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THE PICASSO JOB

	 

	One day he’s planning to marry his high school sweetheart and join the FBI.

	The next, he’s behind bars.

	Now, two thieves want him dead in…THE PICASSO JOB.

	 

	Chasing justice left Dakota Black a convicted felon. Inside the gray walls of Folsom State Prison, the blond farm boy who wanted to become an FBI agent finds himself mixed up with bow-legged Renoir Reza—a Machiavellian art thief with a deadly hidden agenda—and Cody Winters, the revenge-minded brother of the man Dakota supposedly put in the grave. To escape Winters’s attacks, Dakota joins Reza in a fiery jailbreak. They embark on a kamikaze crime spree seeking a five-million-dollar reward.

	 

	Before the bright lights of Reno are in their rearview mirror, Special Agent Elizabeth Everett and her partner catch the scent of their trail. She arrested Reza before and won’t stop until his murderous global plans are snuffed out. 

	 

	With loyalties shifting like the wind, will any of the three fugitives manage to re-steal a Picasso painting? Or will Dakota die trying to walk a tightrope between survival and virtue?

	 

	This striking standalone from international bestselling and thirteen-time award-winning author Avanti Centrae is a twist-laden crime thriller about humanity’s struggle for freedom, justice, and redemption. It delivers an explosive blend of art theft, crime, and moral reckoning that you’ll remember long after you turn the last page.

	 


THIS BOOK IS AN ARC (ADVANCED REVIEW COPY) AND MAY CONTAIN TYPOS, MINOR ERRORS, AND/OR

	SLIGHT DIFFERENCES FROM THE RELEASED VERSION.
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CRITICAL PRAISE FOR THE PICASSO JOB

	 

	 

	PARIS BOOK FESTIVAL, FICTION – RUNNER UP

	 

	“Centrae writes with polish and skill, crafting a thriller that reverberates with confidence, sharp prose, and fresh, instinctual dialogue.” — Publisher’s Weekly BookLife Prize

	 

	“The writing is excellent, and Avanti Centrae deftly explores resonant themes of justice, the search for redemption, and the moral ambiguity of theft. With twists that keep readers guessing, this book delivers great entertainment with quirky characters, a tight plot, gorgeous writing, and action-packed scenes.” —Readers’ Favorite, Five Stars

	 

	“Avanti Centrae delivers another powerhouse of suspense that crackles with intensity. Bold, brilliant, and utterly addictive, this is a thriller you’ll be talking about long after the last page.” —Chicago Book Review

	 

	“Avanti Centrae always delivers. You can count on intricate plotting, characters you want to care about, and a storyline laden with twist after twist.” —James L’Etoile, award-winning author of Face of Greed and the Detective Nathan Parker series
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	Genre Grand-Prize Winner 
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	“Written with a dynamic, cinematic style and full of action and suspense, here’s a book that defines page-turner.”—James Rollins, #1 New York Times bestselling author 

	 

	“A good ole’ fashioned rip-roaring adventure from start to finish. Enjoy the ride.” —Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author

	 

	“A fast-paced roller coaster of a ride across the globe in a top-notch thriller with high-stakes and plenty of edge-of-seat action.” —Robin Burcell, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Good Place and (cowritten with Clive Cussler) The Oracle

	 

	“A high-stakes, daring adventure charged with suspense and mystery!” —Ann Charles, USA Today bestselling author of the Deadwood mystery series

	 

	“This one’s a nailbiter for sure!” —Seattle Book Review

	 

	“This is one of the best action/thrillers I have ever read and I can’t wait for the next novel in the series.” —Midwest Book Review

	 

	“With a jaw-dropping, rewarding twist at the end, every mystery, crime, and thriller fan should read Doomsday Medallion.” —San Francisco Book Review

	 

	“An epic and bewitching mashup of historical suspense and political thriller.”—BestThrillers.com
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CHAPTER 1

	 

	 

	 

	Present Day

	Folsom State Prison, Folsom, California, USA

	September 18 – Ten Days Before Yom Kippur

	 

	Blueprints. The yard. A grown-over manhole cover. 

