Shoulda shot you in the back when I had my chance,” said Junior.

      Johnny’s throat hurt. “You could try now.”

      Junior reckoned he could outshoot Johnny, and Johnny saw the moment arrive in his eyes, but before either man cut loose, Junior was spotlighted in the brilliant headlights of an oncoming MARTA bus, swerving, barreling around the corner. The bus didn’t decelerate, the driver distracted, and Junior was too slow and injured to evade. The flat-nose slammed into him at thirty-five miles per hour. Junior was pulverized, his skull and the windshield both splintering. The bus swerved into the big Ford F-150 parked at the curb, pinning Junior between, before the bus’s momentum rolled the Ford over and the bus jerked to a halt beyond in a squeal and hiss of slammed brakes.

      A cacophony of ruined machine and screaming passengers rattled up the city walls, walls like canyons, and Johnny’s horse expressed her displeasure, but of Junior there came no protest.

      The two doors of the hijacked MARTA bus opened and joyriders spilled out. They laughed and howled, one of them bleeding from the head, another limping, but they punched each other into silence at the sight of Johnny. The driver, drunk and coked out of his mind, saw the tall rider and stopped, looking upon his death, but death didn’t fire. The others watched, now safe behind the street corner.

      A kid, thought Johnny. He’s not twenty yet.

      A boy stole a MARTA bus and ran over another boy. All these boys, no good man to help them grow up.

      They regarded one another a long moment. Johnny hoped the kid was drunk enough that he wouldn’t remember the event, because it’d be a hard thing to get over if he did. If Johnny had the heart, he’d chase the kid down for manslaughter, but tonight he didn’t.

      He cast around for the mayor’s sedan but his heart sank. Long gone. He’d missed his prey.

      The kid grinned and saluted Johnny and said, “Thanks, man,” and he ran after his friends, their lawless night only half spent.

      “Let them go,” Johnny told his horse and he slid off. Without stirrups, the ride had been painful and he stretched his legs out. He crouched under a streetlight and picked up his fallen felt Stetson and set it atop his head, relieved to discover Junior hadn’t stretched it much. He’d wash it though, soon.

      Two portions of Junior lay in the road, equal in weight, and Johnny couldn’t look at either. He stayed in his squat with his eyes closed against the gore, and Johnny wondered what drew Junior to the Peach in the first place. A quest for retribution? For money? El Hacendado or himself? Was he working with the mayor? Obeying a directive from his father? Or maybe his path had been laid down long ago, prejudice carved in concrete before it set, and now there was nothing else for Junior but to hate, destined to die in meaningless chaos.

      The bus hissed and passengers dared to move. Behind him, the riots raved. Sirens filled the night, and Johnny’s heart broke for Atlanta, a city grinding her people up, a city full of Juniors without fathers.

      He considered his own shadow thrown before him on the ground, and he wondered about Bella. Behind him, the riotous protest moved away from the MGM Peach and lumbered his direction.
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            Cover Your Ears

          

        

      

    

    
      Bella gripped the chilled bottle of Moët by the neck and hurled it, as a tomahawk. Flinging wide an effervescent tail, the vessel spun and thunked into the back of Billy’s head and he staggered forward into the kitchen door’s jamb. AnnaLynne screamed. The rear door splintered under one heavy kick from Rob, an attempt at breaching. The door splintered but held.

      Bella leaped onto Billy’s back and wrapped her arm around his neck, locking it into place with the other, a perfect rear choke hold, shutting off the blood and oxygen to his brain. A man only lasts nine seconds before losing consciousness, and Billy panicked and forgot his training, forgot to move back into her, forgot to squirm free to the side. Rob kicked the door in and pried Bella’s hands away from Billy.

      Rob, a sandy-haired cop with eighty pounds on Bella, refused to release her fingers, nearly breaking them, as Billy stood and sucked his oxygen back. AnnaLynne smashed a simmer pot into Rob’s head. It was decorative and ceramic and it broke, but Rob didn’t release Bella’s hands.

      Outside, unseen by the combatants, the first of AnnaLynne’s army arrived, drawn by her live Instagram feed. A man on a bike and a couple down the street, they milled uncertainly at the 4Runner, looking into the lighted townhouse. What were they supposed to do? AnnaLynne’s scream alarmed them and they decided to bang on the front door. First, though, another car arrived, and so did two men jogging, and then others behind them, all of them carrying AnnaLynne’s frightening stream in their fists. As their numbers swelled, so did their courage.

      Billy coughed and grinned. “Believe it or not, I’d still take you on that date, Bella. Imagine all this energy channeled into the bedroom.” He grabbed Bella’s face and rough-kissed her, and released before she could bite him. “God, that’d be a fun weekend.”

      “Breaking and entering! Assault! Battery! Abuse of authority,” AnnaLynne was shouting, her phone forgotten and face down on the kitchen island.

      “This is a lawful arrest,” said Rob, a deputy sheriff Bella recognized from Forever Young.

      Bella head-butted him, backwards, catching his chin, and Rob released her hands to grab his own mouth. She grabbed at Rob’s pistol, but he wore a retention holster and the weapon wouldn’t draw, and he shoved her away.

      AnnaLynne threw a mug at Billy and another. He still held the Mossberg shotgun by the barrel. Unwilling to fire a gun in the house, especially not a shotgun, especially not at AnnaLynne Isaacson, he swung the Mossberg at AnnaLynne like a baseball bat. He missed but he gathered again.

      “Make me mad enough, I’ll fill the whole got’damn house with tear gas, counselor,” he shouted. He swung the gun again and Bella reached her in time, and she absorbed the blow with the side of her shoulder. A sick thunk and her left arm felt numb.

      She grabbed the shotgun around the stock. Billy maintained the barrel, wisely pointing it away from him, close enough for him to kick her in the shin, the knee, the abdomen.

      She told AnnaLynne, “Cover your ears,” instructions lost on Rob as he recovered from his busted chin. Bella smacked her left hand to her left ear, the ear mostly healed. She cradled her right ear against her shoulder, and with her right hand she squeezed the trigger of the shotgun.

      The blast erupted upward into the ceiling, warming Billy’s palm. The muzzle inches from his ear, the concussive sound nearly knocked him out. He spun away, blind from the noise, deaf from the noise, couldn’t hear AnnaLynne screaming.

      Rob drew his pistol and bawled orders, Bella taking cover behind the kitchen island, and AnnaLynne’s army broke through the front door. Dozens in strength, twenty cars parked outside. Unsure what to do, they charged, some brandishing pistols they’d never fired, and they saw Rob in the kitchen shouting at a terrified AnnaLynne, and their courage waned at the sight of the cop with his firearm. The second wave, however, brave behind the first, fearless in their ignorance, didn’t see Rob and they continued to press, the mob spilling inside.

      The back door too banged open and Rob, who’d been at home watching Billions with his wife before Billy called, suddenly faced an onrush of the multitude. The true character of a man is revealed in stress, and Rob set his pistol down and raised his hands and surrendered to the horde. Still a cop, though, they identified him by his badge.

      Bella grabbed AnnaLynne and dragged her into the basement, not trusting the wild instincts of the masses, capable of turning inhuman and cruel. Countless feet pounded over their head, cries and sounds more akin to animals than people.

      Her heart hammered with such force it hurt her chest. AnnaLynne couldn’t think, wasn’t sure where she was, the shotgun blast enough to trip her brain. One strident message repeated like an alarm in Bella’s mind, that they needed to go go go go. Pulling her by the hand, Bella led AnnaLynne to the door and out of the basement, emerging into night. The mob was fully swarmed into the townhouse, no longer individuals seeking to help but one heaving beast. Unheeded, Bella pushed AnnaLynne into her Honda and she got behind the wheel, her breaths refusing to slow. They drove away as more helpers arrived, drawn by the siren call for aid and soon lost to themselves.

      Inside the townhouse, a crystal clock fell to the floor and broke, the minute hand ceasing its revolution, yet still Barry White played on.

