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      Due to the longer lapse in time between the release of the Atlas Hargrove books, and at the request of several devoted readers, I have provided a quick summary of the characters from The Butcher of Caracas.  These characters will either play a recurring role in The Martyr of Nogales or they will receive mention in the book as a factor of furthering the plot.  I hope this helps!

      

      
        
        CHARACTERS FROM THE BUTCHER IN CARACAS:

      

      

      ATLAS HARGROVE: Atlas is a former SWAT commander for Vacaville PD in Northern California.  He assassinated three delinquents who held up a liquor store, fled from the police, and killed scores of school children as a result of a high-speed chase gone wrong.  Atlas has since managed to get out of prison where he is now retired and living with Cira and Alabama in Montenegro.

      

      CIRA KINGSLEY: Cira and Atlas now live in Montenegro after their escapades in Caracas, Venezuela.  She is madly in love with Atlas, and wants nothing more than to make a life with him now that they are out of the vigilante business.

      

      JADE HARGROVE: Jade is Atlas’ ex-wife.  She left him after he was convicted of a triple homicide to resume a relationship with a younger man named Rocco Rosato, a man with whom she is now living with in a committed relationship.

      

      ALABAMA HARGROVE: Alabama is Atlas and Jade’s daughter.  She was kidnapped as a child, but Leopold Wentworth’s private detectives, Scotty Chase and Jackson Burke, recovered Alabama and successfully returned her to Atlas at the end of The Betrayal of Prague.  She’s now dating a boy named Feliks, who is quietly scared of Atlas, and rightfully so.

      

      LEOPOLD WENTWORTH: Leopold was a playboy and nine-figure millionaire who lost much of his wealth and nearly died when he went up against drug dealers in Prague.  As a result, he sharpened his skills and came back bigger and more focused than ever.  He and the team managed to pull one last job in Caracas, allowing him to retire with a woman who surprised him and stole his heart: Kathleen Richardson, NorCal State Prison’s former warden.  He disbanded the crew, and everyone went their own ways.  They still stay in touch.

      

      KIERA: This vicious young assassin was trained to kill from the moment she could walk.  As one of Monarch Industries assassins, she never expected to find freedom, but Leopold struck a deal with Isabelle Norwood, the head of Monarch Industries, and Kiera now has the chance to live her life as a free woman, and private contractor.

      

      YERGHA MUGHERI: This Pakistani native is one of Leopold’s original assets.  After Caracas, he returned home to his wife and family.  He is a father now.  And he still wants to kill politicians.

      

      ESTELLA BACCARIN (ESTY): This Salvadorian firecracker spent years with Leopold and Kiera trying to find Atlas after he disappeared in Cologne, Germany; they rescued him from his Argentina prison, where he had been for two years.  After that, Esty accompanied the crew to Caracas, where they found Devil, killed him, and managed to finalize a contract that allowed Esty to live her own life, free of money concerns.

      

      CODRIN PICHLER: The Romanian genius is one of the best hackers in the world.  Leopold and the crew use him for advanced intel on their clients and targets, as well as gaining access to government institutions, banks, social media, and email accounts.  Codrin’s understanding of everything digital, as well as the dark underworld where Leopold and his team used to operate, has proven to be critical for operational security and mission success.

      

      KATHLEEN RICHARDSON: Richardson is the moral and virtuous woman who replaced Dicampli as the warden of NorCal State Prison.  When Atlas went missing, Leopold took Richardson from her life at NorCal in the middle of the night, against her better wishes.  She left everything, including her disappointment of a husband, to stay out of prison for her role as warden at NorCal State Prison, and the woman who helped Atlas Hargrove escape a supermax prison.  She was not happy about it.  But, after living with Leopold for several years, she has settled into her new life.

      

      ETHAN: Ethan is Leopold’s personal driver and a former Navy SEAL; his desire to dabble in some of the missions the team chose to run returned him to the game, but he still likes his role as “the driver,” and now “the pilot.”
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      “Victims and perpetrators of human trafficking are significantly undercounted in both research and practice. Extreme violence is meted out by traffickers, while places where exploitation occurs are embedded in communities and operate for protracted periods without any meaningful law enforcement intervention.”

      – Kgaugelo Masweneng

      

      “There’s no such thing as a dirty fight when you’re fighting to win.”

      – Karen Marie Moning
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      The girl lay spent, bleeding, and barely conscious on a bare mattress stained by the love of a thousand men.  A rumpled bed sheet was shoved down around her shins and ankles, and her lifeless hand was flopped over the side of the mattress, resting on her knuckles on the dirty carpet.  There was no headboard, no bed frame, or anything of comfort in sight.  The small, windowless room was merely a place for her to do her job.

      Piles of wadded tissues were lumped in the corner like a small molehill, its architecture illuminated by the weak, tawny light of an ugly, bedside lamp.  A faded, orange T-shirt had been tossed over the lampshade, dimming the upward light; it might have been the girl’s shirt, but it could also have belonged to one of a dozen other girls who had come before her.

      The room, this life, her very existence, was torturous and unending, a nightmare from which she could not awaken.

      The woman who pushed open the door stared at her, then stepped forward and kicked her hand.  The girl pulled her arm back and groaned, but the rest of her body barely moved.

      “Get up,” the woman snapped.

      “I’m dead,” she muttered, her body aching inside and out, mostly inside.

      “You’re not dead, but you are done for the day.”

      The girl twitched, shifted her body, and then slowly, painfully, pushed herself up to a seated position.  Her body curled forward; her long hair draped over her face and bare chest.  She reached for a nearby T-shirt, found it, and pulled it over her head.  She didn’t know where her pants or underwear were, but she could not summon the will to care.

      The woman grabbed her bicep and hauled her off the bare mattress.  She couldn’t feel her feet and her skinny legs were sore from having been pried open all day.

      “Skirt, underwear,” the woman said, snapping her ugly smoker’s fingers.

      “Skirt?”

      “Yes, skirt,” she said, sounding impatient.

      The girl looked around, and then managed to pick up her underwear; the pair was ruined by one guy, or maybe a few guys.  She held them between her thumb and forefinger—out in front of her as if she had pulled them from a petri dish.  Squinting, she tried to see the details of them.  When they finally sharpened into focus, she cringed, then opened her fingers and let them drop.

      She picked up her skirt, didn’t care that it was soiled, too, and put it on backward.  She almost fell, but the woman slid a hand into her armpit to keep her from toppling over.

      “That’s fine, you’re fine,” the woman said, walking her out into a dingy hallway where the low lights cast everything in shadows.

      The hallway emitted a subtle, filthy smell, like mildew and disintegrating carpet fibers, and old dirt that had been pounded into the floors day after day, at all hours of the night, for months on end.  Along both sides of the hallway, closed doors lead to makeshift bedrooms, and the smell of sweat and sex oozed from beneath the doors.  For a moment, she wanted to retch.  She reached out toward a door, but the woman pulled her away.  At that moment, she was desperate to free the girl inside that room, to pull her from the man who was there to hurt her, to use her.  The second time she reached for the door, the woman slapped the back of her head, causing her to shrink back and take a few uncertain steps.

      Her eyes, however, returned to the endless doors; they were discolored, constructed from paper-thin wood that was a decade or two old, maybe more.  Their brass handles were scraped and out of style twenty-five years ago, back when this kind of work was less commonplace.

      “What’s wrong with you?” the woman asked.

      “You,” she said.

      But it wasn’t just the woman that the girl hated so much.  The woman, the girls here, this God-forsaken business, was routinely ignored by beat cops and Sheriff’s deputies, so much that the cartels working to establish a foothold this side of the border had been free to operate unmolested.

      One of the men, a regular who abused her, was a local police officer.  When she first realized he was a cop, she asked him to save her, to put a stop to this insanity.  He chuckled quietly to himself as he unbuckled his duty belt, pulled down his pants, and had his way with her.  No matter their profession, the clients were all the same: disgusting, soulless perverts.  When the cop finished with her and she tried to get dressed, he told her there was a twenty-five percent ratio of cops to citizens in Nogales, and no one in the state of Arizona, or even in America, was going to save her.

      “Someone will,” she said quietly, to herself.

      “No, no one will.  Because the money is in protecting the business, not stopping it.  And the money is damn good.”

      She knew right then that she would only escape this life through death.  She had seen it countless times already, but on that day, she came to believe it.

      As if to drive the point home, to really cement this truth into the recesses of her mind, two complaints were filed with management recently, maybe two or three weeks ago.  The complaints were about one girl, the closest thing she had to a friend.  Both men told the manager that the girl was dead.  Both were offered either a refund or a discount.  One took the refund; the other took the discount and had sex with her anyway.

      The dead girl had been fourteen or fifteen before she garnered those two complaints.  Days before her death, the now deceased girl learned that it wasn’t the Americans running their whore houses.  Rather, it was the cartel.  A few of the girls huddled together that night and cried.  They thought they had escaped the horrors of South America.  They had not.  So many dreams died that day, including hers.  And from that moment on, the essence of her soul began to wither and die, shriveling at the edges, blackening its way toward the center.  While she tried to tell herself this wasn’t true, that the cartel was not running whore houses in America, the dirty cop confirmed this truth, unmoved either way.

      When she summoned the courage to ask why anyone would work for the cartels in America, the cop said that most cops make fifteen- to twenty-thousand a year more than the median income, but it still wasn’t enough to live in America, not with inflation, weakened supply lines, and the cratering of America by its leadership.  She committed the words to memory, to tell the other girls, but she didn’t know what the cop was talking about.  She didn’t even know the name of the US president anymore.  Not that something like that would matter.

      To her, none of that mattered.

      The woman finally loosened her iron grip on the girl’s arm and turned to one of the closed doors, to the sounds of a client working out his frustrations on a sobbing girl.  The woman pushed open the door and saw a thin, hairy man striking a young boy they had dressed up to look like a girl.

      The woman said, “You pay for every mark you leave.”

      “I have money,” he said.

      “No,” she growled, and he said he’d stop.

      The girl could not stomach the site of the man or the little boy dressed like a girl, so she stumbled down the hallway a few steps before falling.  She had not realized how hurt she was until she hit the floor.

      The woman cursed under her breath, then bent and grabbed the girl by her T-shirt.  She yanked on her a few times, but the girl lay like a broken doll, having collapsed onto her belly and chin on the trampled carpet.  The floor was filthy, but everything there was filthy.  She was filthy.

      The woman tried again to haul her to her feet, but she only ended up dragging her across a few inches of carpet.  The woman finally rolled the girl over, knelt, and stared down at her.  The girl recoiled inside.  The woman, with her weathered face, her short unsightly teeth, and her disgusting demon’s eyes, looked as if she was trying not to be mad.  But she was mad.  Her nostrils tended to flare when she was that mad.  They were flaring wide now, her eyes wicked and sharp.

      She finally let go of the girl, sighing so hard, her entire body seemed to deflate.

      The moment of impending violence passed.

      “You still have things to do, and you’re a good earner, mid-level by all rights, which means you can’t give out before we get home.”

      The woman didn’t want her to die.

      That made one of them.

      When the girl made no move to stand, because she had no strength left in her arms and everything else hurt, the woman stood and kicked her in the ribs twice, the second time much harder than the first.

      “This is ridiculous.  You’re a ridiculous, stupid child, now GET UP!”

      The girl refused to move.  “Can’t do this anymore.”

      “You quit when I tell you to quit.  Now, get up, or I’ll pick you up by your hair and make you work the nightshift, too.”

      The girl mumbled something, then she tried to stand, tears filling her eyes and spilling onto her cheeks.  “I said I can’t work anymore,” she said, barely standing.

      She felt herself wobble, then tip over, landing hard on her shoulder against the wall; her body slid down the wall, settling into a heap of bones and sweat-sticky flesh.  The woman reached down, grabbed a fistful of hair, and yanked.  The girl yelped but pulled herself into a seated crouch.  She couldn’t stand.  How could she?

      The woman reared back and kicked her a few more times; then she knelt before her again.  This time, she pulled a gun from her purse and pressed the barrel to the girl’s head.

      “Just shoot me,” the girl mumbled.

      She’d been threatened before, but the girl was an earner and the woman knew it.  The girl’s life, nearly meaningless to the girl herself, had a few more days, weeks, or months of earning potential before she ended up like her friend, dead and still for sale.  The woman knew that, too.  But after they were finished using her, when there was nothing left to take, they would sell her to the buyers in Phoenix with the promise that she could become a hair stylist, a massage therapist, or maybe even a rich American’s nanny.  The girl knew better.  She knew exactly what her handlers had in store for her.

      The woman kept the pressure on her head, digging the barrel of the gun into her head, and then she thumbed back the hammer and said, “Do you think I’m playing?”

      “Are you?” the girl asked.

      The woman glanced around as if she desperately wanted to shoot her, just to regain her grip on control.  But she had already lost control.  The girl was done.

      Another girl opened her bedroom door, popped her head out, and saw the situation.  She saw the woman with the gun, ducked back inside the room, and quietly closed the door.

      “I have a better idea,” the woman said.

      And then she started thumping the girl on the head with the revolver’s heavy cylinder, the hollow knocking sound getting louder, the pain growing worse with every blow.  Blood boiled to the surface of fresh cuts.  She didn’t care.  The woman kept hitting her until the blood was a leaking, wet rose in bloom.  The broken, bleeding girl finally planted her palms into the carpet and pushed herself up.

      “Oh, look, she’s awake,” the foul woman said sarcastically.  She slipped the gun back into her purse.

      Several crimson beads slid down the front of the girl’s face.  The bulbous red drops clung to the edge of her chin and the tip of her nose before dripping onto her legs, her bare feet, and the nasty carpet below.  Looking down, she saw two torn toenails and one broken toe the woman said would heal a little crooked, which she said was okay because guys weren’t looking down there anyway, as if her body only held value based on what the clients saw and not what she felt or saw.

      More blood trailed down her face, but no one would notice or voice concern because when the woman went on a rampage, everyone’s attention fell to the floor.  The woman pushed the front door open and they walked out into the searing sun.  The girl shaded her eyes before being pushed into the front passenger seat of an old minivan.  The woman buckled her in as if she was a child.

      “I got it,” the girl said.

      “Just be quiet.”

      When they drove away from the building, as they were making their way out of the long desert and heading back to the city, the woman glanced over at her and frowned.  Her disappointed eyes dipped at the sight of more blood, this time, blood leaking from between her thighs.

      “Are you on your period?” she asked, disgusted.  The girl shook her head.  “Just that kind of a day?”

      The girl looked at her, slowly, her eyes as black and empty as a snake and full of venom.  “It’s ‘that kind of a day’ every day,” she managed to say.

      “How many did you do today?”

      “Twelve or thirteen.”

      The woman grinned and said, “You’re better than you thought.  You did fifteen today.”

      The girl drew a breath and turned her attention to the window and the desert landscape beyond.  Could she run out into the wide-open center and just die?  This was one of her many dreams.  But it came with so much uncertainty.  If she died, would God lift her into Heaven, or shove her back down into Hell?

      The minivan’s tires created plumes of dust as they headed to the main road.  She couldn’t wait to reach the asphalt because each bump along the dirt road vibrated straight up her spine.  The woman saw the pain on her face, in her eyes, and around her…parts; the girl, however, was finding new fuel-stores of anger.  Her small but constant defiance, as menial as it was, was her only form of rebellion.  It was not enough to make a difference in her life but, in some way, it was her refusing to give up.

      The woman slammed on the brakes, stopping the minivan; the dust blew over the vehicle and over the main road, which was now in sight.  The woman unbuckled her seatbelt, leaned over the center console, and then lifted the girl’s skirt.  She studied her parts, then shook her head.

      Glancing up, meeting the girl’s eyes, she said, “Let me give you something for the pain.”

      “I can’t feel anything down there anyway.”

      The woman let go of her skirt, then grabbed a towel she’d used to clean the windshield yesterday.  Maybe it was clean enough.  She handed it to the girl and said, “You know you’re bleeding, right?”

      The girl turned her gaze to the window and beyond; she was lost, not a care or concern for the fabric on which she sat or the dirty skirt she wore.

      “I said you’re bleeding.”

      “And I said I don’t feel anything down there.  It’s just rubbery and ruined.  I’m ruined.”

      The woman jerked the skirt back once more and then stuffed the towel into her crotch.  She turned to this monster with blazing eyes pumped full of hatred.  The woman grabbed the girl’s hand, shoved it against the towel, and said, “Hold it there until we get home.”