	Inside the license plate workshop at Folsom State Prison, Bijan “Renoir” Reza suddenly felt dizzy. 

	His head was spinning like a dervish, but not from the heat or the fumes. He'd gotten used to the smell and sounds of the stamp mill while putting in his four days a week.

	He was sweating profusely as he separated the finished licensed plates that would go on to adorn the vehicles of the good people of California. Morales, the short and wiry leader of the Sureños gang, was about two meters away, chatting with his nine-toed gang member, and now Reza had overheard a snippet of conversation. 

	Had he been meant to? They had, after all, shifted from Spanish to English. 

	If so, it was a good way to pass a message. Much safer than a paper kite passed down the cell block. Reza was the leader of the prison's Muslim gang, so any interaction between him and another gang leader would be noted and dissected by the other inmates. Plus, since he was the one who had seen the need to remove that gang member’s tenth toe, relations between him and Morales remained frosty. 

	Reza forced his fingers to continue separating one plate from another.

	The men switched back to Spanish, wrapped up their break, and walked down the conveyor belt. 

	Blueprints. The yard. A grown-over manhole cover.

	The words rolled around in Reza’s heart like a beloved mantra.

	Maybe his people had figured out how to get him out of prison and had paid Morales in drugs, cash, or information to make it happen. Ever since his wife had been killed, he had made a profession out of stealing art and antiquities, earning him the nickname “Renoir” after one successful heist. If his people were busting him out, they had a new job for him. 

	The last letter he’d received from his contact held a coded message about the recent heist of a Picasso painting from a Parisian museum. Using his network of underworld contacts, Reza had immediately tracked down one of the thieves who’d been involved and, through a combination of threats, promises, and intimidation, finally determined the painting’s location. His next job would undoubtedly involve stealing the Picasso from the bastard who currently had it.

	But he'd need a crew—men who could end up as fish food.

	His cellmate, Dakota Black, would be perfect. He was known around the blocks as “No-flak Dak” because he’d never back down from a fight. The kid had grown up around farm equipment and knew how to hotwire and repair vehicles; he was also a sculptor and had good hands. Blond-haired and blue-eyed, he’d also blend in during the necessary cross-country drive. Blending avoided tips to the FBI. Even after a few years inside, Black still looked like the boy next door rather than a hardened criminal. Of course, all the men in prison claimed they were innocent, but Reza was inclined to believe his cellmate’s assertion. 

	He glanced around the noisy workshop, taking time to wipe sweat from his brow. The Mexican gang leader was still making plates, while an armed sentry paced the perimeter like a hungry guard dog. Reza would need to tread carefully.

	His thoughts returned to his cellmate. Black also had a bad family life, so the promise of starting over in a new country would be a strong motivator—and it was unlikely anyone would try to track him down if he died in a “fishing accident.” Reza had already primed Black’s curiosity by asking him to review an L.A. Times article about the theft of the Picasso.

	Of course, the plan would require a third thief. Maybe a computer hacker or security expert. A younger guy who could, like Black, blend in on supply runs. Be a lookout or getaway driver.

	None of Reza's gang fit those criteria. 

	No worries. It was better to find a local once they got across country, anyway. The dark web was like a dating site for criminals. He'd find someone.

	Someone expendable. 

	Like No-flak Dak.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	 

	 

	 

	Library, Folsom State Prison

	 

	Dakota Black whipped open the prison's print copy of the L.A. Times, causing a loud snap to ripple through the quiet room. Sitting at a wooden table near the book stacks, he sipped his hot afternoon coffee and scanned the headline: THIEVES STEAL PICASSO PAINTING IN BOLD DAYTIME HEIST.

	Broad daylight? That’s ballsy, Dakota thought, and read on, wondering yet again why his roommate had suggested he look at an article about last winter’s robbery. 

	At 3:05 p.m. on a sunny afternoon in late February, a trio of well-dressed thieves strolled up the broad staircase of the Musée National Picasso-Paris, looking like any other visitors to the stunning former palace. 