      Seven songs later, the rescue party left the townhouse. Of AnnaLynne there was no sign and they departed ashamed, the beast having broken into individual parts capable of thought and reason. Unable to look at each other, wondering what the hell they’d done, they left the scene as quickly as decency allowed. Rob the deputy sheriff remained in the kitchen, trampled, most of his bones broken, his heart long stopped and leaking into the marble tiles.

      Part and parcel of the mob, Billy walked out too, bearing no sign he was a cop. His badge, his radio, his firearm hidden, stuffed inside a kitchen cabinet, and he’d blended in. He mingled in with the horde, imitating their outrage, even stomping on the dead cop, and now he left with them, sharing their shame. His 4Runner lay in a ruin of parts, tires slashed, windows gone. Playing his part to the full, he walked until out of sight of his fellow rioters, and he returned via the back alley, unnoticed.

      Inside again, he retrieved his hidden gear. He and Rob had been there unofficially, and soon he would never have been there at all. He looked away from Rob, a knot building in his throat as his barriers wobbled, as he searched the man’s pockets until finding his burner phone.

      Billy stepped outside and wiped his eyes and groaned at the stars and wiped his eyes again. He made a short phone call and said he needed a cleanup. “Burn it down,” he said and he disconnected. At his 4Runner, he collected the registration and removed the VIN. The tags he left on, counterfeit anyway.

      He walked away. On closer inspection, he walked leaning to the side, his balance thrown off by one ruined ear that would never heal.
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            Only The Strong

          

        

      

    

    
      Mayor Campbell’s scalp was greasy with sweat, and he considered Johnny Sugar a block away. The sedan was hidden in the dark, and Campbell viewed Johnny through a windshield spider-webbed and splintered. Johnny was crouched on the road as though mourning the dead.

      What Campbell wanted to know was, how? How was this man alive? How was it he commanded such loyalty among his citizens? How was his leg not broken, when he’d been sent pictures of the man’s leg bone protruding from his pants, his got’damn leg bone. How was he not in jail?

      He’d known when Augustus knocked earlier that it augured disaster. The man grinning sinister, teeth sharpened, gun in hand, get in the car, Mr. Mayor, the man high on ecstasy or whatever the hell he took, the man who used to be his dog on a leash, a killer, now loose and not obeying.

      El Hacendado had summoned Mayor Campbell, and when push came to shove, Augustus obeyed a higher power than the mayor. Campbell had never felt so impotent, so powerless and afraid. All of it falling apart, this house of cards, built on cash and scalps, unsteady at the base, as unsteady as the criminals he’d trusted.

      No one answered his calls. Not Rhodes. Not El Hacendado. Not Billy. Not Andre, not anyone, and now Augustus wouldn’t respond, though the man sat next to him. Augustus’ attention was fully fixed on the man ahead, crouched near the bus.

      The hat gave Campbell shivers and he despised his own weakness.

      “C’mon, partner.” Augustus shifted, jumpy, in the driver’s seat, murmuring to himself. “Look up. Look up, look up.”

      “Why’re we still here? We should be halfway across this damn city by now,” said Campbell. His driver—he should never have let the madman drive—didn’t respond. “We stayed to kill Johnny? Is that why we didn’t drive off?” Campbell thrust out his hand. “So kill him! He’s right there.”

      “I don’t shoot a man in the back, Mr. Mayor.”

      “Yes you do.”

      “I said a man.”

      Augustus revved the sedan’s engine, though the brakes kept them from jumping forward.

      Sweat dripped into Campbell’s eyes. They’d lost air conditioning when the horse fell on the hood. He hadn’t been outside in weeks, and Lord was it hot in Atlanta.

      “Let’s go,” said Campbell. “Back to City Hall.”

      Augustus didn’t respond. He gunned the engine again, the tachometer rising and falling.

      “You can’t hear anymore?” said Campbell. “Lets’ go. To the tower. Now.”

      “Not everyone gets to hide in towers.” Finally Augustus looked at him and Campbell wished he hadn’t. “I’d shoot you in the back, little mayor.”

      Finally, Johnny stood and adjusted his hat, turning to consider the approaching mob. Augustus said, “Atta, boy, Johnny!” He stomped the gas, released the brakes, and the muscled sedan fishtailed an instant and careened forward.

      Johnny saw them coming, though only just. He threw himself to the side, Augustus a howling laugh, swerving to meet him, missing, out of control, the rear wheels whirling without purchase, and they spun through the intersection and slammed sideways into an old Buick Lesabre. Campbell was hurled into his harness, friction burning his collar. The driver’s side door caved in, breaking Augustus’ humerus, but he didn’t feel it. The engine sputtered and quit.

      The mayor’s sedan sat idle and hissing between Johnny and the oncoming mob, a mob which somehow had procured torches, honest to God flaming torches.

      Mayor Campbell fought his seat belt release, threw open his door, and stood out, only to find Johnny Sugar waiting and he shrank back again. Of all the men on the planet, this man was the one he didn’t want outside his door.

      “Mayor Campbell, you’re under arrest,” said Johnny.

      “Like hell I am,” responded Campbell from the passenger seat, door half closed.

      “For skipping a court summons, for failing to comply with a subpoena, and I could probably drum up a few more, but those are plenty. You have the right to remain silent, and I’d be obliged if you did.”

      Augustus buzzed open the sedan’s sunroof and he climbed out that way, instead of scrambling over the mayor in the passenger seat. Campbell was gratified to see Johnny edge cautiously backward.

      “Why Johnny Sugar! You beautiful man, what happened to your neck?”

      Augustus jumped off the roof to land before Johnny. His left arm lung limp.

      Johnny stretched his neck, a vivid and bleeding wound wrapped around. “Been a long night.”

      “And where is that pretty young thing you keep, the jogger with the good legs and bouncing sports bra?”

      “I’m not sure and I miss her already.”

      “Shoot him,” said Campbell, and both men ignored the command.

      “What’d I tell you, Johnny?”

      “I don’t know, you tend to talk a lot, Augustus.”

      “I said this city was the new frontier. It would grind you up. Not everyone comes out the far side, only the strong.”

      “You were right. I hate this place.” Johnny pointed. “Your arm’s broke, Augustus.”

      “I only need one.”

      “I’m arresting Campbell.”

      “After I’m dead, help yourself, partner.”

      “He hired you on as a chauffeur?” said Johnny. “My opinion of you is lowered.”

      “I was paid handsomely, Johnny, handsomely to keep him alive. You take him, I don’t get the other half. And I want that other half real bad. So bad. So so bad, Johnny, you understand that.”

      The angry chants of the mob grew louder, louder than Campbell’s heartbeat.

      “How much if you shoot me?” said Johnny.

      “A hundred.”

      “Five,” called Campbell. “Make it five hundred thousand, and do it right fucking now and let’s go.”

      “You hear that, Johnny? A cool half a million for one bullet. This night is young.”

      “Augustus we aren’t friends, but I wouldn’t say we’re enemies. I give you this one chance to run off.”

      “Run away from half a million? Just turn and leave that money here on the ground?” Augustus laughed, the sound of insanity.

      “You’re high,” said Johnny. “High and stupid, you can’t even stand still.”

      “Means I feel no fear, my man!”

      “You’re still keeping that pistol under your arm.”

      “So?”

      “So you’re stupid. I already mentioned that,” said Johnny. “You’re high, your arm’s broke, and you can’t outdraw me with the revolver. Last chance, Augustus. Run on home.”

      “I reject your offer.”

      Johnny adjusted his stance, only a shifting of weight, but it carried menace. Between the two men—steady cool Johnny with the two worn leather holsters, and giggling Augustus with the flashy shirt and tailored leather pants—it wasn’t Augustus who Campbell would pick to survive a wilderness.

      “I told you weeks ago, peek at your hole cards so you know what you’re up against,” said Johnny.

      “And I told you, they don’t matter, I’ll go down with my finger on the trigger. You were hanged, bleeding everywhere, you’re limping, and I didn’t see you reload. I think you’re bluffing, card player like yourself, Johnny Sugar. I say you’re out.”