      The woman buckled herself back in, put the van in gear, and drove up to I-19 South.  The traffic wasn’t heavy, but the girl still hoped they would get hit by a semi-trailer truck and killed.

      “You’ve been in America eighteen months,” the woman said.

      “Seems like a hundred years.”

      “I take it this was not what you expected.”

      The girl snorted a response.  “If this is how the American dream would have been described to me, I would never have come.”

      “Yes, you would have,” she said.  She was so snide.

      The girl turned away, again, facing open lanes of traffic and a pretty mountain range in the distance.  Inside a blue subcompact car traveling in the lane next to her, a young woman did a double-take of the girl and her bleeding face.

      The woman saw this and slowed the minivan, letting the curious driver pull ahead of them; the woman slid in behind her, matching her speed.  There was no front license plate on the minivan, and the rear plate was stolen from another van just like this one, so the woman didn’t have to worry too much about the police.

      “I was supposed to be a nanny,” the girl said in a voice dreamy.  A sad, desperate smile almost found its way to her lips.  She started to cry again.

      “Well, I was supposed to be my daddy’s favorite, not living in this dog-shit town cleaning up after mutts like you.”

      “My heart breaks for you a thousand and one times,” the girl sniffled.  The woman was about to say something, but the girl was not done.  “You fucking puta.”

      Now she was done. The woman turned and looked at the girl who stared straight ahead.

      The girl saw that look in her eyes and said, “Do it.”

      The woman punched her in the jaw so hard the girl sagged against the passenger-side window, unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      The woman remained in the slow lane where she drove exactly the speed limit; she knew from decades of experience that if she kept her distance from the other drivers, she would be okay, because distance was safety.  There was no sense in someone seeing the stupid unconscious girl and calling the cops, especially since law enforcement in the US wasn’t as amenable to bribes as those less-principled ones operating farther south.

      A few miles before they reached the stash house on N. Apache Boulevard on the Arizona side of Nogales, the girl woke up.  The woman looked at her and frowned, disgusted by the very sight of her.

      She sat up and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, suddenly aware of the dirty rag stuffed between her legs.  She used the rag to dab the cut on her forehead.  Then she lowered the sun visor, opened the mirror, and studied her reflection.

      The woman didn’t watch her do this, but she knew exactly what the girl would see: gaunt eyes, sallow cheeks, and blood smeared all over her face.  She turned to the woman, a haunted look on her face.  Her eyes were two vacant orbs, a soulless glimpse into the abyss.  Yeah, the woman thought, she’ll be dead soon.

      “Who would want this creature I’ve become?” the girl asked.

      “Fifteen men a day,” the woman answered as they turned onto an uneven dirt road.  The short, beaten path led them to a paved, square driveway and the house.

      When the two of them walked into the house, the woman clubbed her on the head with her pistol and said, “Never call me puta again.”

      The girl stumbled in front of everyone and face-planted onto the foyer floor.  Whether it was the pistol that knocked her out or the impact on the floor, the woman didn’t care.  If the girls did not want to be nice to her, let alone respect her position within the organization, then she would not be nice to them.  One of the other children saw the blood and went to help the girl.

      “Leave her!” the woman snapped.  “We will eat first.  She can have what’s left over, if there’s anything left by the time we’re done.”

      None of the girls said anything, and the boys were just as silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            two

          

          

      

    

    







            the girl

          

        

      

    

    
      When next she woke, the girl found herself lying on the bare floor in the foyer, her shoulder and hip aching, her head throbbing from the abuse.  She reached up to touch her head and felt the crusty blood from where the woman had struck her repeatedly with the gun.  She tried to sit up, but her body refused to cooperate.

      Through the fog of suffering, making its way past the white noise in her ears, the delicate sounds of little things came creep-creep-creeping into the emptiness of her mind.  At first, she thought the noise was coming from upstairs, then from the other room, and then she turned to the front door where the noise grew louder.

      She could make out the sounds beyond the closed door now: a heavy suitcase being dropped on the wood-planked porch, a metal key sliding into the lock, and the lock turning before her.  She blinked her eyes slowly at first, then rapidly, and then someone pushed the front door open, exposing her eyes to the searing light of a sun making its way toward the horizon.

      The girl snapped her eyes shut and remained perfectly still, but not before she saw the man’s bulging fabric suitcase.  There had been no reason to study it, for she already knew what it held within.

      The creep stepped into the house, closed and locked the front door, then rolled the stretched luggage past her.  From inside the suitcase came the deep, moaning sounds of yet another girl or boy being brought into the fold.

      “Be quiet,” the man hissed, socking the suitcase with a fist or a foot.

      A slight yelp startled the girl on the floor, but she didn’t move for fear of giving herself away.  As long as the man with the bagged child thought she was unconscious, then she was safe.  But the soft moaning sounds coming from inside the case pierced her heart.  Usually, the kids were unconscious if they were small enough to be stuffed into a suitcase.  But when the stolen children regained consciousness, when their handlers were out of earshot, the kids would talk.  They would tell the others exactly how they had been snatched.

      Kidnappers on both sides of the border were now wearing gloves dusted with what the girl knew were small doses of fentanyl.  These heartless opportunists would grab the girls or boys bare arms, and the fentanyl would penetrate their skin right away, causing them to lose consciousness quickly.  While one of the kidnappers distracted the parent or parents, the other whisked away the child, rushing its limp body out of the store, the mall, the sport or entertainment venues, or wherever else it was they could easily grab kids.  After that, if the Mexican kids were trafficked over the border or, if the American children were taken inside of America, they were brought to homes like this one and sold into the trafficking network.  Once they were in the network, they were trapped, just like the girl.

      Tears boiled in her eyes at the thought of what this child was about to endure.  This had to stop.  It has to STOP!

      When the man and the child in the suitcase were gone, both heading upstairs, the girl sat up to a surprising rush of nausea, dizziness, and a sudden snap of vertigo.  She sat there for a moment, hoping not to throw up while she waited for the terrible feeling to pass.

      From the room around the corner, the dining room, she heard the chewing sounds of many kids and adults eating.  One of the male handlers broke the silence and said something to the other handler, the woman who picked her up, the woman who hurt her.  They spoke as if the kids weren’t there.  But were they there?  Or were the kids at the table just like her: broken souls only valued by how much money they could earn, and how much longer they could hang on?

      She was going to miss dinner because her lights were dimming, fading away.  Yet, she didn’t want to eat.  And there was no way she could look at the woman.  These people were stealing her light, her will, and her hope.  And if not them, then certainly the dozen or more men she was forced to service each day.  Would she survive another day like today?

      No, she wouldn’t.

      She pulled herself to her feet and stood on wobbly legs.  Her insides burned and ached, and her parts weren’t working right; she even felt a bit feverish.  But she also felt the sticky trails where urine and blood had leaked down the insides of her thighs.

      She turned her eyes to the front door.  Then she checked around the corners, making sure no one was coming for her.

      Had they left her there all alone?  This was not a normal occurrence, but it wasn’t impossible either.  She and the others were abused daily.  It would stand to reason that their handlers assumed they had lost the will to live, that they were too weak to fight, let alone mount an escape.  They were mostly right.

      Mostly.

      The girl walked towards the door, the pure and utter exhaustion diminishing her every effort.  What she felt was an ache that boiled deep inside her guts and in the broken-bones feeling of her pelvis, bruised spine, and battered arms and legs.  There was no way she could run, let alone stop the daily onslaught of predators.  If she didn’t leave right then, at the pace she was keeping, her body would give out any day, and she would die on the mattress in the building, the filthy one on the filthy floor.

      Be it tomorrow or the next day, maybe even as late as next week, her death was all but guaranteed.

      She glanced into the dining room again, making sure she wasn’t seen; no one had moved anything but their mouths and forks to eat and eat some more.  Could she go right now?  Just slip out the front door and quietly escape?  No one fetched her, dragged her by the arm or hair to the table, slammed her into a seat, and made her eat.  She was not being shoved into the shower or told to bathe her revolting, unclean body.  No one even knew she was conscious, because they didn’t care.  No one cared.

      The constant threat against her familia in Mexico kept her docile in the beginning and during most of her second ownership, and it was these threats made by her handlers that kept her in line, or so they thought.  With no choice and no way to retaliate, she kept working, hoping to pay off her debt.  But weeks before she was about to pay off her debt from the first sale, she was sold to another organization with worse handlers—the handlers in the other room eating—and then she was told she had new debt added to her account that she must pay off.  Before the money she earned could be sent back home to her family, it was given to her handlers.  When would they sell her again?  When she was dead?  How much were her organs worth?  Or would she be shipped overseas and slaughtered in the online red rooms she heard so much about?  Her greatest contribution in life could not be her death for a snuff film.

      She had wanted so desperately for her parents to be right about the dream of going to America.  But America was a lie, and going there was not the right choice.  Her body was broken with defeat; soon, her mind would follow.

      Now, with some daylight left, while she was not being watched, she saw an opportunity.  She also saw that she was bleeding again, the wet warmth rolling in dual streams down the back of one thigh and on the inside of her other thigh.

      Standing unbalanced for this long left her feeling ripped apart; the fullness of her pain made her think her organs weren’t sitting right.  She felt nauseous again.  She headed for the front door, thought about her family in Mexico, and wondered if the threats against them were real, or if they had all been made up.  As long as she could earn for her handlers, as long as she was alive, her mother and sisters were in danger.  She told herself that.  And to her vulnerable mind, that much was made clear to her every time she told the handler she was done, dying, almost dead.

      She reached for the door, waited to be grabbed by her handlers, then closed her eyes and slowly turned the knob.  The lock released, she opened the door, and she slipped out into the late afternoon heat.  The sunlight against her skin warmed her, and her lungs filled with oxygen.

      Her family was wrong about America, the coyotes, her life as a nanny, and the money she would be able to send back home.  Everything about this country was wrong.  Her life was wrong, just one giant lie.  Pain shot up through her shins; she looked down and saw bare feet.  Did the woman take her shoes?  Did she even have any when she came home?  It didn’t matter.  The loose dirt and bits of gravel under the pads of her feet hurt, but everything else hurt more.

      She turned and saw her neighbor, a nosy old man with bug eyes and a gaze that wouldn’t quit.  Was he a pervert, too?  Or was he seeing the truth about her and the kids like her for the first time, the fifth time, or the twentieth time?  She didn’t know.

      “Are you okay?” he asked from his big house and his big back patio.

      She lifted her finger to her split lips and said, “Shhh.”

      The girl stopped and glanced around.  She spotted the two nearby churches, and farther down the dirt road stood the back of the high school stadium, a loud and lively place where games for the innocent kids of America were hosted.  Those free children would never live this life.  They knew nothing of her existence, the real world, or the nightmares unfolding on both sides of the border, and in their own neighborhoods.  Hers was a story that would not be told but in whispers, and maybe in online blogs no one would ever read.  The real slap in the face was that there were churches in sight.  Not just one, but two of them!  God was all around her, yet He was nowhere to be found when she needed Him most.

      “No one is coming to help you,” the puta said when the police had come to the house earlier this week and the week before.  She recognized one of the cops who showed up at the house from the building where she worked, her small room, and the mattress.

      The cops that came to the house were the same two that always came.  And each time, stacks of cash found their open hands, or the girls would service them if they wanted it—at the house, not the building where she worked—and then they would go, never having served, never having protected.  They only served themselves.  They only protected the narcos, the traffickers, and all the people who would buy kids like her the same as they’d buy used cars or household items.

      The puta was right: no one would help her.  No one could help any of them.  So she walked barefoot down a long dirt road cutting between several houses, her eyes locked on the street below and the high school stadium on the other side of it.

      The man who watched her, the nosy neighbor, started to walk after her.  She could hear his feet tramping on the dirt behind her, his old voice calling to her.  But her head throbbed, her body was depleted, and pain now radiated from her center, the numbness of constantly being sexually abused slowly wearing off.

      Tears glistened in her eyes once more, putting an unnatural shine on the world.  And then the tears filled her eyes, making everything blurry for a moment before they dripped down her face.  She wiped her eyes, clearing her vision.  When she reached the paved road she stopped.  Down the road to the left, girls were cheering for a drag race about to take place between two muscle cars.  The boisterous sounds of revving engines caused her to stir.

      She should be in middle school, almost high school.  Was she old enough?  She had seen more life than any of those spoiled shits, knew more about the real world than they would ever know, and suddenly she hated them for it.

      The asphalt beneath her feet was marred by the cracks of poverty, the once new asphalt beaten down day after day by a million tires and the burning sun, as well as the changing temperatures, rain and heat, and the abuse of the seasons.  She knew how the road felt.  A thin layer of dust coated the street where the dirt met the asphalt, and that’s when she turned to the kids and their cars.

      They were 100 yards away, maybe 200 yards.  The kids now hovered around the muscle cars, both facing the same direction on the two-lane road.  She didn’t know make or models of the cars, but she knew that classic American cars had big engines, and their gas-powered rowdiness was big enough to be felt on the ground and in the air.  The similar rumble of engines was a welcome sound in her hometown, back in Mexico.  She missed home so much, it created physical pain in her heart.

      “American muscle,” her father used to say before the narcos killed him.  Her father loved those old Chevys, pointed them out to her as a child.  She wanted to smile at the memory of him, but she couldn’t smile while drowning in sadness.

      The minute she left their handler’s house, she resigned herself to the knowledge that she would never see her family again.

      Then, the man who had been chasing her was there, standing beside her, speaking to her in English.  She wanted to understand him, and she knew some of the American words he spoke, but he couldn’t help her.

      A girl with short shorts, a halter top, and thick black hair sauntered into the middle of the road between the two cars.  She was holding a white handkerchief.  She held it up.  The American muscle exploded in a pair of throaty roars.

      “Surrender,” the girl said to the man beside her, knowing the word.

      The man took her arm and she shook him off; she was mesmerized by the girl in the street with her short shorts, tan legs, and narrow waist.  But she was a different kind of girl.  The girl on the road could eat, sleep, and go to school without worrying about the men she would have to suffer the next day, or all the things that would be shoved inside of her to pay off a debt that would never be repaid.

      “I can help you,” the man said.  She understood those words.

      “No,” she replied, distant.

      She sounded like she was far away from her mouth, her body floating into space, trying to disappear into a void of darkness.  The embrace of nothingness was hypnotic, too seductive of a dream to ignore.  There must be a place to dull the pain, the kind of isolation that promised no more abuse, and that place was somewhere far from there.  But it could also be a hundred yards up the street, with those kids.

      The girl in the short shorts, with the soft curve of her butt cheeks pushing out of the dark jeans material, dropped the handkerchief.

      The boys in the cars dumped their clutches, smoked their tires, and then raced past the bouncy girl in shorts, who turned with a big smile and a rowdy cheer to track their progress.  For a second, she looked so beautiful.  And, for a second, she saw herself as the pretty girl on the street, the lucky girl who was allowed to live a free life.

      Then she looked down and saw the blood running down the insides of her thighs.  She tried to feel something of her parts, but all she felt was pain and shame.  She was numb all over, yet charged with pain.

      “Young lady,” the man beside her said.  He was looking at the blood on her face and her pitiful state of decay.

      She lifted a foot, saw pebbles sticking embedded in the skin, and knew she should be hurting.  But there was no pain.  Everything she’d endured day after day for months on end was so much worse than sore feet, sex bruises, or dead dreams.  She heard the cars coming, but in front of her were large, green trees, the open backs of the bleachers, and a lush field with massive, digital scoreboards.  This drew her attention for a moment.  And then it didn’t.

      “You need to be careful,” the man said, moving closer to her, trying to get her to look at him.

      She glanced around him, looked down the road, saw the cars coming, and the girls cheering them on.  The guys were grinning as they held their girls.  And, the one girl on the road with the best body of them all walked to a handsome man who pulled her into a hug.

      The man beside her took her arm again, gently this time.  He was trying to help her, she understood this.  She flicked a glance up at him, saw tenderness in his eyes, and knew his heart was good, but he was too late.  She stared at him as if she was in a dream where she wanted only to be alone.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.  “Because you don’t look okay.”

      She fixed her mouth in a frown and jerked her arm out of his grip, harder this time, and then she pushed him.

      Men were always grabbing her, the same as her handlers—those terrible women who were far worse than any man she’d ever met.

      He held up his hands and said, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Martyr,” she said in English.

      Only recently had she learned the meaning of that word.  It ran through her mind for hours, days, and weeks, like water through a sieve, an endless supply of that one word, with no beginning and no end.

      Martyr.

      The girls coming and going, the men who bought time and favor with them, the policeman who never seemed to worry about their conditions, their physical abuse…something had to be done about it.