	Wearing long overcoats, the two men and a woman waited in the queue before passing through the metal detector, smiling and joking. The attendant taking ticket payments reported later that they looked like three curly-haired siblings or middle-aged lovers with an older brother. The man disguised as the eldest male had dark hair streaked with gray at the temples. Their eyes were light brown, but contact lenses may have been worn to throw off eventual pursuers. 

	Light brown, Dakota thought. The color of fallen leaves. He missed being outside when the leaves began to drop. After the brutally hot summers of Northern California, fall had been one of his and Jenny’s favorite seasons growing up. It was the perfect time to go boating on one of the nearby lakes. One of his favorite memories was her sitting beside him as he piloted her family’s old Nautique across the dark blue water up at Bullard’s Bar. Dark sunglasses hid her eyes, but her broad smile split her freckled face from ear to ear as her long blonde hair whipped in the wind. 

	God, how he missed her.

	Until his life had been blown apart, he’d been a good student and varsity swimmer. After high school, he had planned to apply to the FBI and marry Jenny under the arched branches of a heritage oak tree on her parents’ farm.

	Now, he hadn’t seen a leaf in five years. There were no trees in the prison’s exercise yard. 

	Instead, his scenery consisted largely of this corner table inside the Folsom State Prison library. The table was a wooden slab covered in stacks of law books and yellow sticky notes. A fluorescent light flickered and hummed overhead. A nearby guard scanned the stacks, alert for inmates passing contraband.

	He returned to the article, which he thought was probably reprinted from a French paper with a movie executive in mind. It was the kind of story that begged to be shown on a big screen.

	The French art crime unit concluded weeks later that the thieves used removable silicone masks to hide their true features. 

	Once inside the historic limestone structure, they split up. Five thousand of Pablo Picasso’s works were housed in the museum, which was designed with black-and-white tiled floors, graceful arches, and Renaissance frescoes. The closed-circuit TV footage captured the female quietly studying Picasso’s Woman in the Garden, a large metal sculpture, while the shorter man stood for long minutes before The Kiss, a cubist painting of a couple embracing. The older man seemed most captivated by a Blue Period self-portrait. Eventually, one by one, they slowly worked their way upstairs and into their respective restrooms. 

	When they emerged simultaneously at 3:32 p.m., their overcoats and fine clothes were replaced by loose-fitting black pants and shirts and they wore spine-chilling masks over their false faces and held 3D-printed ghost guns high in the air. 

	Patrons screamed as they fled the area. One broke a thin glass panel and pulled a lever, initiating the fire alarm. 

	Brandishing their plastic weapons, the trio of thieves ran into the nearby salon that featured Man With Sword, a large, TV-sized cubist painting, and yanked it from the wall. They removed Picasso’s abstract image from its frame and rolled the canvas into a tube shape, which they covered in plastic and secured with bands. 

	This process took less than sixty seconds. 

	A tap on the shoulder interrupted Dakota’s reading. He tensed, only to relax when he saw Bruno Baggett in his standard-issue orange jumpsuit. A member of Dakota’s prison gang, Baggett was a stocky white inmate with Mississippi roots, a dark-brown crewcut, and dull eyes. His body odor overwhelmed the library’s more pleasant old-book scent. 

	“Yo, Black.”

	Even with his twangy gangster-style talk, Baggett was no threat. 

	“Hey, Bags. What’s up?” Dakota asked. His voice was a rough, deep bass, slow as the turning of the tides. He was self-conscious about it, as it had become rough and graveled after the accident. It had always been a tad bit slow. He liked to think before speaking. But now he thought his voice sounded like he was an old geezer who’d smoked three packs a day his whole life. 

	“Just wanted to swing by after my workout and say goodbye. I’m outta here tomorrow.” 

	Dakota gave Baggett a fist bump. 

	“Good luck, man.”

	“Thanks.” Bags nodded at the law books. “I appreciate you giving me some tips to talk to my lawyer.”

	“No problem. Was doing research on my case, and it sounded like it could apply to you, too. Glad I could help.”

	“Me too. Catch ya later.” Baggett shuffled off, then turned, eyes boring into Dakota’s. “Dunno if I should tell you this or not…” 

	Dakota arched an eyebrow. “That means you should.”