      “I got one left, on the good side. I’ll count to three. You draw whenever.”

      The rioters were only fifty feet away. Campbell felt them through the earth.

      “One,” Johnny said. So calm, too damn calm.

      “I know how to count,” shouted Augustus. Campbell heard fear in Augustus’ voice and he went cold, head to toe. “I can count, so hold on.”

      “Two.”

      “Oh fine, dammit, Johnny, you perfect son of a bitch.” Augustus slapped his hand to his ribs and drew the pearl handled Smith & Wesson revolver, faster than Campbell had ever seen a man move.

      A detonation of noise.

      Pieces of Augustus spattered against Campbell’s window, shot through the heart. Johnny had fired from the hip, a sick thump, and now he moved in a sidestep, to the right, to the right. Augustus managed to return fire twice, missing wide, before he dropped backward against the sedan’s tire. The pearl-handled Model 19 revolver clattered beside him, a worthless thing now. Augustus twisted, like he’d fallen on something sharp, arching his spine off the blacktop. “This city,” he said. “I knew it. I knew this city…”

      One ragged inhalation through his punctured chest and the fight left him. His trigger finger, and all the others, came to rest on the hot street.

      Johnny drew his left revolver, his father’s, switched hands, and slipped it into his right holster. The other gun, his own, now empty, he dropped into the left.

      “I got two remaining, Campbell,” he said. “According to your own law, I can bring you in dead or alive.”
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      Campbell was too scared to move his legs.

      Below the level of the window, the red dripping window, he called El Hacendado. He called Rhodes. He called Q. Straight to voice mail beeps.

      The riot reached the Buick behind his own sedan.

      “Better come on!” shouted Johnny. “These people don’t like you!”

      Two rioters stood on the Buick and shouted words without sense. They recognized Johnny. Recognized him and cheered.

      “These are my people!” cried Campbell. “Not yours, mine! I did all this for them!”

      “It’s still September and you’re worth several grand. All you are is a bag of cash.”

      The rioters subsumed the Buick and reached Campbell’s sedan. He screamed his importance and they didn’t care. His car rocked. A man fell through the sunroof like a parachuter, landing beside the mayor. The sedan was surrounded and Campbell began to suffocate.

      They recognized the mayor. Recognized and loathed him. The rear doors opened. The man in the passenger seat pulled at his ears. In the back they grabbed his arms. Others at his door took hold of his feet and hauled. The sedan rocked back and forth, back and forth. Windshield wipers broke loose. The rearview mirror too.

      Campbell crying and kicking. His shoes came off. Someone with a torch held it to his feet to burn him, but the flames hurt his attackers too. Screeching laughter.

      Jumping on the hood, further breaking the windshield.

      Someone shouted to flip the car.

      Scrabbling at his face, his nose. Knees on his chest, pinning him, forcing the air from his lungs. His feet were burning again. All four limbs locked in place.

      The world turned black and all was lost, until the gunshot.

      One loud blast that startled the riot.

      “Get back,” shouted Johnny Sugar. “Get back now.”

      He parted the red crowd and he fired a second time, and they ducked away like insects on a pond.

      Campbell knew Johnny had no more bullets.

      A strong hand grabbed Campbell by his torn shirt and hauled him out. Campbell was hoisted onto Johnny’s shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

      “We’re Atlanta. And this isn’t the way,” Johnny told the riot, and it was like he’d dumped icy water on them. They shrank from him, embarrassed, scolded like children, and they were penitent. “You’re making it worse,” he said. The nature of the mob shivered front to back, whispers of Johnny Sugar.

      Praying he didn’t collapse under the weight, Johnny walked Campbell free of the mess of mankind.

      “Don’t know why I’m bothering,” he grunted, and they were the final words Campbell heard before the stress of the night overcame him.
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        * * *

      

      Agents Sinatra and Beck found Johnny. Riding in the Camaro, they spotted the solitary figure carrying the load down the middle of an empty street and they braked next to him. Too tired and weary to manage it himself, they helped Johnny lower the body of Campbell to the ground.

      “How’d you get him?” asked Sinatra.

      “Grit and luck, and every bullet I brought.”

      “I’m glad we’re amigos, Johnny. Not many men alive I’m scared of. They had you circled, circled, in that parking lot.”

      In the tiny backseat of the Camaro lay El Hacendado, bound and gagged.

      Kunga pulled up behind, driving Johnny’s Mustang. He hadn’t been able to shift the car out of second, the clutch and the gears too damn confusing. They loaded the mayor into the passenger side of the Mustang, which had no backseat.

      Kunga handed Johnny the keys.

      “I’m done driving that thing.”

      “What about you?” said Johnny.

      “I saw something I gotta do, Jay.”

      Johnny and Kunga hugged, and Johnny didn’t know how much he needed it, and the embrace brought life back into him. He let go of his best friend feeling better than he had all day, some fresh spirit imparted into him.

      “I’ll come back to get you,” said Johnny.

      “How you gone find me? Without a phone?”

      “Yeah, maybe I should get one of those. I’ll find Bella.”

      Johnny and Sinatra shook hands.

      “I just can’t get over,” said Johnny, “how good looking you are.”

      “Night cream,” said Sinatra. “All it is. And cut out the carbs.”

      “Do Dr. Pepper and moonshine have carbs?” said Johnny. “What about Cheetos?”

      “Ay dios.”

      Agent Beck handed him a card. “My number. Have Bella Adams call me, please.”

      “You bet.”

      A gloomy and triumphant parting.

      The federal agents returned to their Camaro.

      Johnny to his Mustang.

      And at last, the mayor to the prison.
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        * * *

      

      Sinatra and Beck drove El Hacendado to the Zone Six Atlanta Police Department, the least trafficked station. No other recovery agents waited, and the intake officer was shellshocked, both by Sinatra and his charge. Sinatra booked El Hacendado under his real name, Maximo de León Cruz. The drug lord was fingerprinted and photographed. Fully processed, Sinatra claimed credit for the capture as Johnny Young.

      The late-night officers knew this wasn’t Johnny Young. They knew who Johnny was and they knew this wasn’t him. This man, they thought, was some kind of movie star, but there was no rule against him giving credit to someone else, was there?

      As soon as Maximo was booked, Sinatra surprised them again, producing his marshal credentials and supremacy license, and requesting the prisoner back immediately. He was relocating Maximo to a more secure federal facility.

      “I just closed the door,” said Officer Mary. “Why bring him here in the first place?”

      “Guy’s worth a million dollars, amigo.”

      “You can’t collect, Marshal.”

      “Not me. I’m sending a couple on their honeymoon.”

      “You’re what?”

      Agent Beck yawned. “This has been a very trying day. Can we please move this along?”

      “I don’t trust Atlanta’s prisons. I don’t trust Georgia. I don’t trust anyone but Uncle Sam,” said Sinatra. “Go get my prisoner, por favor.”
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        * * *

      

      Kunga wearily climbed aboard an abandoned MARTA bus and fired the engine. After several false starts, he reversed the bus in order to access the man pinned beneath. Or at least, half the man.

      The other half of Junior, Kunga had to run off two feral dogs from sniffing.

      Crest Lawn Memorial Park had been undergoing a revitalization project when work stopped months ago, and Kunga took three trips there—long walks, two carrying Junior Rhodes, and one carrying Augustus, dead not fifty feet from Junior. The entire journey required an hour, each man laid to rest in holes near a forgotten mini excavator, holes he cleaned out first with a trash bag.

      Kunga had no false understanding of the afterlife, nor did he claim to, but he couldn’t imagine either dead man choosing to live eternity under the rule of an almighty God. These men would choose annihilation rather than bend the knee, and so they were now and forevermore merely bones. Kunga buried them to honor their creator, not the men. Using a rusted shovel, he poured dirt over them until it was nearly morning. Rather than have them stacked up at some morgue, he gave them back to Atlanta.