      But nothing is ever done.

      “What’s happening in that house?” the man asked.  “Do they hurt you?  Sell you?”

      She mumbled the word again, this time in her native tongue.  “Mártir,” she said so softly he might not have heard her.

      The streets were always busy, the idiot kids racing down the roads after school, burning their tires, honking their horns, and cheering whatever it was they were cheering for.  Now two of those cars with two of those idiot drivers were barreling down the road like all of Hell was clawing at their heels, so she did what she had dreamed of doing for the last few days: she stepped out into the road, right in front of the prettiest car.

      These idiots would now know a new kind of Hell, a world that existed inside of their own, but was nothing like their own.

      The instant the bumper slammed her hip she felt the bones in her body breaking, the razor-sharp edges tearing holes through her skin, which would result in multiple compound fractures.

      She sailed through the air as starbursts of pain exploded throughout her body.  But when she hit the ground, it was harder than she imagined.  And then there was nothing—a blink in time, a flash of blackness and relief, the sensation of drowning in a weightless, empty abyss that first embraced her, and then devoured her.
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      Tomás stood horrified as the girl stepped in front of the speeding cars.  Had he known she was going to do that?  She had said the word “martyr.”  What did that mean?  In the back of his mind, was he so reviled by people across the road and the lack of police support for this girl and girls like her that he let her walk into the path of the hard-charging Buick?  Was he willing to let her die to become a martyr, too?

      Everything happened so fast, yet, the way he processed the horror in slow motion was a phenomenon of the mind no one understood except in theory.

      The girl’s body launched forward, a shattered doll flying through the air, surely to her death.  And then, she slammed head-first into the asphalt seconds before she was run over by the same car that hit her.

      The Buick’s driver slammed on the brakes as the beast of a car drove over the girl’s body, overreacting as he tried to correct the wheel.  The back end skipped and skidded, smoke lifting off the tires as he tried to gain control.  Within seconds, he veered sideways into the old Camaro he was racing, hammering the back quarter panel.

      The Camaro’s back end broke loose, pushing the muscle car into a sideways slide.  The edge of its barking tires caught a rough patch of pavement and sent the car into a violent barrel-roll of shattered glass and flying metal.  It hit a low, dirt slope so hard, the impact kicked the vehicle back onto the road where it landed upright on two flat tires before skidding to a stop on the opposite shoulder.

      The driver of the out-of-control Buick, the car that struck the girl, slid to a stop in the middle of the road, not far from the girl’s body.  Farther ahead, the glass was smashed out of the Camaro, the front end was destroyed, and smoke boiled from underneath the tented hood.  The driver and passenger moved slowly, alive but injured.  When the young girl in the Camaro turned, her face was red, a waterfall of blood.

      Tomás’ paralysis broke, and he started for the girl lying in the road.  First he walked, but then he jogged.  Was she still alive?

      The Buick’s driver got out of the car, saw the girl on the ground, lifeless, and then stood for a moment, looking lost, as if he didn’t know what to do next.  He glanced up when he heard Tomás running toward the girl.

      Instead of sticking around, the driver bolted for his car.  He jumped inside the Buick, started the engine, then found first gear and smoked his tires.  He laid down twin tracks of melted rubber all along the asphalt in his big, cowardly getaway.  He didn’t even stop to check on his friends; the driver merely swerved around the injured couple in the Camaro and kept going.

      Tomás’ attention was suddenly drawn to the wrecked muscle car and the two kids inside.  A fire had started under the hood, black smoke now wafting from the engine compartment in a startling display.  He took a few steps toward them, but worried about the potential of the fire.  Inside the Camaro, the driver and passenger were frantically trying to get free of their seatbelts, but the passenger was injured and her seatbelt was stuck.  The driver finally pulled out a knife and started to cut his safety belt so he could get to hers, but then the engine blew, giving the wrecked car a furious jolt.

      Fire exploded into the cabin through a breach in the firewall, immediately catching both bodies on fire.

      The driver, who had just cut his seatbelt, managed to crawl out of the broken window.  By then, the flames had completely consumed him.  He landed hard, then stood and took a few awkward steps into the road before collapsing to his knees on the asphalt.  His body had become a human torch.

      Tomás put both hands on his head, trying hard to comprehend this unfolding nightmare.  He didn’t know what to do but bear witness to this epic catastrophe.

      He took a few more frantic steps toward them, but he was also eyeing the girl in the street, the self-proclaimed martyr.  She wasn’t moving, not like the young girl in the Camaro, who was now a twitching, flaming inferno.  Beside the car, the driver fell forward, landing on his face where he lay burning and slowly squirming to death.  Tears sprung to Tomás’ eyes as he watched these young lives slowly wink out.

      The flames blackened both bodies, turning flesh to cinder, erasing their faces, their skin, and any traces of the people they had been only moments ago.  These were no longer children; they had become statistics.  Behind him, and all around him, were other witnesses to this accident and the resulting deaths.  The kids from the drag race had arrived, out of breath and sobbing, the startled boys trying to comfort the horrified girls.

      Tomás fished his cell phone from his pocket and, with shaky hands, dialed 911.  He glanced around, noting the gathering crowd of residents with phones to their ears, some talking to friends or family, others calling the police, like him.  He received a busy signal, then hung up and prayed someone else would get through.

      His paralysis broke and he walked to the girl in the street.  He knelt beside her body, knowing she was dead.  She was mangled beyond recognition.  Tomás stood and looked around.  Stricken, his eyes had pooled with tears and that was when he saw the woman who ran the house from where the girl had come.  His tears dried almost immediately as his grief turned to anger.

      She stood at the end of the driveway, terrified, a dinner napkin in her hand.

      Something black and reckless took over Tomás as he started her way.  He pointed to her and roared, “This is because of YOU!”

      Her eyes darted left and right as she became frantic.  Startled, she turned and hurried back up the dusty hill where, only moments ago, Tomás had tried to console the young girl.

      Two police units arrived a few minutes later.  The officers on the scene saw the burning bodies, the flaming Camaro, and the girl lying on the road.  Tomás had to tell them what happened.  He was the only credible witness, the one witness who could tell the girl’s story and stop the woman from running whatever operation she was running in that house.

      “Are you the one who called?” the initiating officer asked when he got out of the passenger side of his cruiser.  He was a nice-looking Hispanic man with a clean haircut, a pressed uniform, and the smell of laundered clothes and reliable aftershave.

      “One of us did,” Tomás said.  “But I saw it all happen.”

      The young officer knelt and checked the girl for a pulse, which seemed ridiculous, considering the broken bones sticking out of her skin.  He turned to his partner and shook his head.  EMTs were likely on their way.

      “That car hit her?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at the burning Camaro.

      “Not that one, but the car he was racing,” Tomás said.  “A green Buick.  After he struck her, he got out to look at the body, but then saw me and fled the scene.”

      The officer nodded as his jaw flicked.

      “Whose kid is this?” he asked as he looked around.

      “I know her,” the other officer said, walking up as if he were in charge.  He wore mirrored sunglasses but didn’t take them off.  Tomás found that to be quite rude.

      You couldn’t see the man’s eyes behind the glasses, but his features were hard and cold, and he reeked of ambivalence.  Tomás recognized him as the lead officer sent to the house across the way.

      When Tomás first called the police about the kids he feared were being trafficked, when he gave them an accounting of the suspicious activity supporting his assertion, this officer came and went several times.  The first meeting lasted thirty minutes; subsequent visits were shorter.

      Tomás called Nogales Police Department again and again, and each time, the same officer came to the house, looked around it with blind eyes, and left without doing anything.

      After working for a lifetime in the courts, Tomás had seen firsthand how good officers could go rogue; it started with small bribes, larger opportunities, and then that one decision that locked them into two lives, each one becoming the other’s opposing force—the force of two big sides crushing the man in the middle.

      Tomás suspected some of the good people in the NPD were being bought-off with bribes, or worse, licentious favors from these kids.  He didn’t want to think that, but he did.  All because of the officer standing in front of him.  Now that he had a chance to speak with this man face-to-face, he stepped quickly into his prosecutorial shoes.  But the officer wasn’t sticking around.  Before Tomás could begin to question him, the brute breezed past him and his partner, telling the junior officer he was heading up to the house to have a word with the woman.

      When the hardened officer was out of earshot, Tomás turned his attention to the one guarding the girl and the crime scene.  “Will you go up there with your partner?”

      “Why?” the young officer asked.

      Tomás didn’t recognize him, so maybe he was new, new enough not to be dirty.  He wanted to say as much, but he wasn’t about to level that kind of an accusation on a man’s partner.  Blue was loyal to blue, and prosecuting attorneys were still attorneys with the potential to undo their hard work, most of it conducted as close to “by the book” as they could manage.

      The young cop raised his eyebrows.  “I think you’re going to need to step back, sir.  If this is a hit and run, as you say, then we’ll have to preserve the scene.”

      “I understand.”  Tomás felt his blood pressure spiking.  “How new are you to the force?”

      The man looked nervous or perhaps irritated that Tomás was not following his instructions.  “I’ve been with NPD for five months.  You need to step back, please.”

      Tomás nodded and said, “You guys do a great job.  I’ve met quite a few of your fellow officers, including the assistant chief of police, who seems like an asset to the department.”

      The young officer nodded, thanked him, and said, “Why did you want me to go with my partner?  Do you know him?”

      “Not everyone working in your department seems to care about people as much as they should,” Tomás said, being purposely vague, yet leaving a fig leaf for the officer to grab.

      “Like my partner,” the kid said, getting the message.  “That’s what you’re insinuating, right?  Because we’re only partners today.  His regular partner, Officer Salazar, spent the day in court.”

      Five months and the kid already knew the score.

      “Just go with him, please,” Tomás pleaded.  “It’s for the girl’s benefit.  And maybe other kids who need a new set of eyes on them.”

      In the distance, another siren sounded; both men looked toward the noise.

      “Yeah, okay,” the younger officer finally said.  “As soon as the EMTs arrive, and another unit.  For now, though, I can’t leave the scene.  Not only is this a fatal hit and run, we’ve got multiple fatalities, and this place is about to become an all-night circus.”

      “I get it, you need to preserve the scene,” Tomás said, stepping back.  “I can help you do that if you want.  I’m a former attorney who understands the importance of a sterile crime scene.  But I also understand good policing.”

      “Then you understand why you can’t be here, no matter your former profession.”

      At that moment, something in the officer’s expression changed, darkening.  Tomás fought the urge to recoil.  Was he dirty, too?

      A second police unit arrived, along with an ambulance and a reporter driving a run-down, champagne-colored sedan.  Two more officers and a pair of EMTs approached the scene, allowing the younger officer to head up to the house and meet his partner.

      “I’ll be right back,” the young man said.

      But, just as soon as he started up the road, he had turned around and was now heading back, walking a few steps behind his temporary partner.

      Both men returned to the scene.  The junior officer avoided eye contact with Tomás while the officer with mirrored sunglasses looked wholly unaffected by the tragedy.

      Officer Sunglasses stood before Tomás, chest-to-chest in a visibly aggressive stance, and said, “I visited the woman charged with her care and she’s broken up about it.  This girl here is a friend of the woman’s daughter, your neighbor I’m assuming.  I’ll contact the girl’s family when we get a positive ID.”

      “That woman doesn’t have kids of her own,” Tomás snapped.  “The dead girl lived there.  Well, she did when she wasn’t working.”

      “She’s best friends with the woman’s daughter,” the hardened cop said, a bladed edge to his voice.  A hint of color stole into his cheeks.  “We’ll handle it from here.  So, please, just stand back, or go back to your house and let us do our jobs.”

      Tomás looked at the younger officer and then turned his no-bullshit gaze to the seasoned cop, who took off his sunglasses and stared at Tomás with cold, dead eyes of his own.  To soften the look, or perhaps to scare Tomás, his mouth formed a slow, creepy smile, one that didn’t reach his eyes.  He had seen the same smile on psychopaths and serial killers before.

      “I told you, that woman does not have a daughter,” Tomás said again.  “And the girl who is dead now was being trafficked, which you know but won’t do a damn thing about!”

      “Sir, we appreciate the concern,” the older officer said, putting his sunglasses back on and acting as if he hadn’t heard Tomás or was refusing to listen to him.  “Either way, you’re going to have to stand back.”

      “Because this is a crime scene?” Tomás challenged.

      “My partner will take your statement if you have something to say; just please step back.  I’m not going to tell you again.”

      Tomás turned and saw the woman again—his neighbor.  She was brave enough or stupid enough to return to the end of the driveway.  When their eyes met, she refused to take another step in Tomás’ or the dead girl’s direction.  She merely glared at him and folded her arms.

      “Does she look heartbroken to you?” Tomás turned and barked at the officers.  “Because she looks angrier at me for calling her out than she does upset that a girl in her charge is lying dead on the street.”

      “Stand BACK!” the hardened officer barked.

      Tomás’ nostrils flared.  He turned his eyes to the woman, who refused to come closer.  He wanted to call her every name in the book, but first he wanted to start throwing rocks at her.  When Tomás wasn’t looking, the hardened officer left to deal with the press.

      Tomás’ nerves were on edge and he was ready to fight, but there was no one there to fight.  And the officer?  Mr. Sunglasses?  Mr. Stand Back, or else?  He was forcefully turning the press around and telling them to leave, that families were grieving their losses and this wasn’t anything they could air on the nightly news anyway due to the graphic nature of the bodies.

      The press engaged in a heated exchange about first amendment rights and the freedom of the press, but Mr. Sunglasses barked orders at them, forcing the reporter and his cameraman to return to their sedan.  The officer stood vigil, his body facing their sedan, hands on his hips in a show of control.  They turned their vehicle around and drove off, slowly at first, then faster.

      Tomás knew the law as well as he knew the contours of his own face, and he was revolted by this kind of outrageous behavior, which was something he hadn’t seen in any other NPD officers until now.  Rather than arguing with the asshole again, Tomás stared at the new young officer so hard it was a wonder the man’s face didn’t catch fire.

      The young officer continued to avoid Tomás’ eyes.  He took several big steps back as he watched the EMTs load the girl’s mangled body onto a stretcher.  Her guts were bulging out of the length of her torn-open belly, a new sight that hurt him immensely.  Someone on the side of the road saw this, an older woman, and got sick.  The girl wasn’t alive.  She had flat-lined long before help had even arrived at the scene, which kept Tomás from wondering if she was in pain before she died.  For this poor girl…at least her days of pain were over.

      “This is a murder,” he said a bit too loudly.  “Not by the Buick that hit her, but by that woman who did not care for her.”

      To the rookie officer’s credit, he didn’t join his partner in ordering him around like a drill sergeant.  Instead, he walked over to Tomás and said, “Do you have the make and model, or even a license plate number, of the driver who hit her and fled?”

      Tomás gave the information to the man.

      “It’s not a murder,” the seasoned officer said moving into the lawyer’s personal space.

      Tomás stepped back, trying to recreate his personal space, but the officer’s hostility was on full display.  Rather than back off, like the reporters, Tomás held his ground.  The officer did not budge either, and Tomás felt the strength of his conviction draining out of him.  He hated cops like the one towering over him.

      “This is a hit and run,” Tomás finally said.

      “It’s a crime, but it’s also suicide by car from what I understand,” the senior officer said.  “Your words, not mine.”

      The seasoned culero whipped out a business card and handed it to Tomás; the lawyer snapped it away from the officer and stuffed it angrily into his back pocket.

      “If you’ll prepare a formal statement and email it to my office, we’ll have it on file,” the officer said, his tone having dropped a few octaves.  “Then, as we begin to dig into this, if we need your help, would you be willing to serve as a witness before the courts?”

      Tomás took a breath and nodded.  “Yes, of course.”

      “All right, then, thank you,” the officer said, calmer.  Rather than leaving, he held Tomás’ gaze from behind his sunglasses, and all Tomás saw was his own reflection; he couldn’t think of what to say next.  The officer made it clear that it was time for Tomás to leave.

      “All right,” Tomás said, resigned.

      He turned to head back home, and the woman was gone.  He walked up the packed-dirt road, racked with guilt for not stopping the girl, horrified by the unending images of her death.  Worse, he was still so irritated with the asshole cop, who was protecting the woman and her reprehensible operation.

      Up the road, he caught a glimpse of the woman walking into her home; it was almost 5,000 square feet according to county records.  Instead of going back to his house, he went straight to hers.

      He knocked on the front door with authority, his heart crashing around in his chest, leaving him feeling nearly as winded as he was nervous.  Or was that anger?  He chewed his molars and knocked harder the second time.