	Baggett glanced around the library, furtively checking to see what other gang members might be within earshot. Then he returned to Dakota’s side and whispered in his ear. 

	“You’ve been good to me, man. So, I gotta tell ya. A new fish, a bald mother with mean eyes black as coal, is asking questions about you.”

	Dakota’s heart grew cold. “What kind of questions?”

	“What you do in your spare time. Who your gang is.”

	“What else?”

	“How to get a shank.” Baggett stood motionless, letting that sink in for a few beats. “Bro, I think you be like a big-rack buck at the start of hunting season. You got a bright red target on your back.”

	Before Dakota could say anything more, Baggett moved off toward the door.

	Dakota stroked the scar on his neck as he nervously scanned the library. But after five minutes, he realized there was nothing he could do about the danger at the moment. 

	His eyes landed on the newspaper. All he wanted was to finish the six years left on his eleven-year sentence, get out of this hellhole, and land in a peaceful little town where all the neighbors watched the Niners’ football game together on Sunday. Even though he felt like the law had let him down with his conviction, he had no interest in becoming a career criminal. 

	His cellmate knew this about him. Which made the request to read the article about the heist even stranger. 

	He continued to read:

	Museum CCTV captured the three masked thieves speeding out of the room and up the stairs to the open-air rooftop café. Before the guards arrived, a drone flew in, and the thieves used a specially constructed harness to attach the rolled painting to the unmanned aerial vehicle. 

	As the sentries closed in, each burglar leaped off the roof in a different direction. Using parkour skills, they vaulted, jumped, rolled, and climbed throughout the rooftops of Paris’s Marais district until they disappeared into the shadows.

	The trio remains at large, and the painting has yet to be recovered. A five-million-dollar reward has been offered for the artwork’s safe return.

	Five mil. A guy could start a new life with money like that. 

	Was that Reza’s play? 

	Dakota put the heist out of his mind. Someone was gunning for him, and he needed to stay alert.

	Standing, he nodded to a guard and, together, they left the library. Dakota deposited the empty coffee cup and the L.A. Times in their receptacles.

	As he left the library, he thought, Who wants me dead?
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	Five minutes after the art therapy session began, the hardened steel door slid open, revealing a face that froze Dakota where he stood. 

	What the hell is Cody Winters doing here?

	Feigning ignorance, he kept one eye on Winters and turned toward the winged phoenix he’d just begun sculpting in Brazilian black clay, intense memories from five years ago playing across his mind’s eye in a flash.

	The tangerine sun was dropping into the western sky, and the taste of Jenny’s strawberry lipstick lingered on his tongue. They were in his forty-year-old Ram pickup, driving home from making out, feeling the glow of being young and in love. They were laughing and singing along like pop stars to a dance song streaming from Jenny’s iPhone. 

	Then, suddenly, the blinding headlights of a blood-red Thunderbird engulfed them, speeding down the wrong lane on a country road so narrow it had no shoulder. A sporty blue Lexus blocked the other lane. The two cars were hurtling forward as if racing at the Indianapolis 500.

	Swearing, Dakota shot out his right arm like a railroad crossing gate to protect Jenny while he aggressively jerked the steering wheel. The truck careened off the road, down the embankment, and into the unyielding trunk of an old Valley Oak. 

	Days later, he stood over Jenny’s closed casket, his fists clenched around the black titanium ring Jenny had given him. He’d failed her. He would never get to marry her or again kiss the freckles that dotted her forehead like stars. 

	Weeks later, at the Marysville QuickMart, the same blood-red Thunderbird had rumbled up to pump number nine, and Austin Winters had opened the car door.

	Now, Dakota knew Bags was right. 

	Austin’s brother has come to kill me.

	As Cody Winters paused in the doorway, Dakota scanned the room, his adrenaline spiking. The art therapy instructor who had taught him to sculpt was talking to a bulky inmate toward the room’s center, while, near the door, Dakota’s only true friend inside, Ray Corbin, sat at an easel working on a sketch. The rest of the rows were filled with at least twenty other convicts of all races, ages, and sizes.

	As Winters’s foot crossed the threshold, Dakota hoped no one else would be caught in the crossfire.