      He fell asleep nearby, under a leafy maple, and in his dreams, angels attended him.
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      Mayor Campbell lasted three days in Fulton prison before deputy sheriffs discovered his corpse in the yard. Stabbed twenty-three times by six different shivs, it was assumed they acted on orders from the outside. On the security video, a group of twenty Columbians surrounded him and hid him from view, and when they dispersed Campbell was dead. Each claimed innocence and ignorance, and did not fight the discipline of solitary confinement.

      Acting Mayor Thompson—formerly Campbell’s chief of staff—resigned on the news, fearing for her life. So did Ingram, the chief operating officer and next in line.

      September ended with the city in chaos. On paper, Theo Wagner acted as mayor, formerly a policy advisor, who welcomed the President’s offer of sending in the National Guard, a small contingent of which already guarded the airport.
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        * * *

      

      Billy Young rented an apartment in Center Hill, south of Almond Park, two miles removed from downtown Atlanta, and Johnny knocked on his door.

      When Billy opened it, Johnny stepped into a right cross that would’ve staggered a horse. Billy fell over his leather ottoman, onto his couch, and Johnny bowled the couch over. Johnny hit Billy in the teeth, the nose, holding him by the hair to steady him. He hit Billy until his pinky broke, a crack in the little phalanx, and only then did he raise up and shake out his hand, his knuckles bleeding.

      Billy never fought back. He had it coming, and some ancient fraternal instinct demanded he let his little brother win this one. The butcher’s bill, however, was more than he anticipated.

      A woman was visiting Billy and she screamed and called 911, until Billy spit a gout of blood and told her to hang up. She didn’t and he shouted, “Hang that got’damn phone up!”

      Johnny stood at the door.

      “You touch her again—”

      “Yeah yeah.” Billy couldn’t raise, so he stayed on the floor.

      “You even come near her again—”

      “I hear you, little brother. I hear you.”

      “Don’t test me.”

      “You get to walk out, Johnny. But if you come back, you won’t. Not even for Dad.”

      “I’m wondering about you, Billy. From what she told me. I’m wondering and I don’t like what I’m thinking.”

      “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking,” said Billy and he paused to cough and spit more. “Then maybe you ought to be real careful.”

      “I won’t trust you again.”

      “The world is harder than you ever realized. It takes hard men. Even as a boy, you didn’t get that, you stupid shit.”

      Johnny touched his hat, a motion which hurt his hand, and said, “Sorry to disturb you,” and the woman didn’t know how to respond, curled into a ball on the leather chair, staring at the blood, the fight only beginning.
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            A Man She Considered Her Own

          

        

      

    

    
      In late October, the depth of Campbell’s financial mismanagement took its toll. The bounties cost more than anticipated, as did various other projects, including the construction of his massive new prison, and the city defaulted.

      Sanitation and transportation staff was slashed. Teachers in Fulton and Atlanta were informed their paychecks would be reduced twenty-five percent, and police by fifty percent.

      An unimaginable desperation.

      To be fully operational, Atlanta and Fulton needed five thousand sworn officers in their police and sheriff departments. They’d been making do at two thousand. At the news of their reduced paychecks, eighteen hundred of the remaining force walked off the job in protest, most never to return. Far less than a skeleton crew remained.

      On coming to work the day after, his face still tender, Billy Young found his department mostly empty. Good. Less eyeballs watching him the better.

      The president sent more troops to the city to secure the prisons, the schools, and the upcoming election.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Johnny took Bella ring shopping. They visited Icebox and Solomon Brothers, and other high-end jewelry stores, and Bella squirmed with each ring, declaring her violent distaste.

      Outside Antwerp Diamonds, Bella paced the sidewalk and tried not to cry.

      “I don’t see the problem,” said Johnny. He wore a splint on his pinky. “That last one cost forty grand, the nicest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “I know. I know,” she said. “I don’t understand what’s wrong.”

      “You’re not a jewelry girl.”

      “I’m not. But I always assumed an engagement ring would be an exception.”

      “It’s what couples usually do, but maybe we don’t have to?” He sat on a bench and watched her, his favorite pastime. No one moved like Bella.

      “We don’t?”

      “We’re not like other couples. We don’t have to do things like them.”

      She sat beside him and buried her face into his shoulder and she enjoyed his cologne. “I’m supposed to want a ring, but I hate them. They’re stupid and pointless.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “I’m not a ring girl.”

      “Makes me admire you even more,” he said.

      “Don’t you compare me to a horse right now.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “You know what the problem is?” She rose quickly. “Here’s the problem. Ring shopping is a celebration of me. Look at me, look at me, I’m a damn princess. Me me me. Rings and dresses and blah. I’m not that girl. I don’t want to focus on me, I don’t want to be spoiled or selfish or any of that garbage.”

      “When you get married, you’re allowed.”

      “That doesn’t make it healthy. Not for me, it makes me insane. You know what I want? I want you.”

      “You have me,” said Johnny, his heart warm.

      “I want what you want. That will make me happy.”

      “You want what I want?”

      “I don’t want a ring. I want me and you. What do you want?” she said.

      “I’m happy with everything.”

      “No, listen, you jerk. We’re rich right now. No bosses, no jobs, at least for a few weeks. What should we do? What do you want?”

      Johnny tilted his head back and considered the question, and after a minute he had his answer. Bella searched on her phone and found the solution. They returned to the homestead, packed two bags, and drove to the airport.

      Six hours later, they checked into a luxury resort on St. Lucia in the southern Caribbean Sea. Neither had ever been, and the blues of the ocean left them speechless. Turns out, the entire world wasn’t burning, only Atlanta.

      At the reception desk, a dubious Johnny said, “This place has horses?”

      The attendant smiled at the happy couple. “Yes sir.”

      “Bella and I can ride them all over, even in the ocean?”

      “Shall I reserve you a ride, sir?”

      “Point me toward the stable. I’ll take the two most spirited horses you have, every day.”

      “Not every day,” said Bella, tugging his hand.

      They vacationed for ten nights, Bella reading half a dozen crime novels and delighting in something hitherto unknown to her—wearing tiny bikinis and lingerie. And riding a horse named Joker through the surf.

      Johnny cared for Bella as second nature. Gradually she was learning that to accept it was to give Johnny a gift, and vice versa, harder than Johnny anticipated, to let someone love him, and they quarreled about it once a day.

      On the eighth day, Bella received the phone call from Agent Beck. The phone call of her life.

      “You’re in,” said Beck.

      Due to the extraordinary events surrounding the capture of El Hacendado and the rescue of AnnaLynne Isaacson, plus her temporary assignment as a deputy marshal and the recommendations by Sinatra and Noelle Beck, Bella was personally invited by Director Waylon McNeal to join the US Marshals Service. She was to report to the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco in November. Glynco was in Georgia, close enough to suit Johnny.

      Bella hung up and cried in Johnny’s lap. At last, one shining career not up in flames.
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        * * *

      

      On their final day, relaxing at the pool, Johnny restless and Bella absorbed in a book, Johnny noted the news on a television above the cabana bar.

      He wandered into the shade and asked for a refill on his piña colada. Rum and coconut, close enough to a fruit moonshine to please him. On screen was a familiar face.

      AnnaLynne Isaacson.

      She’d been leading in the polls, and today, November 7th, in a landslide victory, she was officially declared the next mayor of Atlanta, one of the world’s most notorious and scrutinized posts due to the ongoing mayhem.

      Bemused, he listened to her speech, wherein she accepted the job and thanked the citizens, afterward she took questions. The first was in effect how the hell did a bloodthirsty lawyer intend to solve the disaster zone that was her city.

      She smiled, grim and benevolent, and recognized the challenge would be steep.

      “The first thing I intend to do is to bring real and respected leadership to our police force,” she said, a steely glint to her eyes. “I’ll waste no time in telling you of a change, effective as soon as I’m sworn into office, which I’m told will happen sooner than January, due to the extenuating circumstances. A change in personnel that should bring comfort to Atlanta’s citizens.”