      The woman pulled open the front door and said, “Sí?”

      “I know what’s going on here,” he hissed, unable to stifle his accusatory tone.  She tried to close the door but he stuck his foot inside, stopping her.  “I watch you and your people come and go at all hours of the day and night.  There are dozens of kids here, and none of them are yours.  I just want you to know that I know.”

      “I have a big family, lots of brothers and sisters, and even more nieces and nephews,” she retorted, not a kind note in her voice.  “People stay with me.  Is that against the law?  I don’t think so.”

      “People come and pick these kids up in vans, six at a time, sometimes a dozen of them.  These are disgusting men in vans, the kind of men no decent mother would ever let within ten feet of their kid.  Also, some of those fake kids of yours stay and work for you while others stare out the windows during the day, like they’re lost in space, or traumatized.”

      “Mind your own business,” she said in English.  Then, she kicked his foot, trying to move it enough for her to close the door.  He refused to budge.

      “This is a store and these kids are for sale!” he finally roared.

      “No hablo Ingles,” she said, sheepishly.  She kicked his foot again, but still, he would not relent.

      “I know what you’re doing and you can bet your flat, nasty ass something is going to be done about it, and you!”

      The door was suddenly jerked open and a huge man appeared, nudging the woman aside.  He filled the entire doorway, and in his hand was a revolver, which he raised in a flash.

      Tomás suddenly found himself staring down the barrel of a rather large pistol.  This big, ugly man moved so quickly, Tomás didn’t even have time to react.

      “You are asking questions you should not ask,” the man said in clunky English.  He thumbed back the hammer on the revolver, something Tomás heard rather than saw.  All he could see was the barrel of the gun, and maybe the copper-jacketed nose of the bullet meant for him.

      Tomás was terrified but self-righteous to a fault.  “You people are a blight on our society,” he finally said, unable to help himself.  His voice had lost most of its power, but his words rang true.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” the man asked, stepping forward, the barrel just an inch from Tomás’ right eye.

      Tomás lowered his head in submission, raised his hands as if he was under arrest, and started to back up.  “It was my mistake,” he said.

      “If you make that mistake again,” the man said, following Tomás but refusing to lower the weapon, “it’ll be your body the cops will come to collect.”

      Tomás nodded.  “I don’t want any trouble.”

      “No, you don’t,” the man growled, “but this is the way you’re going to get it.  So walk back to your fancy house and close your blinds.  You hear me?  Close them!”

      “Entiendo,” Tomás managed to say.  “I understand.”
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      Tomás stood shaking inside of his house, unbalanced despite his feet being planted to the floor.  He swallowed hard, his face bloodless, the pit in his stomach so large he felt physical pain in his abdomen.  He had to do something about this madness.  Kids are not commodities!

      His body jolted to life.  He had the answer.

      He grabbed his cell phone, scrolled through his contacts list, and stopped when he saw his friend’s name: Diego Morales.  Diego lived in Tucson.  He was a political friend familiar with people on both sides of the border—in both law enforcement and intelligence.  He might even know a few shameless men who had run afoul of the law, men who could be bought but also trusted.  He didn’t like thinking about mercenaries for hire, but the time for soft measures was over.

      When Tomás called and told his friend what he wanted, that he needed help with this problem, and that it required a delicate touch and moral flexibility, Morales said, “I might know some people, but I’m not sure if they’re right for you or this situation.”

      “DEA?” Tomás asked.

      “I know guys with the DEA, but for the other side of the border, I have a CIA contact or two,” he replied, a touch of unease building in his voice.

      “Tell me about him,” he pressed, interested largely because moral flexibility combined with devotion to a cause was the calling card of most case officers and field officers with the Agency.

      “On paper, technically, this guy operates in Sonora out of the US Consulate in Nogales.  But, between you and me, the man has free reign of the region.”

      “How is he?” Tomás asked.  Is he a good guy, or…?

      Morales understood the question.  “He’s efficient at whatever he wants to be efficient at if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “But is he…?”

      “Is he a good guy or a bad guy?” Morales asked, clarifying.  His voice was thick-sounding and a bit scratchy, factors of age and public speaking.  “That’s what you’re asking, right, my friend?  His ideology?  His philosophy on right and wrong?”

      Tomás nodded into the phone and said, “Yes.  That’s precisely what I’m asking.”

      “That’s a fair question, considering the various elements of the Agency.  The answer, I suppose, depends on the times, the region, his relationship with the DEA, the DHS, and the CBP, not to mention Mexico’s National Guard and the local cartels.”

      “Why does all of that matter in my case?” Tomás asked.

      “It all matters if you want a US problem cleaned up.  But if this is a problem that’s south of the border—”

      “I need him Stateside.”

      “Okay,” Morales chuckled.

      Was his friend grinning or sweating bullets and playing it cool under the circumstances?  When you were having conversations like this one, you prayed to God no one was listening on the other end of the line and that certain words or phrases didn’t get flagged by the NSA and escalated for human review.  With Morales being a public servant, the probability of such an intrusion increased incrementally.

      “What do you want him to do?” Morales asked.  He was walking on thin ice, wanting to understand, but not wanting Tomás to speak candidly.  He knew that Tomás understood that razor-thin line.

      Tomás sighed.  What did he want from Morales?  He was almost scared to say it, let alone think about it, but here he was, on the phone, having made that call.

      “As I said, I live across the street from people I believe to be human traffickers,” Tomás replied, careful with his words.  “I think they use certain unscrupulous members of the local police force to stay off the radar of those good and righteous LEOs and the various task forces operating in the city.  They might even have blanket protection.  You know how it is.”

      “Nogales is teeming with law enforcement and state and federal task forces,” Morales said, trying to reason with him, but Morales didn’t understand what he was asking.  Tomás would need something more hands-on.

      “These bad actors operate brazenly, Diego,” Tomás said.  “They move without fear of exposure, and they…they put a gun in my face when I approached them.”

      “The officers or traffickers?”

      “Traffickers.”

      “There’s a new task force Merrick Garland created for situations like this,” Morales said.  He cleared his throat.  “Give me a second; let me see what I know.”

      “Yeah, sure, okay.”

      Morales put him on hold for a few minutes, then returned and said, “I’ve got the name of an FBI liaison.  She’s inbound and her ETA is vague, but it looks like she’ll be boots on the ground soon.  The Director asked that she be assigned to Garland’s Joint Task Force Alpha, the JTFA, in Nogales, which is currently being set up as an outpost near the CBP offices, although their base of operations is unclear right now.”

      “You said ‘her’?” Tomás asked.  “A woman?”

      “Special Agent Hailey Mitchell,” Morales said.  “She’s supposed to be a good agent, and on the level, but she’s aggressive and might step a little outside of her comfort zone if the cause is juicy enough for her.  But, how far she’ll stray is anyone’s guess.”

      “How do you know this?” Tomás asked.

      “Don’t ask,” Morales said.  “Let me reach out and see if she started JTFA yet.  She might not even know about the opportunity at this point.  And full disclosure—I don’t know her personally so I can’t personally vouch for her.  But she may be a good place to start fixing this problem of yours, but she could also be a fly in the ointment.”

      “So, I can’t trust her yet?”

      Morales let out a long sigh, the kind of sigh that let Tomás know there were so many things his friend wanted to say but could not say on the phone.

      “She looks solid on paper, but there’s no accounting for her age, gender, or ideology, not to mention the route she took to get where she’s at in her career,” Morales said.  “Being FBI, she won’t have the same moral deviations as my contact down south.  That’s to say, she likely values the letter of the law more than speed and efficiency, or how to both operate and cover her ass while working like a fiend in the gray area.  Because that’s where this is, Tomás.  It’s dark gray and murky, and you need a certain way of thinking to walk that path.”

      “I understand,” Tomás said.  It would seem that his friend understood him and what he was asking.

      Then, for a second, Morales sounded like he was looking through a few pages, and maybe clicking something on his keyboard.

      “Okay, I’m looking at highlights from her file now.  I’m hoping she’s seasoned enough to sniff out any issues with local law enforcement, as well as any of the other agencies and task forces working in the area.  She would make for a good liaison, but the FBI and the CIA don’t always play well, as you know.”

      “I don’t need anyone dealing with dirty cops,” Tomás said, knowing the complications at the house across the road.  “I just want the kids freed, and I want this crap to stop.”

      “I know what you want,” Morales said, a little bite to his tone.  “Not everyone wants the trafficking problem solved.  You understand that, right?”

      “I don’t like that you even said that because it confirms my worst fears.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Morales replied.  A long, pained silence stretched between them.  “Like it or not, we’re not in charge of this, and the border policies we have in place don’t allow for a fix, let alone reasonable management.”  He lowered his voice an octave; they were churning through some dark waters now.  “These soulless pigs, these traffickers, you have no idea the dark, dirty garbage that festers in their heads.”

      “That’s why we need to stop this,” Tomás hissed, his heart racing, tremors in his hands.

      Morales paused to consider his next words, or maybe he wasn’t sure about having the conversation on an open line.  Either way, they were fast approaching that moment.

      “What do you want out of this, my friend?” Morales finally asked.

      The former attorney knew this was the point of no return.  He opened his mouth and the words practically fell out by themselves.  “I want these people run out of the country, or worse.”

      “Or worse?”

      There was a lot more silence, entire conversations being had in a vacuum.

      “Worse,” Tomás said, clenching his jaw, and narrowing his eyes.  The hatred for these heathens surged through him like electricity, igniting the ends of every last nerve.  “What these people are doing, I can tell you Morales, it’s unconscionable.  No, it’s demonic.”

      “That’s a different conversation.”  Now he was hesitant, backing off, trying to play cool, coy, and aboveboard.

      “I know,” Tomás admitted.

      Morales was breathing deep breaths, slowing his heartbeat, pulling back fast.  Conversations like this tended to find their way into congressional hearings and criminal courts.

      “We should catch up on dinner, old friend,” Morales said.  “Maybe put this business aside to enjoy what was once a budding friendship.  How soon can you come to Tucson?”

      “What are you doing right now?” Tomás asked.  “Because I’m hungry and I need to not think about the things I just saw, or feel the things I’m feeling.”

      “I’m making dinner reservations the moment I get off the line,” Morales said, sounding delighted.  “How does a late dinner sound to you?”

      Tomás nodded to himself, rubbing his closed eyes.  But his mind would not stop working overtime, and so he thought of the girl the moment the Buick struck her body, the sounds of her bones breaking, the harsh noise of screeching tires and broken glass and screaming bodies being burned to a crisp.

      He glanced out his window at the house across the dirt lane and knew his next steps with these people would very well dictate how he lived the rest of his life, and if he died a natural or unnatural death.

      “Yeah, okay,” Tomás said, his eyes clearing.  “Dinner sounds good, great I mean.  Just text me the time and place.”
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      Dinner was at Fleming’s Prime Steakhouse and Wine Bar in Tucson.  The wine was respectable, flavorful, and extremely expensive while the food was delectable, and the warm, ambient noise provided just enough cover for a difficult, albeit illicit, conversation.

      When Tomás and Diego Morales finished their meal, they ordered dessert, and then they tidied up the business end of their earlier discussion.

      Morales said, “I’ll reach out to my Agency contact, and I’ll check the status of the new FBI agent working with Garland’s Joint Task Force Alpha.  If she’s onsite or headed to Nogales, I believe she might know better how to help…remedy this situation.”

      “Does she even have experience in this?” Tomás asked, curious about Special Agent Hailey Mitchell.

      “Her specialty with the FBI is in human trafficking and child rescue.  I found out that she’s currently working at the Texas/New Mexico border.  She’s at the tail end of a current investigation rather than the front door, so we could see her in Arizona any day now.”

      “Those are different cartels, different landscapes, and different challenges from those operating in Sonora and now Arizona,” Tomás said.

      “For that reason alone, there might be some money involved,” Morales said.  “You know that, right?  My Agency contact, he’ll have to go freelance, which is something he won’t want to do if he’s deeply embedded in whatever the man gets embedded in.  And Special Agent Mitchell?  Well, we’ll cross that line when we come to it, or you can pay the spook to deal with it for you.  He’s probably better with psychology as it relates to manipulation than either of us anyway. ”

      “Money is no problem,” Tomás said.

      Then again, he didn’t know what CIA spooks working off the books, out of their regions, and in America, would charge for…what he was about to ask.  If he couldn’t meet the financial obligation, he might try to negotiate for what he could afford, or maybe even work to raise the money somewhere else.

      “That’s one of the benefits of living so cheaply in Nogales, I suppose,” Morales reasoned.

      Tomás perked up.  “Meaning?”

      Morales softened his eyes, tented his fingers, and let out a low, knowing chuckle.  “You live like a king at peasant prices while sitting on more money than you can spend in a few lifetimes.  It’s admirable, but it also allows for unexpected expenses such as these.”

      Tomás received the compliment in the spirit it was meant, but he still had something to say about the gentle slight.

      “You’re a fool if that’s not your retirement plan,” Tomás countered.

      Morales smiled and nodded as if he would give Tomás’ advice deeper consideration.  With his line of work, Morales’ base residence was critical, not just because of optics with his constituents, but because operating in the public eye, especially in the volatile, nearly insufferable field of politics, required certain security considerations.

      “Other than human traffickers invading my neighborhood, I love my neighbors, the local people, and the city of Nogales,” Tomás said, consciously defending his retirement choices, even though he knew it wasn’t necessary with his old friend.

      “Good people in a safe community living like one large family,” Morales said as if the ideology was an untouchable dream where he lived.  “That’s what matters most, right?”

      “It is,” Tomás purred.

      “Back to the original question,” Morales said, lowering his voice and getting down to the real business, the business they could not conduct over the phone.  “You said you want these people to be run out of the country or worse.  So, I ask again, as a friend, how much worse?”

      Tomás leaned forward, his eyes hard, serious, and full of need.  “I want them run off the fucking planet, Diego.”

      Morales’ nostrils flared briefly, he pursed his lips, and then he sat up and glanced around the busy dining room.  Tomás sat up too, knowing his friend was concerned about eavesdroppers during a conversation this delicate.

      “A job like that costs more money than you might want to spend.”

      “I want the trafficking lines into my community severed.  That means I want someone to run up the lines with a machete, cutting throats until there is no one left to kill.”

      Morales sat back, straightened his napkin, and looked around again, this time forcing a smile.  When he returned to Tomás, he said, “Jesus Christ, man.”

      “A young girl killed herself today,” Tomás explained.

      “Girls kill themselves all the time,” he quickly said, sweating, taking a sip of his third glass of wine while anxiously waiting for dessert.

      “This one lived across the road from me.  I talked to her seconds before she died.  She was being trafficked, whored out, and fucked to death, Diego.  You should see these kids…”

      Morales pursed his lips and then adjusted his tie, hoping there weren’t children nearby to hear Tomás swearing.  But Tomás didn’t care if others heard the foul words.  The impact of the f-word and the description of the girl’s life were understated when he considered the truth, her life, and the nightmares he was sure she had been forced to endure.

      “She wasn’t much younger than my granddaughter, Diego,” Tomás explained.  “Before she died, do you know what this terrified little girl said to me?”

      “How would I know that?”

      “She said, ‘Martyr.’  She was standing beside me.  I was trying to talk her down, but you should have seen her eyes.  Man, they were dead.  She was dead on her feet, knowing what she was doing.  And then she killed herself.  I believe she did that to bring attention to that house, those people, and this much larger problem.  She got my attention.”

      “Her problem is now our problem, I agree, but where you see their business as an atrocity, the narcos are pushing an underground economy into the light of day. They see America as a budding frontier, a world that will allow Mexico and the dirtier parts of America to survive and thrive together.”

      “I stood against this kind of profane activity my entire professional life,” Tomás said, careful not to preach, “yet this sickness is here, right now, standing in my front yard.  Do you know the pain this causes me?”

      “This is a criminal element that is making its way into this state, this country, and it is unfixable,” Morales said, unyielding.  The admission must have stung because he looked so small, so utterly defeated when he said it.

      Tomás continued.  “These kids are human beings, children, and they’re being treated like a commodity.  Kids, man.  Do you hear me?  Do you hear the exact words I’m speaking?”

      Morales dabbed the corners of his mouth even though he wasn’t eating, frowned, then leaned forward and said, “I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      “I’ve never felt so charged, so needed, as I feel now.  I know what I’m saying, what I’m asking.  And you can’t know how much pain I keep to myself thinking about this giant problem that I can’t fix, this problem that no one seems to be able to fix.”