	 


CHAPTER 3

	 

	 

	 

	Art Therapy Room, Folsom State Prison

	 

	It had been five long years since Austin died next to pump number nine at the Marysville QuickMart. Now, Cody Winters set eyes on his brother’s killer for the first time since the trial.

	A vengeful sense of purpose pushed Winters forward like a cool wind at his back. It was high time the blond son of a bitch faced judgment, having received a lenient eleven years for a crime that, as far as Winters was concerned, warranted a one-way ticket to the electric chair. Or a firing squad. Maybe even hanging from a rope until his pathetic feet stopped their kicking. 

	However, since the state had failed to render those judgments, dispensing justice had fallen to him. Seeing Black reignited the anger Winters always felt burning just below the surface. His insides suddenly went dark, a switch thrown. His hands itched to stretch around Black’s throat.

	Austin’s killer worked near a slack-faced guard, his large hands moving slowly across a pathetic clay sculpture that stood three feet high. The asshole sported close-cropped hair above icy blue eyes. A white, three-inch scar marred the front of his neck. 

	Black had filled out. The swimmer’s physique was still there, with the broad shoulders and narrow waist, but he must have been hitting weights. The additional muscle would make Black challenging to kill. Even if Winters was a good two inches taller and thirty pounds heavier.

	Gone was the skinny, acne-faced pup who loudly proclaimed self-defense on the witness stand, yet was convicted of voluntary manslaughter. Even after attending every day of the trial, Winters still wondered exactly what had truly happened that night. 

	It doesn’t matter, he thought for the hundredth time. Black had grown up with a conman who was now a hate-spewing podcast host. He’d clearly taken after his old man and lied on the stand. 

	Austin was dead, and Black was guilty as sin.

	The electric bolt on the heavy steel door behind him slid home with a whoosh. New to Folsom, Winters still wasn’t used to being caged. He also didn’t plan to stick around long enough to get used to it.

	The art therapy instructor looked his way. “Find an easel,” she said with a wave. 

	The walls of the windowless room were covered in black-and-white sketches, portraits, and colorful paintings. Some, like a portrait of a Native American man, weren’t half bad. Subtle classical music made for a pleasant backdrop—and an odd juxtaposition for what he was about to do. 

	The space smelled of oil paint and perspiration. Winters suddenly felt several degrees too warm, and his underarms grew sticky.

	“The job of art is to evoke emotion,” the instructor said, gazing sidelong at Black’s chiseled cheekbones. She was a willowy woman in her early thirties and dressed in a long skirt. Wisps of brown hair escaped her bun and cascaded around her large doe eyes. “I want you to each consider what feeling you want to evoke. Joy that evokes a laugh? Anger that makes your viewer frown? Perhaps love?”

	How about hate? Winters thought. 

	Whistling softly to the music, he threaded his way between a handful of diligent inmates, angling for an open easel near Black, who was the sole sculptor. After learning about the man’s hobby, it had only taken him two weeks to figure out a way to get close to Black.

	Once the where was determined, Winters had traded cash for a sharp metal weapon from the Industry Yard. Now that “bonecrusher” was hidden in his left armpit. The tattooed inmate he’d purchased it from had recommended he keep the long stabbing weapon in his “keister” until it was time to use it, as the feces-infected blade would be more likely to cause a deadly infection. Although Winters loved the idea of slamming a shit-crusted blade into his brother’s killer, he couldn’t bear to—

	“We'll discuss therapeutic insights at the end of class today. Get busy!” the instructor said, finishing her speech.

	Winters found an empty easel. He stole a glance at Black, who was sculpting away at a blob of clay that might have been a winged bird. 

	At least Black hadn’t shown any sense of recognition. Winters had shaved his wavy jet-black hair and grew out his thin, trademark mustache into a bushy handlebar.

	The instructor walked down the rows until she stood next to Winters. “You must be Cody. I was told you’d signed up. Would you care to start with charcoal? Oil?”

	“No thanks. I prefer acrylics.” 

	“You have some experience painting?” The instructor sounded pleased.

	“No, but I’ve always wanted to try.”