      Johnny accepted the piña colada, frozen, requiring him to use a straw, something he loathed, a man drinking from a straw, but the rum and sugar was worth it. Even better than a Dr. Pepper.

      On screen, AnnaLynne Isaacson said, “We will have a new Chief of Police, on day one. A chief who will work hand in hand with me to restore order, and also cooperate with the federal government and their extensive resources. I will be hiring my fiancé to the role.” She smiled at the camera, a good smile that helped get her elected. That and the missing buttons, and her long-standing platform of denouncing Campbell. Johnny hadn’t known she was engaged and he pitied the poor man. “At the time of our engagement, we didn’t know the police force would be decimated and that his services would be needed, but they are, requiring him to accept the role because he is a good man, no matter who he intends to marry. A man who accepts my leadership. Our new chief of police will be none other than Georgia’s own son, Johnny Sugar Young.”

      Jolted, Johnny coughed into his drink, spouting the cocktail as a geyser into his face. He dropped the glass and it shattered on the white tile, a mess that’d take a long time to clean, but he was coughing too hard to start.

      Bella looked up from her book and smiled at Johnny across the pool as he grabbed napkins, a man she considered her own fiancé, or even more if they could arrange it by tomorrow, and she turned the page of her novel.
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        * * *

      

      —Epilogue—

      

      Kunga sat in the dark of Forever Young for hours. He breathed slow and easy, eyes closed. The television was off and the air conditioning hummed, though autumnal temperatures in Georgia only required it an hour a day. He meditated on the scripture he read that morning, and he reminisced on his brother, dead a couple years now, and on Johnny his best friend and Bella his other. He felt fully alive to the present and fully content, as the past filtered through it.

      Johnny and Bella were due back later today, but Kunga wouldn’t be there. He knew that. He knew it in a way that went beyond understanding.

      His eyes opened and he saw clearly in the dark and he was prepared when the door opened.

      Sheriff Ryan Rhodes lumbered heavily inside. Outside two deputies waited at their cruiser. Rhodes cast around in the dark like a suspicious bull, eyes wide.

      “Just me, Sheriff,” said Kunga.

      “The man I’m looking for.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t know shit.” With the door propped open so he could see, Rhodes pulled the chair opposite Kunga and he sat down. His breath rasped through his nostrils and his black windbreaker rustled. “Last time I was here, I caught me a fugitive.”

      Kunga didn’t respond. He kept his peace.

      “You killed my son,” said Rhodes.

      Kunga shook his head. “I did not.”

      “My son’s blood was all over the front of a bus and I found your fingerprints on the steering wheel and gear shift. And then, somehow, by God, I discover you left a police report with the location of his body, out in some park, the officer on duty too cot’damn stupid to write it down correctly, me only finding out a month and a half later.”

      Kunga drew a breath, changed his mind, and nodded.

      “You deny any of that?”

      “No I don’t deny any of that,” said Kunga.

      “You killed my son.”

      “I did not kill him. I found him and buried him.”

      Rhodes rose like a volcano and threw the table to the side. “YOU KILLED MY BOY.”

      Kunga closed his eyes.

      Rhodes drew his riot baton and cracked Kunga behind the ear.

      Outside the deputies glanced at each other, safe and hidden behind their sunglasses, and stayed where they were.

      Rhodes stood a long time above Kunga’s limp body, tapping the baton against his palm. His heavy chest rose and fell, disappointed the man didn’t put up a fight and wondering if he should beat him anyway. He nudged Kunga with his boot and he spoke loudly.

      “You’re gonna take me to the burial location of my boy,” he said. “And then you will have the distinct honor of being the first inmate of a recently completed prison. An entire fortress to yourself, where I intend you to slowly rot away, me visiting you every week with this baton. That is, if I don’t lose my shit and hang you first.”

      Rhodes stormed out and sent his deputies in to arrest Kunga. Kunga was dragged and tossed carelessly into the back of their cruiser. Rhodes debated burning the bar down, but felt confident electronic cameras were surveilling the scene, so he contented himself with his fugitive and they drove off.

      Inside Forever Young, Kunga’s white do-rag lay on the cold floor. Discarded in the violence, a drop of blood at the edge. A do-rag but more than that. An adornment where worlds once overlapped.

      Johnny found it two days later and he grabbed it up, confused, the only sign he could find of his best friend. He blinked at it, bunched in his tanned hand, wondering if his eyes played tricks, because the thing looked like it’d been glowing. A faint pure light, just enough to banish the dark.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Reader,

      I hoped you enjoyed Hell For Leather. (You did).

      Obviously the story is not over. More is required of Johnny and Bella. I hope you’ll stay with them.

      You’re now two books into the Alan Lee universe. All my novels overlap and intersect. You met Sinatra, a James Bond-style deputy marshal, who is more than he seems. He has his own series, he and Agent Beck. As of writing this in August of 2023, the universe is 23 books big, with much more on the way.

      If you’d like to continue in the universe (you would), I suggest August Origins. Book one of a killer mystery series, and the first book featuring Sinatra, who arrives in chapter seven, having driven all night to escape certain demons. This series stars a detective named Mackenzie, who ventures into the burning city of Atlanta in later books, and who will (I hope) meet Johnny Sugar soon. Mackenzie is great and you’ll love him.

      Thank you for reading. If you’re so inclined, leave a review, good or bad. It helps independent guys like me compete with enormous publishing houses.

      -Alan

      

      PS. I live in Roanoke, Virginia, with my lovely wife, two boys, one daughter, and a Boston Terrier named Chloe. Pop into a coffee shop in Roanoke City and perhaps you’ll find me working on book three of Atlanta Burning.

      

      Excerpt from August Origins, Book One of the August mystery series

      

      -Chapter One-

      Sheriff Stackhouse stepped into my new office on a Tuesday afternoon. I recognized her from recent campaign posters, and I, a gentleman sleuth, stood.

      She read the name on my door, “Mackenzie August?”

      I nodded. “Sheriff.”

      The Washington Nationals were playing a day game against the Mets, and I thumbed the volume down on my laptop, where I’d been listening. It was ninety degrees outside and my air conditioning struggled. Too hot to serve the four subpoenas waiting on my desk.

      I disliked sweating.

      “Are you free,” she said, “for a chat?”

      “I’m great at chatting. What about?”

      “A homicide investigation.”

      The sheriff was followed by a man who resembled what a cop should look like—thick, hairy forearms, snub nose, buzz cut, maybe forty-five.

      Two clients. I remained calm.

      He threw me a nod.

      “You look like your father,” said the sheriff. “Which is good.”

      I indicated the client chairs opposite my desk.

      She sat and shifted to accommodate a pistol and badge clipped to her belt, and she crossed her legs. She wore tight khakis that flared at her lace-up Kate Spades. Her white button-up shirt was tucked in, sleeves rolled up, collar flicked wide.

      Though I was fifteen years her junior, I was not unmoved. She was good looking. Damn good looking. I’d heard her described as good breeding wasted on public service.

      “You’re bigger than I thought. Taller and…” She held out her hands like this. “And broader. You played football at Radford University, if I recall,” she said.

      “That team? They never won a game.” Buzzcut poked through the stuff on my bookshelves. He resembled a Rottweiler. Not good breeding.

      My office was on the second floor above a bookstore and the restaurant Metro, on Campbell. Outside my window, millennials streamed for the farmer’s market, and we could hear their voices.

      I came this close to buying a bottle of scotch for my bookshelves last week. I was good at my job, but would clients know it without one? Did other detectives display scotch on their bookshelves? Philip Marlowe did.

      “I read about you in the papers.” Stackhouse brushed something invisible off her knee. “The Los Angeles thing. The North murders, a real disaster.”

      I sat. “It was. That’s the reason I left.”