      “You’re asking me to help you facilitate murder, Tomás.”

      “I know what I’m asking.”

      In a hushed whisper, Morales said, “So, if you want some dead traffickers, maybe a few dead smugglers, or narcos if there are drugs involved as well, then, fine, I can help you with that.  But if you think that will solve your problems, or protect your sliver of Nogales, you’re sorely mistaken.”

      “Twenty thousand people will sleep better when men and women like the ones I live next to are pushing daisies.”

      “But a quarter-million people in Nogales, Sonora, will never stop shouldering their way into your front yard.  America is still the preferred lifestyle, as unsavory and miserably corrupt as this country has become.”

      A man and a lovely woman stopped by the table, glanced at Morales, then smiled as if they knew him.  “Congressman Morales, it’s so nice to see you here among the people,” the man said.

      Diego Morales sat up and smiled brightly, but the look on his face was telling to his closest friends, to Tomás.  He was searching his memory banks for their names.  Morales finally recognized the people and his smile became genuine.  He stood and shook the man’s hand, his eyes now glowing with familiarity.

      “Juan, Carlita, what a surprise,” Morales said warmly.

      He hugged Carlita, who didn’t mind the attention from a local congressman, especially one as handsome and powerful as Diego Morales.

      “Hello, Congressman,” Carlita said, blushing.

      Displaying a velvety exhibition of his political tenure, Morales said, “Our families should get together one of these days.”  It was an empty platitude and everyone knew it, but still, all of the parties seemed content, maybe even uplifted by the interaction.

      “We should,” Juan said, still red in the face from his wife’s reaction to the congressman.  “I’ll let you get back to dinner and your guest.”

      “I’ll be in contact,” Morales said.  “It was so nice to see you both.”

      When they walked off, Morales sat and took a generous sip of wine.  He appeared to relax once more.  “You look at people like that who don’t know how to take you, and you wonder if they think you’re just another scumbag politician, talking out both sides of your mouth while taking a God-sized shit on the Constitution.  It’s this kind of thinking that leaves me with more than a few sleepless nights, Tomás.”

      He knew the problems this country faced, and the growing political and social divide among the people, but to him, none of that mattered when you were shopping for a hitman.

      “If you want this problem solved in this manner, I’ll do my best to persuade my contacts to reach out,” Morales finally said.  “What terms you agree upon, including the appropriate compensation, are on you, not me.  That’s the best I can offer.”

      “Then that will be enough and, of course, I am grateful for your help.”

      The former lawyer was full of gratitude and experienced a moment of peace, which made it easier for both men to enjoy their dessert.  Tomás paid for the meal and thanked his old friend for his time and help.

      For the first time in his life, Tomás was stepping over the line, creeping into a criminal world he knew only from one side and had always regarded with deep measures of disgust.

      “For the kids,” he said.

      For the kids.
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      Atlas finished running the background checks on the teams who signed up for two days at the shoot house that he and Cira owned.  When he was finished vetting members of the incoming teams, he and Cira conducted a deeper dive on the team leaders to make sure they were not recently compromised by people or agencies who might look to do Atlas and Cira harm.  They went through the same exercises every time.  With the help of AI and ChatGPT’s organization skills, as well as Codrin’s hacking skills when needed, Atlas and Cira were able to figure out how to quickly build and maintain profiles on their new and existing customers.

      When they’d opened up the shoot house in Montenegro last year, he and Cira went through these motions ad nauseam because of the paranoia that clung to them after Caracas.  What they had done in Odessa, Juárez, Prague, Cologne, and Caracas—all the killing, the murders and decapitations, the chain-sawing and head-splitting and wood-chippering—could very well blow back on them one day.  Even though they had successfully faked their deaths in Caracas, Atlas felt he should be ready for anything at any time.

      He was ready, but he didn’t feel ready.

      The paranoia had proven to be worse than any perceived threat.  He could not sleep well, was constantly agitated, and had started seeing threats everywhere.  These threats always proved to be empty, but his nervous system didn’t know the difference.

      In time, he had stopped worrying so much about blowback from most of their ops, even Prague and Cologne, where he’d threatened well over a thousand pedos and psychopaths in the red rooms, but he could not seem to shake Caracas.   Nicolás Maduro was still in power, and Leopold’s team had not only come into the dictator’s country and started a drug war, they also stole millions in gold from his Minister of the Interior, Reinaldo De La Vega, right before they killed him and his wife, and saved De La Vega’s child from a life of crime.

      Now, in hiding in Montenegro, they had to protect their assets, because they never knew when someone’s merc or bitter relative might track them down, torture them, and take everything they had, including their lives.

      Cira had managed to break free of the fear of retaliation more than a year ago, and so, slowly, Atlas too found a way to let go until one day, when their protective measures were firmly in place, the worry over unseen threats within him died.

      But the threats returned last month when Yergha Mugheri and his family were attacked.  Leopold and the disbanded team were now on high alert.  Neither Yergha, nor his family, were hurt in the attack, but Atlas’ former teammate was shaken up and had to bury three bodies on his property.  His wife was horrified by having to watch her husband kill two people in their living room and one in their kitchen, not only because of the extreme violence but because all of this took place in front of their children.  Since then, Atlas and Cira had taken measures to be choosier with whom they allowed into the shoot house.

      With Codrin’s help, he and Cira were able to vet the team coming to Montenegro—six new men with Montenegro’s Special Anti-Terrorist Unit (SAJ).

      “There is one guy who’s a bit suspect,” Atlas said to Codrin.  Codrin was back in Romania, living his best life—a nice sports car, two girlfriends, and a far better computer system.

      “I know,” Codrin said.  “I flagged him, too, but maybe it’s nothing.  I can’t tell.”

      “If they’re smart, they won’t leave digital footprints, but would this guy we’re looking at really go to these lengths to run a hit on me and my family?” Atlas asked.  “Do you think it’s possible that we’re on someone’s radar now?”  He couldn’t help but think out loud.  It was his method these days.

      Codrin said, “I just don’t know, man.  I can do a lot of things, and I can look into pretty much anything, but a lot of these guys are going low-tech now.  It’s discouraging.  Also, maybe his situation made him right for the job.  Meaning, whoever would consider this might first consider him and his anonymity.”

      “Which is to say, I need to stay paranoid,” Atlas grumbled.

      Codrin said, “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “It is what it is,” he sighed.

      “When does the SAJ come through?”

      Atlas said, “They’re set to arrive in two hours.”

      “I’m sure Cira has been made aware of Yergha’s situation by now, right?  Did you tell her yourself?”

      Atlas nodded to himself and said, “Leopold called her directly.  She and I have had some tough conversations about it since then.  And while I’m not happy Leopold went around me like this, because it took a lot for us to unwind from Caracas, I think it was the right move.”

      “Is she still active?” Codrin asked.

      The hacker was asking if Cira could fight and defend herself the way she used to in the past.  She was ferocious once, a lethal warrior with a point to prove to Leopold and the team.  No one wanted on the team as badly as Cira, not just as an op coordinator, but as a permanent contractor.  She had finally earned her rightful place, especially in Prague when Leopold was kidnapped, tortured, and almost killed.

      “She’s fresher and friskier than most guys coming through here,” Atlas grinned, a point of pride for him.

      It had been two years since they’d faked their deaths and left Caracas, Venezuela.  The first year, he and Cira spent their time together, building their new identities and their life together, and falling in love with no obstacles but those they made for themselves.  But then they grew bored and decided that they could not relax their skills, just in case their past came back to haunt them.

      Cira started training in Krav Maga again, and then they resumed tactical training with guns, specifically close-quarters combat, single- and two-man house clearing, and tactical weapons drills on the range with pistols, shotguns, and rifles.  To do this, they bought a good-sized property without noise or ordinance restrictions (meaning no nearby neighbors) and built the ultimate shoot house, complete with ballistic walls (10 inches of pea gravel), interior and exterior breaching capabilities, catwalk observations, and replaceable doors and windows.  They even installed various stages of lighting for night-shoot scenarios.  Over two months, they turned their new building into the shoot house it was today, and then they ran drills three times a week without fail trying to fine tune their skillsets.  The private groups they brought in with online ads began to talk about the quality of the shoot house and its management, as well as its floor-plan-modification capabilities, and soon there were weekend warriors anxious to run the chute, so to speak.  That was how their weekend warrior training program began.

      But then the Ministry of Defense caught wind of the operation and showed up at the house with cease and desist orders.  Atlas and Cira were aware of the corruption that plagued their new country so, instead of bowing to the Ministry they offered to train local members of law enforcement and the Montenegro Army.  The ministry didn’t care much about training their infantry or artillery divisions, but they were interested in tidying up the tactics of their more specialized operators.  The ministry liked the shoot house, even more so after they toured it.

      “If you don’t fulfill your end of this bargain, we will seize the property,” the ministry’s representative said in a show of dominance.

      “On what grounds?” Atlas asked, irritated that a deal had been worked out and this guy was still flexing his dick.

      “Does it matter?” he asked with a smug grin.  He was a slight fellow; indeed, he was the kind of guy Atlas could break in half and pull apart with his bare hands.  The little weasel started ticking off his fingers as he spoke.  “Business violations, because I’m sure you haven’t filed the proper paperwork with the Central Registrar of Business Entities.”

      “We have.”

      “But there are environmental considerations, which means that not only can we revoke permits and licenses, we can arrest you for multiple violations.  Our judges don’t tolerate that sort of thing.”

      Atlas felt the heat rising in his neck.

      “You are not who you say you are, but we don’t know who you are,” the man said as if that gave him the upper hand.

      Atlas didn’t tell him that his statement had just put a big target on his back.

      The weasel continued since he was unaware of the mortal threat standing before him.  “That being said, we know that so far you are a good citizen, and a friend to Montenegro, and that you pay your taxes and don’t break the law.  But our good will and the blind eye we have turned to you can change in a heartbeat.”

      “I get it,” Atlas said.

      The man smiled, like he was relieved, then took a breath and said, “I’m so happy to hear that.”

      “We’ll charge you a discounted rate and open our schedule to your men.  But in exchange, my partner and I are off limits to your police force, army, judicial system, and the cockroaches in public administration—the nasally little pricks like you.  We will break no laws, but we won’t be strong-armed here, either.”

      The smile fell off the representative’s face.  “We can shut you down with an attitude like that.”

      “By the time you try, we will have burned the whole property to the ground.  I won’t give a damn about this place if some chicken-neck, little rat fuck like you wants to act like you have leverage over us.  You don’t.  Be sure to tell your people that.  And then tell them they’re clear to get on the schedule.”

      The new customers got on the books quickly, but the tactical teams did not keep a regular schedule.  And, fortunately, the Ministry never said another word about them or their business.

      The reputation of the shoot house grew steadily, and interest around the region grew.  Within months, Atlas and Cira had special operations teams booking the shoot house, not just from Montenegro but also from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo, Albania, and even across the Adriatic Sea from Italy.

      This influx of new capital allowed him and Cira to legally and justifiably expand the shoot house further while developing the surrounding landscape.  They now had several cars and a van for various vehicle shooting drills, as well as three helicopter landing pads and sniper posts for in-building defense drills.

      Now, after bringing in dozens of high-level teams for months, the processes they ran not only exposed potential threats early, they also gave Atlas and Cira peace of mind, until now.  All the guys on the incoming SAJ team had left digital footprints at some point in their lives.  All but one.  That wasn’t unheard of, but it was discomforting when considering the recent hit on Yergha and his family.  Whoever attacked him did so because they found him, whoever “they” were.  Were they zeroing in on the others, too, and on him and Cira?  Did they know they were still alive?

      “What do you want to do about this guy?” Codrin asked.

      “I don’t know,” Atlas answered, thinking about the ghost.  “Take another run at him, and maybe do an even deeper dive.  He’s human, so he has to have something out there on him.”

      “I already dove deep,” Codrin said, much softer.  “I hit the bottom, that’s how deep I dove.”

      Atlas needed to think about this, not that there was anything more he could do.  “All right, send me what you have on him, even if the file is paper-thin.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Thank you, Codrin.”
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      Four months ago, Atlas and Cira bought a black BMW X5, the newest model with the Protection VR6 package.  The rare specialty package was an armor-plated version of the X5 Crossover, built to withstand attacks from anything from an AK-47 to anti-infantry hand grenades.  It was even equipped to protect the passengers from a charge of TNT as close as 13 feet away.  While the vehicle was built to resist hijackings, kidnappings, and full-scale assaults, the makers of this particular package also knew that any initial attack would be followed by subsequent attacks.  Accordingly, the designers invested time and research into their post-blast protective technology.  This offered owners top-of-the-line protection from secondary attacks.  Following the initial blast, the windows would remain in their original positions; the run-flat tires had reinforced sidewalls, and there was overlapping armor plating inside bodywork joints and gaps in the doors, which prevented penetration from bullets or fragments.

      Did he and Cira feel safe driving this vehicle?  They felt much safer than before, far safer than when they drove their Renault Kadjar crossover utility vehicle.  But did they feel safe in their home?  Not so much.  For that reason, they put as many security measures in place as they could without moving to a concrete bunker and slipping into a paranoid state of psychosis.

      The computer pinged, alerting Atlas to a secured email.  He sat at his desk and opened it.  Codrin had sent the man’s file.  He studied the dossier from page one to the last word on the last page, taking the time to study the landscape of the man’s face, especially his eyes.  This man bore the typical emptiness of a hardened soldier.  It was the thousand-yard stare, the same emptiness Atlas felt in his own eyes in times of urban warfare.  Atlas did not like the look of the man; then again, he didn’t like any of the guys coming to the shoot house.

      “What are you looking at?” Cira asked.  She walked up behind him, leaned down, and kissed his neck, and then she took his chin and turned it toward her, kissing his mouth.

      “Possible security breach,” Atlas said.

      “Still?”

      “Codrin can’t clear this guy.  No digital footprint, no birth records, and a newish history with the SAJ and this team in particular.”

      “That’s not unusual, nor is it a guaranteed red-level risk.”

      “Yeah, but Codrin can always get something on someone,” Atlas turned and said.  He put his hands around her waist, cupping her hips.

      “Almost always,” she corrected him.

      “Should we be worried?”

      “We’ll need to be cautious, of course,” she replied.  “And our instincts must be sharp, not just so we can safely run the team and the shoot house, but to cover our sixes.”

      “Can I cover your six before we leave?” he asked with a grin.  She laughed as he spun her around by the hips and squeezed her butt cheeks.

      Atlas started to pull down her pants, but she grabbed them and pulled them back up, and said, “Seriously?”

      “Dead serious,” he said, reaching for the top button.

      “Afterward, you can do anything and everything you want,” she teased, shoving his hands away from her pants.  He looked up at her with a frown—the sullen child.  “Look, I know you’re nervous about this, but going to the shoot house with a sex hangover won’t serve either of us or those paying us.”

      “I know,” he said, looking her over.  “I just want to, you know, be close to you.”

      She leaned down, held his face, and kissed him long and passionately.  Then she stood and said, “That’s one of the things I love best about you.”

      “That and our combined abilities not to die and get over dark shit,” he said, standing up and pulling her into a proper embrace.

      “Who says we’re getting over anything?” she asked under her breath.

      “Time, sweetheart,” he said.  “Those are your words, and they’re right.  All of this just takes time.”

      “Let’s go,” she said, not wanting to speak about the subject any longer.

      When they arrived at the shoot house, they set up the rolling bullet traps, complete with the AR550 steel on the back and the rubber Dura-Blok front.  Cira and Atlas hung the paper targets on the big rubber block, and when the teams ran through, the bullets would blow through the block, hit the steel plate, and then drop into the space inside, catching the lead and sparing the walls and nearby windows unnecessary damage.

      The teams brought their own lead, of course; Atlas and Cira just made sure the doors and windows were removed, in place, or covered with the folding and rolling walls.  The configuration requests came in ahead of time, along with the types of drills the teams wanted to work on, so they knew what walls and doors needed to be located where.

      In today’s drills, the teams would be focused on exterior breaching, and on long, narrow hallways with half center-fed and half corner-fed doorways.  One of the doors would require interior breaching using mechanical tools, and flash-bangs would be used at the team’s discretion.  The idea for this specialized team was to hit the shoot house hard, using all the same weapons, tactics, and explosives they would use in live events.