	Winters had had no time for art classes while working on his bachelor's degree from UC Davis. Likewise, when he’d been busy with a successful career in corporate security. His last job at Intel, the chip maker, had been cut short six months ago. Followed by the severing of his relationship with his wife, Tina. With nothing left to lose, he’d decided to try his luck at the one thing that mattered: killing Black.

	The instructor pointed toward a stack of different-sized canvases leaning against an ash-colored wall. “Okay. Pick one.”

	He strode over and chose the largest canvas, then set the blank frame on the easel, eager for her to move on.

	Instead, she lingered. “Most students here use the other men as subjects. You might try it.”

	“Thanks. I'll keep that in mind.” He checked out the small paint tubes under the easel and found the deep red. “May I have a brush?”

	She gauged him for a moment, their two sets of brown eyes regarding one another with wariness. He adopted his most disarming smile to hide his hands removing the cap from the paint tube. The smile felt like putting on a tight pair of jeans he hadn’t worn in a while.

	He must have passed her inspection as she nodded and handed him a long-handled brush from her apron before meandering in Black’s general direction.

	Even though she might get in the way, Winters wasted no time. Spinning, he squirted paint at the side of Black's blond head. Black ducked. The paint missed its mark, splashing bright streaks of red across the wall, the art instructor, and the strange sculpture. The lounging guard darted to the side, just far enough that the paint missed him.

	Black turned, eyes flashing. “Hey!” he yelled.

	Winters ripped aside his orange jumpsuit and yanked the slick metal shank from his armpit, then jumped the final two steps toward Black. As the guard began to reach for the panic button on his belt, Winters kicked the pathetic, bloody-looking sculpture. Dark clay crashed into the guard's forehead, causing the uniformed man to claw at his face. 

	Winters flew at his brother's killer, aiming to kill.

	 


CHAPTER 4

	 

	 

	 

	Art Therapy Room, Folsom State Prison

	 

	As Dakota expected, a bonecrusher was headed for his chest.

	Off balance from avoiding the spraying paint, he regained his equilibrium just in time to step between Winters and the art therapy instructor, who ran screaming toward the front of the room, but was safe for now.

	Dakota used his right forearm to block the weapon’s sharp point from entering his heart. With the upward motion, the rough blade slashed across his forehead instead. Rivulets of blood ran into his eyes.

	Swiping the fluid away, he flung it at Winters’s face. Winters paused for a second, shook the gore from his head, then came in hot for a second chance.

	Dakota stepped to the side, but slipped on wet paint. The blade struck home on the right side of his chest. He twisted, grunting as his movement propelled him free of the weapon. 

	How deep had it gone?

	Knowing the wound might soon slow him down, Dakota attacked. Lunging sideways, he shouldered Winters in the back. Winters let out a groan and fell, crushing the table with a loud crack. 

	As he rolled onto his back, face up, Dakota stomped on Winters’s blade hand. Winters yelped and lost his grip on the weapon, allowing Dakota to rip away the red-tinged ‘crusher. 

	He threw the blade across the room, where the homemade shiv skewered a self-portrait of Corbin that was mounted on the side wall. The bonecrusher hung in the center, vibrating.

	Corbin grabbed the weapon, and rushed to join the fight, his long black ponytail flying. One of Corbin’s long-time enemies intercepted him before he got far and they began trading blows.

	The instructor slammed the three-inch red emergency button with her elbow and backed into the wall, a hand to her mouth, eyes as wide as a deer’s.

	Winters stood and rammed into Dakota, fists flailing. 

	While Dakota tried to fend off the punches, he remained vaguely aware of his surroundings. Several inmates hugged the walls to get out of the way, but most of them had gathered around, taking bets on both fights.

	The clay-splattered guard rushed forward and began to hit both Dakota and Winters with a baton.

	While Dakota was getting beaten across the shoulders, he let loose on Winters, aiming for the man’s solar plexus and windpipe but settling for the kidneys. The bald man returned the abuse, slamming into Dakota’s chest wound with violent force. 

	Other sentries rushed through the door, batons held high. Corbin’s attacker busted his head open with a chair, and he dropped to the floor. Guards got between the men. The crowd roared at having the fights interrupted and angrily attacked the warden’s men. The watchman who’d been beating Dakota and Winters pulled off to help his coworkers quell the mob.