      “Sergeant Sanders and I are working on the homicides together. We’d like your assistance.” She reached toward Sergeant Sanders and he placed an iPad into her hand. She powered it on and ran her finger across the screen. “First I’ll verify a few details. You were born and raised here, Roanoke, Virginia. Played football at Radford and earned a dual degree in English and Criminal Justice. After graduation you moved to California and joined the Highway Patrol. Transferred to the Los Angeles Police Department. After two years, you were assigned to homicide. Promoted to detective. Got mixed up in that high-profile North fiasco. Took a leave of absence that became permanent. Moved to South Hill, and taught English for one year. Came home, got your private detective license and hired out to local law firms. How am I doing so far?”

      “In California,” I said, “I was the precinct chess champion.”

      She returned to her iPad like she wasn’t impressed, which was ridiculous.

      “You fought in underground cage matches in Los Angeles. You were reprimanded multiple times for insubordination. And last year you shot your coworker.”

      Buzzcut sniffed his approval. “Shot the bastard twenty times.”

      “He needed it,” I said. “All twenty.”

      “Despite the reprimands, your former supervisors had good things to say about you. Captain Bonham told me I’m a horse’s ass if I don’t hire you. You come highly recommended by Brad Thompson Law in Salem. He says your work is so much better than your peers’ that he’ll hire no one else and the other firms are catching on. You’re not married. Finally, you have a son named Kix.”

      “Last but paramount in importance.”

      She clicked off the iPad.

      “I’m here to offer you a job, Mr. August.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “But I’m not interested in police work.”

      “Good. I’m not interested in having you in my office.”

      “Rude.”

      “Roanoke has a gang problem. A significant one,” she said.

      “Roanoke doesn’t have gangs. Roanoke has illegal organized groups involved in territorial disputes.”

      She smiled. Kinda. “You’re quoting me. From the article in the Times a few weeks ago. That was bullshit I fed to the press. We have a gang problem.”

      “I knew it.”

      “Roanoke’s problem is narcotics. On the East Coast, cocaine and opiates are smuggled in from South America and the Caribbean. Much of it is warehoused in Miami and Atlanta, waiting for distribution. But the drugs don’t stay there. Unfortunately for us, Roanoke is the halfway point between Atlanta and New York City. Seven hours each way. Billions’ worth of drugs travel up and down Interstate 81, and Roanoke is the perfect rendezvous.”

      Buzzcut Sergeant Sanders spoke up. “We’re a staging area. A shit-ton gets stashed here by the local gang.”

      “Bloods,” I said.

      “Yes. Crystal meth hasn’t hit us yet, thank god,” said Stackhouse. “We’ve got our hands full of cocaine.”

      “And you want me to tackle this problem.”

      She smiled again. Kinda. “It’s a bit beyond one man.”

      I pointed at Stackhouse. “You’re the sheriff. And he’s the police. You represent different departments.”

      “This is a joint endeavor,” she said. “I’m taking point but I’ll collaborate with the chief of police, and with Sergeant Sanders.”

      “I met the chief,” I said. “Or what’s left of him. We shook hands and I nearly killed him.”

      Buzzcut did a snort.

      “I heard you was funny,” he said.

      “Were.”

      “What?”

      “Were funny, or are,” I said. “Not was. It’s complicated because are and were are both plural, but you does not take singular verbs.”

      “The hell are you talking about?” he said.

      “Don’t blame me, Sanders. It’s the rules.”

      “English teacher,” he said.

      “You betcha.”

      “Sanders, close your mouth,” Sheriff Stackhouse said. “We’re here because we need help. I have it on good authority a heavy hitter has recently moved to town.”

      “Define heavy hitter.”

      “Gangs don’t have strict hierarchies or leadership, per se. You know this from Los Angeles. Roanoke is even less organized than most. The Bloods are subdivided into neighborhoods, like Lincoln Terrace. But the sets do recognize older and more powerful members. Apparently, the Roanoke Bloods has one. An important one. Nicknamed the General.”

      “Your sources are low-ranking gang members?”

      She nodded.

      “Correct. Incarcerated and willing to snitch for a reduced prison sentence.”

      “How do I help?” I said.

      “By returning to the classroom. I’d like fresh eyes and ears inside Patrick Henry High School. I believe the General is active there.”

      “You want me to teach.”

      She nodded more. “Yes. Tenth-grade English.”

      “This would interfere with my thriving private detective enterprise.”

      “Think of me as a ten-month client.”

      “You can’t afford me.”

      She gave me a half smile, genuine this time, and shifted in her chair. “Sexy talk for a broke PI.”

      “That’s economic profiling. I’m loaded.”

      “Yet you live with your father.”

      “The August boys stick together.” I made a dignified fist for visual aid. “Solidarity.”

      “No interest in teaching?”

      “The schools have resource officers. You don’t need me.”

      “ROs wear uniforms. Hard to get fresh intel. They’re cops, in other words, and I need a snitch.”

      “You said this was a homicide investigation.”

      “The General is killing people. Young women,” she said.

      “Ah.”

      “I need someone to listen in the tenth grade. That age is beginning to drive. Becoming more active in gangs. If we identify some of the General’s new recruits, we can catch him. We know you can handle this because of your well-publicized heroics last year.”

      “I sympathize with your investigation. But I’ll pass.”

      She sucked lightly on her pearlescent front teeth and tapped her index finger on the chair’s armrest. “What is your hesitation?”

      “I like my job,” I said.

      “You liked teaching. You were applying for jobs like this last year.”

      I shrugged. “Not interested. But thanks.”

      “I offended you. I said something uncouth, but I’m unsure what. I didn’t realize men could be so prickly.”

      “Only us sensitive types.”

      “Come on, Mackenzie. You do not strike me as a sensitive type.”

      “I’m not. Yet I still decline.”

      She stood and inspected me with pursed lips. Rather than pushing her point, she walked to the door. “I’ll be back. I’m not giving up on you yet.”

      “You’ll need to wait behind my many clients with bags of cash.”

      “Think about it. Please.”

      “Because you asked nicely.”

      Sergeant Sanders shot me with his finger and followed her out. He left the door open and the heat poured in.

      

      -Chapter Two-

      The following morning my son Kix and I sat in the kitchen eating breakfast. He was almost two and concentrating on scooping bits of banana into his mouth using an adult spoon. He spurned baby spoons for reasons I hoped would become clear when he began speaking in full sentences.

      He was a good-looking kid. Got the big blue eyes, long lashes, and sudden smile from his mother. His biceps and deltoids, however, left a lot to be desired and he wasn’t keen on curling reps with his firetruck. He took a draught of milk, slammed the cup, and gave me a grin.

      Life was good.

      We lived in the Grandin neighborhood. Big house on a big corner lot off Windsor Avenue. Big enough to have two staircases, sheer lunacy. A restored 1925 classic brick foursquare, so Timothy August said, with wraparound porch and interior craftsman woodwork. The yard was shaded with hundred-year-old pine, maple, and magnolia trees.

      No mother, no cousins, no grandparents, just us August boys. When Timothy August found out we were moving to Roanoke, my old man put his trendy condo in Hunting Hills up for sale and bought this place on the condition we move in.

      In my thirties, living with Dad. Just like I planned.

      Kix requested more bananas. I told him to use his manners. He did, though he couldn’t pronounce the “L” in please yet. I acquiesced anyway.

      Timothy August, my father, entered. Brown loafers, pressed chinos, blue sports coat. With three buttons, the saucy creature. He poured coffee from the carafe, sat, and snapped open a newspaper. “Morning, boys.”

      “No one reads newspapers anymore, Dad.”

      “Only those of us with class, son.” He lowered the paper long enough to smile at Kix, who responded with sunshine. “Hello, grandson.”

      Kix pointed at his food and expressed concern. Dad agreed. I got more coffee.

      “Busy day?” he asked.

      “I’m thwarting an evil apartment building which is being sued by clients who have fallen on the stairs. The proprietor arranged an impressive cover-up but I am undaunted.”

      “One of Brad Thompson’s assignments?”

      “It is.”

      “Sheriff Stackhouse phoned last night.” Timothy tilted his head down far enough to examine me over his stylish bifocals. “She told me about the job offer.”

      “Embarrassing. What kind of sheriff would call my father about it?”

      “A determined one.”