      When the team arrived at the shoot house location, Atlas opened the courtyard wall, which was new, and a nice addition to several sections of chain-link fencing.  The clients and their soldiers drove through, barely acknowledging him.  Cira later opened the catwalk for the instructors, and then they rolled the ballistic wall panels over the windows and one of the doors.  Atlas gathered the paper targets and set everything up in the desired positions in each of the rooms.  After that, they repositioned the movable walls to fit the first floor plan requested by the team leader.  The configuration took two more doors out of play and removed a center-fed door from the hinges.

      Before the team had arrived, Cira and Atlas had checked over the firing range, set up targets for shotguns and pistols, and then walked the shoot house one last time looking for ejected brass.  The team was going to be working on wingman cornering and mobility at some point during the afternoon, and there was nothing worse than live-fire drills where some guy rolled on brass and fired a loose round over the painted red line, right into the instructors monitoring the action from the catwalk.  It had happened before, and thankfully no one was hurt.  But there was no way it would happen again.

      “All clear,” she had said.

      “All clear here, too,” Atlas had replied, taking a breath.

      “Time?”

      “Fifteen minutes until the team arrives, so ten minutes to christen the new rooms,” Atlas teased.

      “Pick a room,” she joked.

      Fifteen minutes later, Atlas had received the vehicles at the gate and ushered in the six-man team and two instructors.

      Each man had checked their weapons and checked in with Cira.

      The instructors split the main team into two three-by-three teams with one instructor assigned to each team.  There were three men on the shotgun range and three on pistols.  Atlas stood by the shotgun range while Cira oversaw the pistols.  The man in question, the one on which Codrin could not get information, was named Gustas Tots.  Tots ran the pistols range first, and then he moved to shotguns.  He was proficient, as were all the men, but there was nothing extraordinary about this ghost.  His face was neither ugly nor handsome, he was not too tall or too small, and he had a medium build and the same amount of wear and tear to his body as any other operator.  And his eyes…they gave nothing away.  They were clear and focused, but they were also shot through with cold determination.  Was he trying out for the team?  Or fighting to stay onboard?

      The instructors had run the first group through multiple range drills, and then Atlas and Cira walked the two teams through the shoot house with the instructors standing on the catwalk, watching.

      Atlas had worked with the instructors before, so when their guys didn’t run the course with the kind of precision they wanted, one of the instructors barked that Atlas could run the course better than any of them.  It was embarrassing to the teams and Atlas alike.  He didn’t like being called out, but it was true.  These guys were a bit too loose for SAJ.

      “Let him take point, then,” one of the guys muttered.  Atlas glanced at Gustas, who acted like he couldn’t care less.

      “Atlas?” one of the instructors said.  “You want to show them how it’s done?”

      Atlas looked at Cira, who shook her head, but only barely.

      “Yeah,” Atlas said, defying Cira’s wishes.  If there was an issue, he wanted to flush it out while he was fresh.

      Cira checked her weapon so quickly Atlas almost missed it, and then she headed for the stairs.  She’d be overwatch, covering him on high, but also aligning herself with the instructors in case there was a problem not just with the men, but them as well.  If things went south, this could be an eight-on-two firefight they likely wouldn’t survive.

      The men joined Atlas out front.  Atlas quickly replaced the front door’s hardware through a pre-prepared sliding panel on the door, and readied it for breaching.

      “Ready?” Atlas asked.

      The men nodded.  Gustas Tots ran the initial breach.  The second the lock was blown, Atlas rolled into the house and flowed through it like a pro, which he should have done anyway considering the hours, days, and months he and Cira spent running through its various configurations.

      The team kept up with him, but he didn’t like the fact that there was live ammo and guys he didn’t know on his six.  To their credit, the men were professional, they hit most of their targets, and then they looked at him with a little more respect when they realized he was rock solid.

      Cira ran her team through as well, and though she was sexy as hell and hard not to watch, Atlas kept his finger near the trigger and his eyes on her men, as well as Gustas, who was picking blood or dirt from under his thumbnail.

      “Again,” the instructor said.  He looked at Atlas.  “One more?”

      He nodded.

      They ran the course again, but Gustas missed his first target, grumbled about it, then let out a litany of curse words knowing he was off his mark.

      “Tots, what planet do you think you’re on?” the instructor barked.

      “My rifle’s not zeroed in,” he clamored.

      “Bullshit!” the instructor barked.  “Hit your targets or get the fuck off my team!”

      “Get your shit together, Tots,” one of the guys mumbled, low enough that the instructor didn’t hear.  But Atlas heard.

      When they cleared the course and they were standing in the hallway, Gustas looked at Atlas sideways, grinned, and said, “You look familiar.”

      “I’m not,” he said.  “Just run the course and save your charm for the ladies.”

      Gustas looked up at the ceiling, sniffed out a retort, and turned back to him, snapping his head around and landing on Atlas with a long, icy stare.

      “Where are you from?” Atlas asked.  “You don’t look like a Montenegrin.”

      “Nuevo León,” Gustas said.

      “What city?”

      He narrowed his eyes and said, “Monterrey.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Atlas replied with a frown.  Nuevo León wasn’t in Venezuela, but it was a lot farther from Europe.  “How did you get across the pond to our little speck of the world?”

      Gustas checked his pistol, which he kept against his chest, barrel down.  Atlas shifted his footing, feeling like something was off.  And then, the second Gustas looked up, his barrel rose with his eyes and he pushed forward and fired a round into Atlas’ chest.

      The round crashed into his ribcage, blasting him like a freight train.  He stumbled backward on his heels, aware of what happened but unable to catch a breath or return fire.

      A second bullet sledge-hammered his left pectoral muscle, the impact kicking him so hard his eyeballs flashed open to the size of dinner plates.  Gustas grinned, that shitty, ugly grin that pumped his dead eyes full of life and mania, and then he fired a third round.

      Atlas lost his footing and went down, but recovered fast enough, knowing he would not be able to breathe for seven or eight seconds and that he had to push through the pain if he wanted to live.  Months of torture and abuse at the hands of the yard dogs and shitbirds in NorCal State Prison, and two years in the dirt in an Argentinian cage in the jungle, taught him to not lie there like a bitch.

      From the ground, he fired four rounds into Gustas’ chest.  He walked the first four rounds up the front of Gustas’ vest.  They didn’t punch through, so he fired a fifth round.  The fifth blew through the center of his neck, doing immediate, irreparable damage.

      Two guys from the team returned with their weapons at the ready, but the situation gave them pause.  Cira was suddenly there, on the other side of them with her weapon drawn.

      “Stand down,” she said.

      One of the two men turned his weapon on Cira.

      Overhead, the instructors were barking out “stand-down” orders, but Atlas’ ears were ringing, he couldn’t breathe, and he hurt like crazy.  With all the strength he could muster, he pointed to the camera placed in the upper corner of the hallway.

      “Review the footage first,” Cira said, lowering her gun and raising her free hand.  “Review the footage; then handle it your way.”

      Both SAJ men lowered their weapons and looked at their dead teammate.  Cira bent and looked into Atlas’ eyes.  He was dazed and irritated, but mostly embarrassed.  He knew the guy was a problem, and still, he got the jump on Atlas.

      “You okay?” Cira asked.

      Atlas just lay there.  How was he supposed to answer that?  He slowly shook his head and said, “I’m getting old, Cira.”

      “You’re not old; you’re just used to a shoot house that doesn’t shoot back.”

      She took his hand and helped him up.  When he shrugged off his vest, he saw that Gustas’ third round was plugged into the material less than an inch from the neckline.

      “That was too close,” Atlas growled under his breath.

      “It was, but you won,” Cira said.

      “Getting shot three times means I lost,” he snapped, his chest hurting so badly he might later have himself a good cry in private.  But he was not in private, and he wasn’t a pussy, so he wouldn’t cry a single tear.  “It also means we’ve been found.  Someone knows we’re alive and exactly where we operate.”

      Cira slapped his chest three times, looking straight into his eyes, and said, “Pain can eat my ass, and this problem can be dealt with later.”

      “Pain can eat my ass,” Atlas repeated, his eyes watering.

      When the team leader and two instructors returned, they had apologetic looks in their eyes.  “Tots cleared his background and, mentally, he seemed fine,” the team leader said.

      “Well, clearly he’s not,” Cira said.

      “It’s hard for us to understand why he did what he did,” the instructor said.

      “Until we get answers,” Cira said, “you and your men are not allowed back here.  If Atlas hadn’t vested up, which is not often the case, he would be dead.”

      The men apologized as a team, and then the instructors stepped in with heavy eyes, handshakes, and as much respect as they could muster for an error of that magnitude.

      “You have our deepest apologies,” the instructors said, each mirroring the other.

      Cira nodded and said, “Time to go. If your commander has an issue with this, let him know I’ll be emailing him a copy of this video.”  She then walked over and took a photo of the dead man’s face.  “And if I find out who this piece of shit is and why he did this before you and your men do, we will dismantle this entire operation from the ground up.  I’m not risking my life or Atlas’ life for a business that does little more than pay our mortgage payment.”

      “That would be a shame, Ma’am,” the team leader said.

      “There are other legal means of income available to us,” she replied.  Atlas could tell she was pissed and was trying not to go nuclear.  “We don’t need this place to fund our lives.”

      The lead instructor nodded, apologized once more, and said, “We had nothing to do with this, I assure you.”

      “I believe you,” Atlas said, shirtless, his skin badly welted in three places.  “Still, this is unacceptable.”

      “Yes, sir,” the team leader said.

      Atlas turned and looked down at the dead man in a pond of crimson red and said, “And take this bag of bitch meat with you, or I’m going to skin him and hang him above my mantle like a trophy.”

      Two of the men suppressed grins while three others collected their fallen comrade and loaded him into the back of the nearest vehicle.

      The lead instructor paid Cira the agreed-upon fees and apologized once more.  When they left, Cira asked, “Did he catch you off guard?”

      Atlas said, “Not really, but he did get the drop on me faster than I thought he would.”

      “Which is why you vested up.”

      He nodded.

      Cira’s cheeks suddenly burned and he knew why.  She was thinking of that last inch.  If that third round had found his neck, he’d be dead, lying in a bloody pool of his own.

      “I know,” he said, reading her emotions and taking her gently into his arms.

      She shook her head, then hugged him and pressed her face into his chest.  “How the hell did they find us?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure, but we need to roll up this operation.”

      “And go where?” she asked.

      He shrugged.

      Cira stepped back and took his hand into her own.  Her skin was soft and warm, yet there was strength in that grip, and need.

      “How did it feel?” she asked as she pulled her blonde hair back into a ponytail.

      “It hurt like a son of a bitch,” he admitted.

      “I’m not talking about getting shot,” she said.  “How did it feel shooting him?  Ending his life?”

      Atlas drew a shallow, aching breath, held it, and then slowly exhaled an answer.  “Good.  It felt good.”

      “You miss it, don’t you?” she asked.

      Something inside of him opened up, as if his soul was breathing for the first time in years, and daylight was casting new warmth upon it.

      “I miss it every single day,” he admitted.

      “Well, hopefully, this action will hold you over long enough for the therapy to take hold.”

      “It’s been two years.  It’s not taking hold of anything, Cira.”

      She moved into him again, nestling her head into the curve of his neck, and said, “I like this side of you, the calm and rational side, but I’ve been with you long enough to know there is a storm brewing inside of you, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.”

      He didn’t comment, which was confirmation enough for her, he supposed.

      “We need to get this guy’s photo to Codrin via secure email and see if he can expand the search grid to include known associates,” Cira said, wiping her eyes.  He hadn’t known she was crying.  She rarely cried.

      “When we get home,” he said, “I’ll call Codrin and make the request.”

      The ride home in the BMW was more rewarding than he thought.  If that guy, Gustas Tots, was not alone and there was an ambush awaiting them, they were prepared—prepared enough with the X5’s defensive capabilities that Atlas could sit back and relax.

      When they safely returned home, Atlas took off his shirt and studied his chest in the large vanity mirror.  The impact points were already turning different colors, but deep down in his bones, an unsettling ache had taken root.  He wondered about things like internal bleeding and fractured ribs, but then he put on his shirt, turned off the light, and stood smiling like a Cheshire cat in the darkness.

      The adrenaline surge he felt in the gunfight and in successfully neutralizing his target was like experiencing that first high all over again.

      Even the pain endorphins felt like fucking candy.
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      Eleven federal officers working with The National Security Commission’s Anti-Drug Division—División Antidrogas de la Comisión Nacional de Seguridad, geared up along with four heavy hitters from the Mexican Army’s Special Forces Division—Fuerzas Especiales, to conduct a warrantless raid on a narco safe house that had reportedly just received 200 kilos of coke.  The drugs were destined first for Nogales, Arizona, and then for California and all up the West Coast.  The funding for the op wasn’t great considering the weight of the drugs involved, so Duvall negotiated for a bigger raiding party by eighty-sixing air support.  They opted for drone support instead, but someone had sabotaged the drones right before the op, something the team realized when they were in the staging area preparing to advance on the target.

      This was par for the course, according to a few of the guys who told Duvall that the task forces weren’t for guys with weak stomachs, thin skin, or creative inadequacies.

      “Half these ops are run by the seats of our pants, and we’re only successful because our point men have creative and often violent solutions to a staggering amount of problems,” one guy explained to Duvall.

      Duvall didn’t like the guys talking to him, even though he worked on the CIA side to put this op together.  If he broke cover for one minute, if things turned sideways and just one guy got away and was able to talk, his cover and this op would be blown.  Worse, the entire agency apparatus could be compromised, he could be exposed, and his family could be killed.  Then again, as a case officer operating largely in the dark, those were the risks you took when you agreed to help safeguard America.

      All around them, night had fallen and the neighborhood was relatively quiet, save for one asshole working in his garage with the radio playing too loudly, a barking dog who wouldn’t stop barking, and several loud televisions.  The ambient noise provided some cover, but it was also distracting.

      When the team converged on the property, they were dressed in black with black boots, gloves, and balaclava masks.  The point man hit the fence fast and quietly, but a guard dog rushed around the back with a sharp growl building in the back of its throat.  Whichever surveillance team messed up by not reporting the dog might not last the night if this FUBARed the op, but the point man recovered quickly and hit the mutt with two suppressed shots.  The doggie stopped its charge, stood there for a moment, then tried to turn around as if it was confused.  It staggered a bit, let out a low whine, then finally plopped down and died.  Duvall chewed on his back molars, already furious.

      The point man held up a fist until the coast was clear and the dog was neutralized, and then he motioned the team forward.  He checked a side door and a trio of windows along the side of the house, all points of vulnerability.

      Before heading to the side of the house, Duvall grabbed the man in front of him, the eleventh federale, and broke with the main team to slip around the other side.

      “We should have stayed with the team,” the man hissed.

      He sounded like a bitch, which was why Duvall didn’t even bother with a reply.  He just moved down the other side, which was much narrower and had only one window.

      “Reyes doesn’t even know we broke with the team,” the man said, grabbing him from behind.

      Duvall turned and said, “Shut your stupid mouth unless you want to get us killed.”

      The man was livid.

      Duvall’s window was halfway down the side of the house; the glass was dusty and partially covered by thin drapery.  Three women inside were talking with two men, and music was playing.  The five were laughing and socializing, but they were also in various states of undress.  One man had his shirt off and stood beside several bricks of cocaine as if having coke in that quantity was more important than having a good body, a giant sausage dick, or sexual vigor.  Two of the women were only wearing bras, and one was taking off her pants.  The other man was undoing his belt with that look on his face.

      Narco whores, Duvall thought as he shook his head.

      He could not confirm the weight of the product he was seeing, nor could he determine its purity or street value, but evidence of some product could very well lead them to evidence of more product.  At least, that was what the point man would be thinking.

      Duvall moved on, refusing to stare at the women as they continued to undress.  He didn’t look back at the man he’d grabbed, but he was afraid the guy might hang back for a longer look.  The older federale was not born with the face or body to land women of their caliber, so it was a safe bet that his attention would slip.

      Where others might find these women attractive, Duvall felt sorry for them.  The poverty in those parts of Mexico was endemic, which forced scores of promising young girls and women to work with or for the narcos.  It bothered him that there was no more obvious job for a pretty girl than to work for drug dealers and human traffickers, but the situation was made worse when these girls started referring to themselves as narco whores, as if that was better than unemployment or death.  Then again, to these girls, working in “the life” was preferable to slumming it.

      Duvall had become a CIA agent to dismantle the criminal enterprise, to effect change in this and other offending countries, and to maybe rout out these vile predators and establish some sort of regime change.  Anything was better than this.  But he was also a realist, meaning he knew that he was but a single rock in a raging river trying to stop the flow of water.