	With the guard distracted, Dakota’s blood began to spill in earnest.

	 


CHAPTER 5

	 

	 

	 

	Infirmary, Folsom State Prison

	 

	Inside the infirmary, Dakota glanced over at the neighboring bed. Corbin, a former Navy SEAL who had taught Dakota much over the years, was finally stirring. 

	The hospital unit was quiet and dark, save for the intermittent beeping of the machines. Dakota was hooked up to an IV drip line, pulse oximeter, and an ECG heart monitor. They each had an ankle shackled to their respective bedframes.

	Dakota rubbed one hand along the forearm burn scars he’d gotten the night Jenny died. 

	He waited until his friend’s eyes inched open. “Yo.”

	Corbin turned his head. His usually penetrating gaze wandered across Dakota before drifting off. “You’re all bandaged up.” His mellow voice, with echoes of the Great Plains, was weak.

	“Yep. Exciting times.”

	“Looks like he got your forehead.” Corbin tapped above his ear. “I have a headache.”

	Dakota nodded. “Not surprising. You got a concussion.”

	Corbin pointed at the barred windows. It was dark outside. “Is it today or tomorrow?”

	Having experienced concussions before, Dakota knew what he meant. 

	“Still today. Fight happened around two-thirty this afternoon. Almost eleven now.”

	Corbin leaned back into his pillow. “Who attacked you? I was working on a charcoal sketch of a raven when a fight broke out.”

	“Brother of the guy I’m in here for killing. Named Winters.”

	Corbin jerked forward. “What? How’d it go down?”

	“He squirted paint at me, then attacked me with a bonecrusher. Recognized him when he walked in; was able to avoid it. Mostly.”

	Even with a shaved head and a thick handlebar mustache, the man’s cold eyes were unforgettable. That split second of recognition had saved Dakota’s life. During his time at Folsom, he’d been attacked by men wielding shivs, razors, food trays, and once, a smuggled-in knife, but the bonecrusher—stabbing grandaddy of them all—was a first.

	Corbin’s forehead crinkled in surprise. “Damn. That’s some serious business.”

	Dakota touched his chest. “Yeah, got me in the pec, too. Grazed my lung. Guess they’re worried about pneumonia.”

	A nurse had been in every few hours to see if he was short of breath or had a fever.

	“Shit,” Corbin said. “Didn’t see any of that.”

	“It got real for a few.”

	“I guess we get a vacation from the cells.”

	“Guess so,” Dakota replied. “Sorry about your self-portrait.”

	“Ha. Wasn’t very good,” Corbin said.

	Dakota thought the painting captured essential Corbin, with his ponytail, prominent nose, and high cheekbones. “Sure it was,” he argued.

	“I’ll make another one.”

	“Aren’t you outta here soon?” Dakota asked.

	“A few weeks, yeah.”

	Dakota felt a hot spike of envy. “Jumping in like that could’ve extended your time. Is your plan after still a trip to Japan?”

	“I’m not sure,” Corbin said. “I’d like to do something good in the world, you know? Make up for … anyway, just not sure how yet.”

	“Got it,” Dakota said.

	“What about you? Hear back on your appeal yet?”

	Dakota’s expression soured. “I did. No go. I’m stuck here for six more years.”

	“Oh man, I’m sorry.” Corbin mashed his pillow to get more comfortable. “You said the guy’s name was Winters, right? Think he’ll come after you again?”

	Dakota sighed. “Yeah, on his radar for sure.”

	“Do you know why he’s so hell-bent on you?”

	Dakota paused, not really wanting to share. “Well, my attorney told me self-defense was my best shot, so I lied on the stand about what happened.”

	“Ouch. Think he knows that?”

	“I do.”

	Silence stretched.

	“Wanna tell me what went down?” Corbin asked.

	“Someday; not now.”

	Corbin nodded. “Sure. No worries. I see you, Dakota. You’re no killer.”

	Dakota bowed his head and looked down, overcome with emotion. “Thanks. Means a lot.”