      “You two must go back,” I said.

      “Yes. We’ve both lived in Roanoke for the past twenty-odd years, so…”

      “Perhaps you noticed she’s a smoke show.”

      “She’s always been attractive, yes. She’s aging remarkably well. She’s only four years younger than me. WDBJ 7 is running out of reasons to put her face on screen.” He sipped at his coffee. “Will you accept her job offer?”

      “I’m not inclined to.”

      “I told her you wouldn’t.”

      “How’d you know?” I asked.

      “Too many bosses.”

      “I dislike bosses.”

      He nodded and returned to the paper. “Which is odd. Because they always seem to enjoy you.”

      “I’m enjoyable. But I’d rather not report to a principal, vice principal, English supervisor, department chair, and sheriff.”

      “I figured. Still,” he said behind his paper. “Still. Seems a shame. That school needs good teachers. Which, according to your previous supervisors, you are. Switching gears, is your fight tonight?”

      I nodded. “Coming to watch?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Wimp.”

      “You’re a violent man.” He sighed. “Probably take after your maternal grandmother, another reason I won’t watch. Shall I drive Kix to Roxanne’s? I’m leaving in five.”

      “No thanks, I need the jog.”

      Kix and I prepped and stepped outside. I strapped him into the jogging stroller, shoved his bag into the storage pouch, and tightened my laces.

      All of Virginia seemed to be boiling but especially Roanoke, which rested in a wide valley that trapped moisture. I broke a sweat within a block and was soaked after five. Like running in a sauna. Wearing a thick robe. After a mile I could’ve probably slipped through prison bars. But the overhanging leaves were a deep rich green and almost worth it.

      Kix loved Roxanne’s. She stayed at home with her daughter Lucy, who was the same age as Kix. Roxanne’s husband taught at Roanoke College.

      On my return trip, sans stroller, an unmarked squad car slowed beside me and kept pace. Dodge Charger, eighteen-inch performance tires, 340 horsepower. I did the math in my head and decided I couldn’t outrun it. Maybe with fresh legs. I decelerated to a walk.

      The driver’s window buzzed down. Sheriff Stackhouse. “Give you a ride?” she said.

      “I’m disgusting.”

      “Just the way I like it, babe. Hop in.”

      I did, and she handed me a manila envelope with my name on it.

      Inside were photographs of teenage girls lying dead on asphalt. I shuffled through, a familiar sick feeling in my stomach. Five years of carnage in homicide hadn’t inured me. “This is cheating.”

      “You’re damn right it is. I’ll get you however I can.”

      “These are victims of the General?”

      “Keep going,” she said. “Three girls in the last twelve months. All Roanoke City.”

      After the photos I found a medical examiner’s report. Each girl was beaten, raped, and shot. Same pistol. Gang markings were carved onto the ankles. Different DNA samples were discovered with each. “Rites of passage.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Same method of murder, but different men. Or boys.”

      “Crank the air-conditioning.”

      She hit a button on the dash and the air increased.

      “I think your gang problem is getting worse,” I said. “None of these girls are White. They make the news?”

      “Barely. Two of them are undocumented illegals, so….” She shrugged, an angry motion. There was a note of steel in her voice I hadn’t registered yesterday. “If they were White, it’d be a national story. Our planet infuriates me.”

      “These are brutal, even for a gang rite of passage. You think the new General is escalating things?”

      She nodded. “I do.

      “You have a madman on your hands.”

      “Our hands. You live here too.”

      I grunted.

      The best detectives always grunt.

      “I figured you out,” she said.

      “Yikes.”

      “I asked you to be a narc. I used the word snitch. I insulted you, in so doing. It’s beneath you and I apologize.”

      “I do not get insulted. If I did, though, I’d forgive you,” I said.

      “We need you to detect. Not to snitch.”

      I slid the photos back into the envelope. My career as a private cop was taking shape and I didn’t want to be tied down. Those photographs, though.

      “There are worse things,” she said, “than working undercover, you know. I’m getting desperate, Mackenzie. Let me take another shot at you.”

      “Sure.”

      “I want you for ten months. After that, I’ll quit molesting you. You never have to meet with me or Sergeant Sanders, unless you want. I’m after additional eyes and ears, not more meetings. We know the gangs have infrastructure within the school, but we don’t know how they communicate. Despite all security measures, the schools are infested with drugs. Raids turn up stashes but few culprits. The gangs recruit soldiers within the halls, arrange hits, rumble between classes, you name it. We’re making no progress, and those gang initiation murders scare the hell out of me. If I could get some intel on the structure and hierarchy…”

      “The General could be identified.”

      “I’m worried about escalation, so I’m throwing myself at you. Help us find this guy. Whatever you want. You run your own show, you set the terms.”

      “I enjoy Krispy Kreme doughnuts.”

      She smiled. “I will hand deliver them weekly.”

      “If you show up even once at the school, I’m out.”

      “Understood. I was being funny. Like you.”

      “I have prior obligations, so I’ll need additional days off.”

      “I can arrange that with school administration.”

      “No meetings. No hassles. I know your number. No reason to bother me.”

      “I’ll give you space to work.” She was nodding. “All the space you want.”

      “When does school start?”

      “One week.”

      “Okay. You’ve got me for ten months.”

      

      -Chapter Three-

      A few months ago I overheard a couple guys at the gym talking about a local mixed martial arts club. They met twice a week after-hours in a karate academy, for sparring. No full-time professionals, but these were legitimate fighters coming from surrounding areas to train for events like Spartyka and Titans of the Cage. Many of them ranked top five in the state in various weight classes. So I joined and trained, twice a week.

      Tonight was my first fight since California, two years ago. Nate Silva was ranked second in Roanoke for heavyweight and fourth in Virginia, and I was going to be a snack between ranked matches. The dojo was crowded and I knew no one, but before the match a couple guys kneaded my shoulders and the trainer tightened my black sparring helmet.

      “You fought before?” he shouted above the din.

      “Not recently.”

      “You a big dude. Get him to the ground. He’s nasty, amigo. Tough and strong.”

      Silva was bouncing across the mat. Shorter but thick with muscle. Snarled face, calloused from previous fights. Shaved head, eyes lidded like a snake’s. I’d seen him practicing other nights; mean, vicious kicks, threw a hard left.

      I pulled the padded fight gloves tight.

      Three five-minute rounds. To win, score the most points or manage a submission move. The dojo maintained a standing gentlemen’s agreement to not maim one’s opponent. We met in the middle. Sweat trickled down his head. I tasted the familiar coppery adrenaline. The ref issued standard rules and we touched gloves. Back to our corners and the bell rang.

      He led a feinting straight kick, but I didn’t bite. It surprised him and jolted his rhythm. He was proud and expected a fifteen-second knockout. I shifted back, let his right hook pass, and I hit him with a short hard left. Should’ve dropped him but he moved like lightning. Instead of removing his nose, I caught him in the cheek. Bells rang in his eyes. Disoriented. Pop pop to his vulnerable nose. His eyes watered, and he shifted to protection. I chased for four minutes, peppering his defenses, but his superior footwork and quickness saved him.

      Bell rang. I got water, firmly ahead in points. He sat down to recover. Murmurs of approval rippled among the onlookers.

      Next round, and he came out aggressive. A fury of fist attacks. I could see why he was ranked fourth in the state. His hands landed hard, and my arms and shoulders bruised. After a minute he saw an opening, stuck a foot behind my leg and forced us both to the mat. He landed on top and I lost my air. His mat work dwarfed mine and I spent three minutes avoiding submission. He snarled and spit and punched and kicked and wouldn’t let me up, but I was concrete, and he couldn’t break.

      The bell rang and my helmet was torn off. Round over. I relaxed. But Silva raised up and drove the heel of his hand into my unprotected temple. Pow.

      Stars, roaring black.

      Outraged fighters bounded into the ring and hurled him back. He kicked and bit like a madman. I sat up, woozy. Lungs burning. Men I didn’t know told me to follow their finger, brought water.