      That was also why this barely-sanctioned raid was underway.  It was also how a thousand bricks could become a wall, maybe one strong enough to divert the water elsewhere.  Each brick stacked upon the other, each bust, as small as they sometimes felt, could one day have a cumulative effect.  This was his bust and a bust was progress, he told himself, even if it didn’t put an immediate dent in these people’s operation.  But that was also a bullshit thought and he knew it.

      This was no solid bust, and his plan, from which he had diverted mightily, was liable to make him rich or get him killed.

      He took his M4 from the low ready to the high ready; he was ready to flip the safety, rock the trigger, and escalate this war.  The point man broke radio silence long enough to whisper, “Breaching on three.”

      Duvall turned and fired three suppressed rounds into the federale behind him.  The man went down, his body twitching, bleeding, and dying.  He rolled the man against the fence then used the buttstock of his M4 carbine to break the window where the fivesome was getting ready to almost make some babies.

      He lobbed a flash-bang inside, creating enough noise to get everyone’s blood pumping to heart-attack level.  The naked guys were startled, but then gunfire erupted on the other side of the house, and it didn’t sound like the point man’s weapons or the weapons of his team.  The narcos had run an ambush on the point man and his team, as planned.

      Duvall fired ten shots into the room, all clean shots, killing the five adults; he then moved back to the front of the house where another member of the team fled the scene.  He had blood spatter on his face and wild, scared eyes.

      “What’s your name?” Duvall asked.

      “Ochoa,” he replied, frantic.

      “Wait here, Ochoa, let me take a quick look,” Duvall said.  The man nodded, out of breath and touching his face, maybe wondering whose blood he was wearing, and if it was his.

      Sporadic gunfire shocked the night air, likely waking people in houses all across the neighborhood.

      Duvall performed a tactical reload and made his way around the side of the house where half the team had fallen back.  They were dragging the other half of their men with them.  Three of the guys were providing cover fire as they retreated.  Two more guys were dragged by guys from the firefight—they looked like they were already dead.

      Death was coming for them all.

      He adjusted his footing, waiting for the gate to open and the team to back out to safety.  The smell of blood and gunfire hung heavy in the cool nighttime air, the smells penetrating his nose, and entering his body.  He did not cherish this part of the job, but it had to be done, if not for progress, then for the greater good.

      The gate opened and one of the guys broke his air of calm, his voice low and sharp as he talked to his buddy.  “They knew we were coming.  How did they know?  How the fuck did they know?”

      “Because I told them,” Duvall said just before pumping round after round into the remaining men.  One of the guys providing cover fire turned and Duvall stitched him up.  He dropped dead, and his two buddies died next to him seconds later.

      The last guy to die looked up at him, gasping, blood bubbling out of his mouth, and he muttered something nearly unintelligible.  To Duvall, it sounded like the man had called him a traitor.

      Duvall shook his head and said, “It’s not what you think.”  And then he raised the M4’s barrel, aimed it at the dying man’s face, and squeezed the trigger.  When the men were dead, he stood there, shocked at what he’d done, but knowing full well that he would do it a hundred more times if it stopped the monsters and their murderous operations.

      He walked around the side of the house where Ochoa was hunkered down and holding his weapon too tight.  “I got a hole in my cheek man.  Someone shot my face!”

      “It’s okay, we got in,” Duvall said, clapping him on the back.  “The targets are down, let’s go get the coke and take a victory lap.”

      The man lowered his weapon and his guard, and when he stood, Duvall raised his barrel and put two rounds in Ochoa’s head, making sure he died quickly, and without pain.  To be sure, he fired a third round.

      Duvall grabbed Ochoa’s weapon, crushed his radio underfoot, and crept forward, making sure the other men were dead.

      “Hey,” a voice said from the shadows in the darkness.

      “It’s me,” Duvall said.

      “I’m coming out,” the man said.  When Duvall saw it was him, the two lowered their weapons and grinned at each other.

      “This is a massacre,” Hugo Rodriguez said, looking at the dead federales.  He was the narco in charge of this safe house and an enemy of Mexico.   “Do you have air support?  Or backup?”

      “No,” Duvall admitted.  “Air support was a couple of drones I disabled earlier, and as far as I can tell, no one called in the firefight, let alone a request for backup.  But local PD will be here soon enough if one of your neighbors called it in.”

      “Not sure that’ll happen,” Rodriguez said, confident.  “But we’re buttoned up and ready to go anyway.  Just wanted to make sure you were good.”

      Duvall nodded and said, “You said to deliver, and I’ve delivered.”

      Rodriguez holstered his .45 and looked around at the dead federales and a few dead narcos.  They stepped around the bodies, and over a few, and then Rodriguez handed Duvall a shrink-wrapped stack of 100-dollar bills.

      Duvall took the wrap, bounced it in his hand, liked the weight, and said, “Good doing business with you, Rodriguez.”

      “You’re gonna scrape some of that off so we can celebrate, right?” Rodriguez asked.  He had that hopeful look in his eye.

      “Hookers and blow,” Duvall beamed.

      Rodriguez fist-bumped the CIA officer.  “I thought this would be harder.”

      “As long as you guys can clear out and the suspicion doesn’t fall on me,” Duvall said, “we’re in the clear.”

      “How soon until the task force commander finds out there’s a problem?” Rodriguez asked.

      “Let’s talk about this later,” he said.  “The safe house is blown and we have to assume we have about five or ten minutes.”

      Rodriguez nodded, shook his hand, smiled, and said, “One question.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Which one are you bringing?”

      “The hookers, of course,” Duvall chuckled.

      “They’d better be top quality because we’re looking at fifteen dead federales and you got five of my friends.”

      “I hated doing that, by the way.”

      “Yeah, I hated it, too,” Rodriguez said, having authorized the kill.  “Plus, this is going to start a war of epic proportion.”

      “Yes, it is.  As for tonight, before all hell breaks loose, I got a guy with a line on the very best girls.  You just need to let me know how long you need.”

      Rodriguez took a deep breath, turned and studied the safe house, thought about it, then said, “Maybe an hour?”

      “I’ll have the girls ready to go the minute you arrive,” Duvall said.  “You know the place I’m staying now, right?”

      The narco nodded and said, “The quality of these girls is a measure of your ability to bring something more to the table.  If you’re able to meet my standards, we can continue our business, but if not, you don’t get the blow and maybe not the future paydays either.”  He slapped the wrapped cash into Duvall’s hands with a smile full of teeth, and his eyes glowing in the dark.  “This is small potatoes, my friend.  This is us just getting started.”

      “As I said,” Duvall replied, liking the weight of the cash in his hand, “the guy I know has the very best girls.  We’ll find out if he’s full of shit or if we’re going to keep using him.”

      “And if he’s full of shit?” Rodriguez pressed.

      “If that happens, we’ll wreck his ass and take his girls, and then we’ll make them our whores.”

      Rodriguez laughed.  “I like your thinking.  One hour.”

      Duvall left the scene, a place that was never much of a safe house but was instead an ambush site for the sake of proving himself to this particular lieutenant.  He left eleven federales behind, all dead, all slaughtered for maximum impact.  Most of those guys were just as crooked as the narcos they were there to bust, but some weren’t on the take.  It was those men he felt bad about killing, but they were casualties in this war, and sacrifices needed to be made.  That was why he refused to get to know them well, in case they had good wives and loving families waiting for them to return home that night.

      As he trotted down the dark streets, the weight of silence fell upon him, save for a few barking dogs alerting their owners to a shadow moving through deeper shadows.

      Duvall had betrayed his people and would pay the price for that someday, be it with jail time, a horrible death, or penance in the afterlife, but for now, he had been paid the equivalent of three years’ of Agency salary for this job.  For him, it wasn’t all about the money, as much as he ached to stop the head of a major investigative unit from taking down key members of the CJNG.  This would have diverted cartel supply lines for weeks and goat-fucked Duvall’s undercover work; he needed those supply lines known and remaining open so that he could track them to the source of the cartel suppliers.  More than that, and maybe this was his ego at work, but he was jonesing for a depopulation event.

      If he could escalate matters between the Mexican National Guard and the narcos, there was no better way to deep-six these cockroaches than to start a full-scale war between them.  To do that, people had to be sacrificed, sometimes even good people.  That was collateral damage and it was part of the game, which was why the CIA only hired men like him, men capable of extreme violence, men with moral flexibility.  Then again, if the Agency knew what he was really up to, they would call that murder and have his ass thrown into the deepest, blackest pit on earth.  No one said the job was easy, but everyone up the chain of command knew he was effective.

      He saw the stolen beater parked on the side of the road and prayed there was no one lying in wait.  He moved in with his carbine strapped to his back and his pistol in hand.  If someone was there to kill him, he’d find out soon enough.

      He reached the car, opened the door, and then tossed his pistol, his carbine, and the brick of cash on the passenger seat.  He hopped in, closed and locked the door, then grabbed the pistol.  His phone started to ring.  He looked at it, set the pistol on his thigh, then inadvertently frowned and clenched his butt cheeks.  He was expecting this call, just not so quickly.

      “Yeah,” Duvall said, keeping an eye on the surrounding landscape.

      “Oh, thank God,” his Agency handler, Kate Butler, said.  “Where are you right now?”

      “Heard shit went sideways.  I’m getting dressed and heading there now.”

      “Wait, you’re not there?”

      “I could tell you why I wasn’t there, but it’s not pretty, you won’t like it, and you’ll most likely hold it over my head for the rest of time.”

      “I need an explanation, Cam,” she said, furious.

      “Number three.”

      “Excuse me?” Kate asked.

      “Is that a pun?” he said, feigning irritation.

      “For what?”

      “I had diarrhea, Kate,” he said.  “That’s number three.”

      There was a trying bout of silence, and then she said, “Are you kidding me, Cam?  I’m supposed to send this up the line?  My point man in the region didn’t die or prevent our neighbors from dying because he ate a bad burrito and couldn’t stop his asshole from, what…running like a faucet?”

      “If I get any blowback from this, I swear to God, Kate, I’ll fade into the scenery and you’ll spend the next two decades wondering if I’m dead or if I’ve turned.”

      “Have you turned?”

      “Suck a dick, lady,” he hissed.

      “Just checking,” she said, not relaxed, but not in full-assault mode either.  He could hear her trying to talk herself off the ledge.  “This looks bad.  I mean, the optics are for shit on this, not just with me, but with Mexico, too.  The State Department is going to have babies.  All of them at once.”

      “I know,” he said, doing his best to sound sheepish and upset.  “That’s why I’m headed there now.”

      “Don’t go,” she snapped.  “Just go back home and sit in your shitty pants until we get this sorted out.  I don’t need you showing up after the fact, looking like a sullen twat.”

      “Did anyone tell you that your bedside manner is—”

      “You realize these people hate us, right?  You, me, the CIA?  They hate all of us, Camden.  You realize that, right?”

      “I do,” he said.

      “This is giving them so much ammo…”

      If the team would have nabbed Hugo Rodriguez and run him through the wringer, or any of his men for that matter, they would have turned on Duvall in a hot second and their stories wouldn’t jive with the story he told Kate or that Kate told the Mexican National Guard.  Tonight wasn’t about tying off an undercover op, let alone a sanctioned, deep-cover op; this was him being a cowboy.  It was him knowing the landscape, profiting from it, and escalating his agenda, which was the CIA’s agenda even if they wouldn’t admit to it in polite society.

      Besides, Duvall had a wife and son to think about.  If the CJNG found out what he was up to, if the rival cartels or the federales couldn’t get to him in Sonora, it wasn’t hard to send sicarios into the interior of the US to get to his family.  He knew what these people did and how they operated.  His family would be tortured and eventually slaughtered in ways he didn’t think his heart or head could handle.

      Duvall and Kate talked for a few more minutes and, though he didn’t have too hard of a time selling Kate on the lie, he was afraid she’d run the situation up the wire and it would come back to haunt them both.  He could go dark any time he wanted, ghost-out for good, but he’d have to leave his family behind.  Could he do that?

      Maybe.

      Yeah, if it came to it, he thought the could.

      He glanced at the brick of cash sitting on his front seat, shook his head at the idea of leaving his family behind, and thought he would need a lot more than the money on his seat to retire with or without them.  He would need a million dollars easy, a solid plan, and a lot of good luck to get the hell out of this game.  It was getting dangerous and he was dancing with pit bulls and vipers.  But he knew it would be like this.  A guy like Camden Duvall didn’t shy away from risk, he embraced it.  At least, that’s what he told himself.

      “Go home and I’ll contact you in the next few days,” Kate finally said—an order, not a request.  “Just do me a favor and try not to drop any more turds in the punchbowl, at least not while I’m cleaning up this particular mess.”

      “I told you no jokes, Kate.”

      “It’s all I have!” she screamed before hanging up on him.

      Kate could act like his ex-wife to a T, but she was good for him.  She kept his leash long and didn’t ask unnecessary questions, which was also why he felt bad for putting her in this position.  In addition to being good for him, she had the ear and the respect of the higher-ups, so the chances of her taking his ass off the radar were better than none.

      He hung up the phone and texted Javier Castillo, the guy with the girls.  He prayed Castillo would get back to him ASAP.

      Duvall sat there for a few moments, holding his phone, but studying the neighborhood.  So far, no one had attacked him.  When he didn’t get an immediate reply, he started the car, turned on the headlights, and pulled into the narrow road, heading back to his safe house.

      The streets were dark and desolate.  The wind was gusting occasionally, and the moon and stars were hidden behind a thick cloud cover.  He loved the nights in this city, but then he hit the brakes and slid to a stop when someone’s missing dog trotted into the street.  It froze when it saw the car, staring too long at the vehicle and the dim, amber headlights.  And then Duvall’s phone rang.  He saw Castillo’s number and let out the breath he’d been holding.

      “Yo,” Duvall said, smiling to himself.

      “What’s up, mí amigo?” the almost famous pimp said; his voice was as smooth as butter, seductive the way a man peddling good women could sound.

      “Tell me your top two girls are available,” Duvall said, staring at the dog.  The mangy thing finally trotted off, heading into someone’s yard.

      “For you, yes, they’re available.”

      “You’re not just saying that?” Duvall asked.

      “Look, man, you told me to clear their schedules, so I cleared them.  You said you’d come through, and here you are.”

      “You’re the best,” Duvall said.

      “I just need an address and a delivery time.”

      Duvall gave Castillo his address, told him one hour, and then arrived at the safe house ahead of time.  He had to get the drinks and music ready.  He also needed to take a quick shower to cleanse the smell of blood and death off his skin, and to wash away the stickiness of drying sweat.  Plus, the hot water would feel good.  After that, sex and drugs would take the edge off, at least until Kate’s superiors started sweating him again for not “leading the raid.”  They would also threaten to put the unsavory and embarrassing details of his absence “in his employee file.”

      Two more calls came in from the team leaders’ op coordinator; he avoided both calls, then texted Kate to tell her to reach out to them, and smooth those waters.

      She sent him a thumbs-up emoji, the polite “F-you” of emojis.  She then texted him a second reply: STOMACH FLU, NOT THE SQUIRTS.

      He texted back: YOUR CALL, JUST GIVE ME THE OFFICIAL STORY.

      Another thumbs-up.

      Right before the op, Hugo Rodriguez had a connected guy in the hospital fabricate a record of a visit for explosive diarrhea, which he could use in any scenario Kate presented.  That would have to suffice if he needed to file an after-action report for the raid he officially didn’t attend, even though he attended it and torpedoed it.  If he was asked for a statement on said report, he was tempted to write: “I wiped and flushed, and it still burned.”

      He checked the time and dialed his wife in the States.  She took his calls at all hours, even though she wasn’t happy about it.  One day, he knew she would stop answering; on that day, he would officially lose her and his child.

      “Hello?” she said, answering on the fourth ring.  She sounded dead tired.

      “It’s me.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      Earlier, Duvall had told her he wasn’t feeling well, that he had bathroom issues, and wondered if it was the stomach flu or something worse.  Right before the raid went down, he had texted her again and said he was heading to the hospital.

      “I’m feeling a bit better,” he said.  “Raw, though, like my asshole was run through a cheese grater.”

      “That’s gross,” she said, yawning.

      “We’re married,” he replied.  “We share everything.  You were the one who told me that, unless you’ve changed your mind.”

      She said, “Yeah, I said that, but the way you’re painting that picture, honestly, I don’t need to hear it at this time of night.”

      “They gave me some pills and it stopped the flow, but my organs feel pretty beat up and I’m on an IV drip.  You know, dehydration’s a thing when you’ve got the kind of awesome evacuations I’ve been having.”