	Corbin lightened his tone. “Maybe he’ll learn to bury the hatchet.”

	“Doubt it. Hey, always wondered. Where’s that saying come from?”

	Corbin winked. “Wasn’t my people.” His tone grew serious. “My mom said it came from the Iroquois.”

	From prior conversations, Dakota knew Corbin’s heritage was Crow Creek Sioux.

	“Gotcha. It’s cool. My kendo sensei used to talk about sheathing the sword.”

	“Same idea, I guess,” Corbin said. “I have a similar code of honor from my time in the service.”

	Dakota tried to roll over, but the manacle was too tight. “Well, Winters probably isn’t the forgive-and-forget type.” 

	“Where is he now?”

	“Heard they put him in the hole.”

	“Bummer for him.” Corbin closed his eyes. “Time for more sleep.”

	“Night.”

	Dakota shivered, pulling the hospital blanket close, remembering the two days in the Security Housing Unit he’d gotten after defending himself from a rival gang member. Those SHU cell doors blocked sight, light, and fresh air. 

	He hadn’t liked the hole. 

	No, not at all.

	The hellish place was supposed to teach prisoners a lesson, but Dakota felt deep in his bones that Winters was not about to let this vendetta go.

	 


CHAPTER 6

	 

	 

	 

	Security Housing Unit, Folsom State Prison

	 

	The guard who had dumped Winters here had laughingly called it “the short-term restricted housing unit.” However, Winters could tell already that the inmates’ name for it, “the hole,” was more accurate. It was filthy and dark. The tiny seven-by-ten space barely had room for a metal toilet and slab bunk.

	When the guard had thrown him inside, he’d whacked Winters across the back one last time with his collapsible baton. “Welcome, Mr. Winters. Time to teach you a lesson. We might forget to let you out for a few days, so enjoy the screams of the other caged animals.” 

	Caged animals.

	Once the guard was gone, Winters indeed paced like an angry cat. Two steps, turn, swear, two steps, turn. Repeat. Swear again. But after banging his shin twice on the silver commode, he gave up. The only place to sit was atop the sleeping pad on the bunk, which was made from a solid slab of concrete.

	The darkness in the tiny room matched his mood. 

	There was no one to talk to. 

	He sure missed being able to kick back and chat with Austin. Without a dad, they’d been tight their whole lives, shooting hoops in the driveway, playing football with the neighbor boys, or riding their bikes around the neighborhood. Even through high school and the death of their mother, the brothers had remained best friends. For Winters, the loss was an emotional phantom limb, an ache he could never soothe.

	How had he missed his opportunity to kill Black? Had the man recognized him after all? All that planning, wasted. Now he would be on Black’s radar. 

	He ground his teeth in frustration until his jaw ached. Eventually, he tested the sleeping pad with his fist and lay down.

	Sore from the beating the guards had dished out, Winters fell asleep.

	When he woke, he found a cold plate of food inside the door and deduced it was after dinner. Still pissed at missing his opportunity to kill Black, he threw the sandwich against the wall. Then he grabbed the bed pad and swung it around the room, hitting the walls, the toilet, the bed, and his discarded dinner with the force of a CAT-5 hurricane. 

	He yelled at the top of his lungs, “You lying mother fucker! I’m coming for you. Next time—you’re going to wish you were dead!”

	 


CHAPTER 7

	 

	 

	 

	One Building, Tier 2 at Folsom State Prison

	September 21 – Seven Days Before Yom Kippur

	 

	When will Winters try to kill me again? Dakota wondered.

	As he shuffled behind the prison guards as they moved down the hallway, away from the infirmary, he imagined their footsteps stirring up tiny clouds of rank dust. The scent of cheap meat, a trademark of Folsom’s cafeteria, seemed to have permanently bonded with the ancient linoleum floors. 

	The prison staff had kept him in the hospital for a couple of days, but once they realized his lung was fine, it didn’t take long for them to kick him out. After the fight, he was no longer considered low-risk, and his feet and arms were shackled.

	At least it had given him and Corbin time to share war stories between meals in the infirmary. Dakota was grateful to have a kindred spirit in a place filled with hate and policed by viciousness.
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