      The ref announced, “Silva’s disqualified. Judges are unanimous.”

      Silva swore and paced on the far side of the ring. I rolled my head and shook my limbs. No concussion.

      I owed him. Wanted to bust his ass. I told the ref, “Let’s finish it.”

      “You won, big guy. No need.”

      I tugged my helmet back on and took water. “Had worse. Ready to go.”

      The ref walked away. Silva smirked from his corner. The crowd was conflicted. I thought to reassure them with a pithy comment but talking hurt.

      The bell rang and he came on. As in the previous two rounds, he attacked. I assumed defense. Playing possum. As he closed I struck a jab that startled him, then hit a right-left combo. Dodged a weak counter, and lunged. Shoulder in his chest. My hands circled under his thighs and lifted. Textbook pile-drive. The air leaving his lungs was audible. I spun him and ground his face into the mat. He clawed and kicked, but my knee was in his back, forearm across neck.

      “You’re not getting up,” I said.

      He hissed.

      “Surrender when you’re ready, sweetheart.”

      The crowd cheered. I could put him into a painful submission move but, alas, I am virtuous. He growled and squirmed until the bell. I released and he shoved me as he rose.

      I won the points. Won two out of three rounds. And he’d been disqualified. Three out of three wasn’t bad. Except I could barely move.
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        * * *

      

      I went to Blue 5 for a beer on the way home. A trendy restaurant and bar with a modern blues theme, polished hardwood, muted lights, no live music tonight. I sat on a tall wooden chair at the busy bar with a view of the Washington Nationals game. We were up three against the Mets with two innings left.

      Everything hurt. My adrenaline high was wearing off.

      The bartender came for my order.

      She was, perhaps, the most fetching person I’d ever seen in real life. Aphrodite herself. Under the hanging bulb, her hair was the color of sunlight, pinned up. Easy smile. White button-down and black slacks worn like evening wear.

      Cool it, August. Never let ’em see you sweat.

      “Oh my. What happened to you?”

      “Walrus,” I said.

      She laughed. Yessir, old Mackenzie still got it. “You need a drink.”

      “I need a drink.”

      “You strike me as a beer guy.”

      “Got Stella Artois?”

      “Only douchebags drink them,” she said.

      “Better make it two, then.”

      She shook her head and smiled. Such a sight I was nearly struck blind. Forcefully I turned full attention back to the game. I didn’t come here to hit on bartenders.

      Focus on the game.

      Focus on baseball players. Gross, nasty baseball players.

      She brought a draft, set it on a napkin, leaned her hip against the bar, and watched the game as she dried glasses.

      “Bryce Harper.”

      “Yep,” I agreed.

      “I would marry that man just for his hair,” she said.

      “Me too.”

      “Except you’re straight.”

      “Still. That was a long home run.”

      She said, “You’re an imposing man. Why are you so big?”

      “The good Lord and His infinite wisdom. Now shush. I’m watching the game.”

      “I don’t shush. I can tell you’re new because I’d remember that swollen sweaty face.”

      “It is neither swollen nor sweaty in perpetuity,” I said. “Normally I’m above average.”

      “Too bad. It’s kind of a good look, all the carnage. Did you move here recently?”

      “I spent much of my life in Roanoke, southwest. Came back last year.”

      She said, “Where’s your accent from?”

      “Louisiana. My formative years.”

      She was called away by a patron down the bar. I did not watch her walk away.

      Well. I did. But I’m not proud of it. The view was worth the self-loathing. Light on her feet, constant motion, good muscles.

      Guy two seats down, already a little over-served, leaned my way. “I think Ronnie likes you.”

      “Is Ronnie what you call yourself? Because that’s odd.”

      “What? No. Idiot. Her, the girl. She usually doesn’t talk.”

      “Maybe because you refer to yourself in the third person as Ronnie,” I said. “Big turnoff.”

      “What? You’re being a asshole. I’m just saying.”

      “An asshole.”

      “What…”

      “An asshole, not a asshole,” I said helpfully.

      “You weren’t so big, I think I’d like to kick you in the teeth.”

      “I’m a little punchy tonight. My apologies. Next round’s on me, Ronnie.”

      “Her name’s Ronnie, not mine,” he said.

      “Whatever your name is, you smell unfortunate.”

      He swore and left.

      The bartender from Elysium returned a few minutes later and said, “You ran off Frank. A couple more whiskeys and he would’ve started singing.”

      “He said you have a boy’s name. I pointed out that you can be any gender you want and we won’t judge.”

      “You’re a mess.”

      “But on the bright side, I’m sweaty.”

      “Did you look at my ass earlier?” she asked.

      “A gentleman never tells.”

      “Because you should. A girl in my building believes she has better hamstrings than me, so I’ve been busting it. I need to prove her wrong. These things are important.”

      “Maybe I should be the judge of your contest,” I offered.

      “She was a gymnast but I was a dancer. Perhaps it’s a tie. Where’d you go to high school?”

      “Cave Spring,” I said.

      She speared olives three at a time. “We’re rivals, I went to Franklin County. When’d you graduate?”

      “We’re not in the same decade.”

      “Never know. I’m old, but I take vitamins by the fistful.”

      I told her. She told me. I was two years her elder.

      “You played football,” she said.

      “How’d you know.”

      Her eyes were a shade bluer than hazel. I think she actually glowed. I had a hard time maintaining her gaze, like my soul would catch fire. She shrugged and it looked good. “An indistinct suspicion.”

      Yeowza. Mackenzie, going off the rails. Gotta get out of here.

      I said, “You don’t look like a Franklin County girl. You’re a little too…eye-catching.”

      “Mmm, spoken like a boy from Cave Spring. What’s your name?”

      “Mackenzie.”

      “Mackenzie what?”

      “Sorry. Mackenzie, ma’am.”

      She grinned. “You’re a mess, Mackenzie. You don’t flirt like the other boys.”

      “I’m holding back. If I flexed you might drop the glass.”

      She left to fill a raft of drink orders. Ronnie didn’t look like a bartender. More like an A-list celebrity here on a hidden camera show. She returned as I finished the beer.

      “I just figured out who you are,” she said.

      “Knight? Shining armor?”

      “I wish. You’re the investigator who works with Brad. Usually you’re less clammy.”

      “How do you know Brad Thompson?” I asked.

      “I’ve been co-counsel with his wife. Twice. I helped her with an immigration case. You and I were in the same courtroom three months ago.”

      “You practice law.”

      “I practice law like Giselle wears heels.”

      I raised my hands, palms up — Huh? Who?

      “I make law look good,” she clarified. “I have my own firm.”

      “A lawyer moonlighting as a bartender?”

      “Similar professions. Taking money in exchange for false hope. Brad told me about you. He says you’re excellent and you shot a teacher.”

      “Those two possibly do not belong within the same sentence.” I slid money across the table. “Thank you for the drink, Ronnie.”

      “You’re leaving.”

      “I know trouble when I see it.”

      “I’m the best kind of trouble, Mackenzie.”

      “Also I need a shower,” I said.

      “Badly.”

      

      -Chapter Four-

      Kix was asleep. After my shower, I lifted him from the crib and rocked him on the glider. He was wearing the type of onesie that had feet, but it was getting too small. He settled against me and his breathing deepened. Nothing like it.

      Ronnie.

      I wish I hadn’t met Ronnie. She was in my head after only a few minutes. Shoulda turned and ran the moment I saw her. Bartenders used to be my type, and the source of pain. I never met one who practiced law though.

      I returned Kix and got a water. Dad was in his room with a lady friend, door closed, so I sat alone in a rocking chair on the front porch. Even eleven at night, there were walkers on the sidewalk. Safe neighborhood, and the humidity had lifted.

      Going from a lot of sex to none is like being on a diet. I’d been stuck on none for two years, and every girl looked like chocolate cake. I should've cranked the temperature down in the shower. I went back inside, and instead of faire l’amour I got into bed with a book by Ursula Le Guin.

      Not as good…

      

      Continue reading August Origins, HERE!
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