      “What did you eat?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said.  “I mean, it does, but if I say it, I’ll start thinking about it and I can’t do that.”

      “Fine,” she said.

      “I’m going to stay in the hospital for the night for observation.  I know you’re worried, but it’ll be okay.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      “That’s because you’re there and not here.  If you were here, if you saw what I’m seeing, you’d be sweating bullets.”

      “Stop trying to scare me, Cam.”

      “It’s a routine observation.”

      “How much is this going to cost?  Because the bills are stacking up.  And Nick is sick, too.  He just stopped crying an hour ago.”

      “I don’t want you to worry about me or the money,” he said, thinking about her stress levels and his son’s health.  “The doctor just wants to make sure I don’t take a turn for the worse.  I guess, what they say I have, it’s contagious to young children.  I told them about our son.”

      “What are they saying you have?”

      “Something I can’t pronounce, but it’s some viral strain they’re just now seeing.  With the whole COVID thing still fresh in everyone’s mind, you know how on-edge things can become.  Better to be safe than sorry.”

      “Okay,” she said.  In the background, he heard Nick start to cry.  “Oh, for God’s sake.  I’ve got to go, Cam.”

      “I love you,” he said, but she’d already hung up.

      Rodriguez arrived thirty minutes later and they started chopping lines.  When the girls arrived a few minutes after that, Duvall invited them in to partake, and then they undressed the girls, went at them hard, and loved them when they were spent.  Rodriguez had chosen the better-looking of the two, the selfish prick, but Duvall’s girl wasn’t bad at all, almost as good-looking as his wife.

      The four put on a minimal amount of clothes, did a few more lines, and then chilled for an hour or two.  After that, he and Rodriquez switched girls, and both attempted another solid go.  Both men got to a bumpy second start despite the professionalism and physical charm of the girls; they both popped a little blue pill (care of the girls for situations just like this one), and that gave them enough momentum for a second session.

      Rodriquez finished his girl fast, shoved her off the bed, and then dumped another small mound of coke onto the mirror setting on the rectangular coffee table.  Duvall finished his girl and then they joined Rodriguez and his spurned girl.

      “Tell your friend to come and get his whores, then we’ll talk about what’s next,” Rodriguez said as if the girls weren’t sitting right there.

      Duvall picked up the cell, called Castillo, and said, “We’re all done here.”

      “How were they?” he asked.

      “We’ll talk about that when you arrive,” Duvall said.

      He hung up before he could hear the worry in Castillo’s voice, but mostly he didn’t want to explain his sexual experience in front of the girls.  What if they were great to him, but he was just all right to them?  And Rodriguez…what an asshole, pushing the girl off the bed.

      When Castillo arrived to pick up the girls, the first thing he did was stare at Duvall’s nostrils.  “Has your nose been eating powdered doughnuts?” he asked, pointing to Duvall’s face.

      “Yes, it has,” Duvall smiled.  He wasn’t a junkie, but he could do blow and not get hooked.  It was all part of the role he played.

      “How were the girls?” Castillo asked quietly, so they couldn’t hear.

      “Splendid, my friend,” Duvall grinned, patting him on the shoulder.  “Simply splendid.”

      Castillo visibly relaxed, then walked inside when Duvall moved out of the way.  He strolled into the living room like the pimp he was, glanced around at the meager surroundings, and laid eyes on the girls where they were luxuriating on the couch and looking put back together.

      “Ladies, these men thank you,” Castillo said as if he was presenting them with awards.

      Duvall smiled, sat down with Rodriguez before the pile of blow, and chopped a fresh line.  He had just put his head to the table to hoover the coke when the barking sound of a gunshot startled him.  He looked up and saw Rodriguez slumped over, the side of his head blown out.  He also realized he was wearing the man’s blood.

      Duvall took another look at the narco lieutenant’s head, wondering for a second if it was real or the cocaine doing something to his mind.  A triangle fragment of hair-covered skull hung open like a trap door; thick juices were slopping out of the exit wound, which caused one of the girls to draw a sharp breath and crawl up against her partner.

      Castillo turned to Duvall, but the cocaine was already doing its job, so he tried to feel fear, but it didn’t seem like fear he was feeling; it felt like an emotion that was just out of reach.

      Then, instead of acting accordingly, he laughed and said, “Castillo, my friend, you have got to try this shit.”

      The second the man glanced at the diminished pile of coke, Duvall grabbed Rodriguez’s weapon where it had fallen on the floor, and shot Castillo.  The man staggered backward, looking down at his chest and the bloom of red, and then he glanced up at Duvall and gasped for breath.  Duvall stood and emptied the mag into the man, just to be sure.

      He dropped Rodriguez’s gun and went for his revolver where he’d left it.  He checked the cylinder, then turned and looked at the girls.

      “Did either of you know this was going to happen?  That your pimp was going to try to kill us?”

      They shook their heads, furiously.

      “He likes your coke, I think,” one girl said.

      “You can get coke anywhere,” Duvall replied.  “He couldn’t have wanted ours that badly.”

      “I think he knows your friend,” the other girl said.

      Was she grasping at straws?  Trying to put Duvall’s mind at ease so they could be helpful enough to leave in one piece?

      He sat back and tapped the barrel of his revolver on his head, thinking.  He looked at the girls and didn’t blink.  But even though he looked right at them, he was not looking at them at all.  He was looking through them.

      Someone must have gotten to Castillo, but Cam wasn’t thinking just right, so he had to let it go for now.  But he couldn’t let it go, nor could he do that next line, not until he knew.

      “Come here, both of you.”  The girls were hesitant at first, but then Duvall said, “It’s okay; I’m not going to hurt you.”

      They stood and walked towards him, standing where he pointed for them to stand.  “I’m going to look into your eyes when I ask you this next question.  Your mouths will tell me whatever they’re going to tell me, but your eyes will either hold the truth or reveal the lie.  Now, when the narcos come to you because you are their whores, will you lie for me?”

      Both girls said yes, and in their eyes, he saw exactly what he needed to see.  He nodded and swallowed hard.

      God, he hated killing women.
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      Duvall looked at the two women standing before him, women who respected their position so little in life that even they would refer to themselves as narco whores.  He wondered what their lives had to have been like to lead them there, to that point, with him.  They were surely sad stories, as were most of the stories of women in this and other Mexican regions.

      “Go sit back down,” he told them.

      Looking around the room, his gaze landed on Rodriguez.  He was dead, face down, some little gooey nubs of his brain scattered outside of his head.

      “Gross,” he mumbled.

      The world around him was still airy and only halfway real.  The high he felt from all the coke he’d snorted was glorious, but also numbing.

      Lazy eyes rolled over to the women, who had taken seats on the couch once more.  One couldn’t stop looking at him while the other was staring at Castillo’s body.  Should he shoot the girl staring at him?  He wanted to say something, but what?  What would he say?  He glanced at Castillo; blood continued to leak from his body.

      Double-crossing prick.

      He had so many questions, but he couldn’t think of them, and then he knew that coke was the answer to all of them.  Beneath him, close to the growing pool of Rodriguez’s blood, was a messy pile of blow.

      “You can sit there like scared cats,” he muttered to the girls, “or you can join me and we can take off this bitter edge together.”

      “You told us to sit down,” the less attractive of the two said.

      He focused his gaze on them; both were staring at him now.  Then they looked down at the cocaine.  “What else are you going to do?”

      The girls stood, walked past the dead men, and sat before the coffee table.  The prettier of the two picked up a razor blade and chopped three lines.  Duvall snorted the blow, which charged like a brilliant, electric train straight into his brain, and then he rested his tongue on his lower lip, mouth hanging open, and started to laugh.

      The girls were heads-down in the blow, and then he was suddenly undressing again, watching them watch him.  He pointed to Rodriguez and said, “The dead man you were with was a bad man.”

      “We know,” the less attractive one said.  She was a nine-and-a-half on a scale of ten, which was still so damn sexy to him.  “You know Rodriguez was from the CJNG.”

      The women nodded.

      He stood and removed his underwear, then his socks, and then he said, “Castillo was going to rob and kill me, with you here as witnesses, and then the CJNG would have found out and killed all of you, but not before they let every disgusting, fat perverted sloth do the most unspeakable things to you.  They would have fucked both of you to death, literally.”

      Both women swallowed, their eyes huge, a veritable powder storm dusting the rims of their beautiful nostrils.

      “At least you get good blow, which isn’t something you’re used to, I take it,” he said, pointing to his nostrils to let them know their nostrils had issues.

      “You would think we’d get more,” the prettier one said, “but we are irrelevant except for what we can do for them, and how we fare as earners.”

      “Well, I can tell you right now, the three of us are going to party like it’s a do-over.  It’s going to be epic, and then we are going to split the rest of the coke three ways.  I can get you fresh passports and arrange for safe passage into the US.”

      “Bullshit,” the less attractive one said.

      “It’s true,” he argued, facing them, with no modesty at all.  “In Nogales, on the Arizona side, in front of Susan’s Fashion, there is a red awning.  I will have a man waiting for you, ready to take you wherever you want.”

      “Does he have a name?” the prettier of the two asked.

      “Yeah, Pedro.  He’ll be looking for you.  I just have to make a couple of calls to get you set up.”

      “San Diego?” the woman asked.  “I’ve always wanted to go to the zoo.”

      “You’re in a zoo, lady,” he said.

      “Different animals,” she replied.  “Caged ones that can’t hurt you.”

      “Yeah,” Duvall said.  “Pedro will take you from Nogales to San Diego.  I can arrange for houses for you and jobs as hairstylists, nail technicians, or massage therapists, but as independent women.  No handlers, no debt, and no narco scumbags.  You’ll need to go to trade school, but there will be enough money for you to do so.”

      “Who are you and why would you do this for us?” the less attractive one asked.

      “Let’s just say, I’m on the American payroll and I have clearances to operate here legally, but not in the States, otherwise I’d take you to America myself.”

      “What do you want in return?”

      “I want you like this, whenever I want.  I won’t hurt you, beat you, rob you, or whore you out.  Now, who’s first?”

      The prettier girl stood, removed her dress, then walked to him, and grabbed his manhood with delight in her eye.  “If this is the future you promised, and if you can deliver, I want to be first to say thank you, and to give you the best I have.”

      He took her to the bed, pushed the sheets aside, and stared into her eyes, thinking that they had played their role perfectly.  These were narco putas, women who set aside their morals and the idea of being loved or monogamous, and instead decided to serve those men who would pull them out of their poor, miserable lives and thrust them into wealthy, miserable lives.

      At first, when he arrived in Mexico and went into deep cover and began to integrate himself into the narco lifestyle, he didn’t understand how the girls and young women could refer to themselves as whores, but then, early on, one of them said, “We know our place.  We are either queens or whores.  If we are neither, that means we are dead.  There is no in-between for us.”

      When he was done with the better-looking of the two, he told her to get on the bed and part her legs, and then he told the other girl to take care of the one he’d just been with.  The girl buried her face in the pile of blow, came up for air, then sauntered over to the bed and went down on her friend while Duvall watched.  When he told them to stop after he was fully satisfied, he looked down at the dead narco and the idiot pimp, and then he glanced back at the women with an exultant grin.

      He bent and snorted a line, and then he stood, his eyes flashing wide as the drug took hold, and started to laugh almost uncontrollably.  The women giggled with him, but he could see they were nervous.  This was that all-or-nothing moment.

      Then one of them got off the bed and said, “We want to be your whores now that we’re not narco whores anymore.”

      The other one got off the bed with her.

      Was he just a yanqui narco? He saw them wondering.  Was he a man with big talk, a gabacho in the game?  He almost laughed at the absurdity of it.

      Instead, he pulled his gun, showed it to them, and said, “Are you scared of guns?  Because they have lots of guns in America.  And their fascination with them runs oh, so deep.”

      The women exchanged looks, then glanced back at him and shook their heads, giggling softly the way girls giggled when they were either loaded or on edge.

      He took one step closer to them and said, “How close to a gun have you been before?”

      One gave him soft, seductive eyes, which she manufactured so well that he almost believed her, and said, “Closer than that.”

      He closed the distance between them and aimed the weapon at her mouth; she didn’t blink.  He thumbed back the hammer.

      The girl whose life was not in danger grinned and pinched her nipple in a way that was supposed to be sexy, maybe even flirtatious.  He glanced at her sideways, thinking that wouldn’t work with him.  If she thought it would diffuse the situation or make him put away the gun, she was sorely mistaken.  They had seen him.  They knew what he did, maybe even who he was.

      The girl staring down the barrel of his throwaway pistol leaned forward and ran her tongue around the rim, treating it as if it was something to suck rather than something to avoid at all costs.

      He pulled the trigger, killing her instantly.

      Duvall then looked over and saw the other girl give a full-body jolt; she stood there, paralyzed with fear.  He knew what this girl was to the narcos, who she ran with, who she slept with, and he knew what killing narco whores and the narco trash they served meant to the cartel—all cartels.  It was a bold declaration of war.  It would not be enough to accomplish what he wanted to be done; he was in this for the long game, and the long game called for years of making the right moves in the most extreme situations.  This was one of those moves; it was one of those extreme situations.

      Then his phone rang.

      With the gun pointed at the terrified girl, now mere inches from her face, he stepped back, reached for his trousers, and fished the phone from his pocket.

      “Hold please,” he said to the girl.

      He glanced at the phone and saw the number.  He answered the call, the gun still trained on the girl.

      “Diego Morales, Congressman,” he said, pleased to talk to his old friend, “what good have I done in the world today to deserve such a call?”

      “I have a favor to ask,” Morales said without much emotion.  “It might help you in your ongoing war with the cartels.  But it could also help if you decided that you are tired of war, Mexico, and the Agency.”

      Duvall studied the girl through his drug-addled haze, then he glanced down at Rodriguez, the dead girl, and finally, Castillo.  Blood, coke, sex, and cordite…these four scents hung in the air, a glorious mixture, the audacious smell of moves being made and big things getting done.

      The girl before him had peed herself and was now starting to cry.  “Hang on for a second, Diego.  I need to get somewhere quiet.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Duvall hit the mute button, looked at the woman, who was frozen in place but shaking uncontrollably, and felt bad for her.

      Her eyes shimmered with tears and her body looked frail, thin like a broken girl—a ruined, terrified girl.  She was not touching herself now; she slowly hugged herself, refusing to turn away from him, but trying to hide in plain sight.

      “Am I going to San Diego?” she asked in the smallest voice.

      “No,” he said, resolutely.

      She sniffled and cried some more, her face scrunched up against the pain of knowing her life was about to be cut short.

      “You have one chance to live,” Duvall said.  “Cayetano Rojas, do you know him?”

      “I know of him,” she said.

      “Los Escorpiones de Sonora,” Duvall said.  “El jefe, the man.”

      She nodded.

      “Were you aware that his little girl, Pia, was kidnapped about eight months ago?” he asked.  She shook her head, snot boiling in one of her nostrils.  “She was only twelve years old, just a child.  If you can tell me who kidnapped this little narco angel, I will let you walk out of this house alive.”

      “I didn’t even know she was taken,” she said.

      “If one of his boys had been kidnapped, Fausto or Bautista, the whole world would have known, but Cayetano has little regard for girls, even his own.  That is why a bigger deal was not made of the event.  Surely you’ve heard something.”

      She shook her head, scared, her eyes pleading for leniency he would not offer.  “I…I…I don’t…”

      He fired the weapon, watched her drop, then returned to the line, and said, “Okay, it’s quiet now.  What is this favor you’re asking?”

      Morales cleared his throat.  “I want you to talk to a friend of mine who’s having a problem with some human traffickers.”

      “Where?” he asked.

      “Nogales.”

      “Sonora or Arizona?”

      “Arizona.”

      Duvall blew out a breath and laughed, and then he zeroed in on the dead bodies and said, “I’m up to my ears in Sonora’s narco problems.  Unless you can provide me with formal clearance and a federal escort, you’re asking me to break the law.”

      “You can tie this to whatever cartel case you’re working unless you’re no longer a case officer.  You can even call for a non-emergency extraction if you can fabricate a good enough story, and if it doesn’t impact your casework in the region.”

      “Even though you can, maybe, on a good day, piece together a half-assed story no one at the Agency would buy,” Duvall told his friend, “you’re liable to get me fired, maybe even charged criminally depending on what you’re asking.  That’s if the cartel doesn’t kill me first.”

      “I didn’t make any promises, Cam,” he said.

      “I’m deep cover and running a razor-thin line; this whole operation could go sideways at any second.  It’s multi-pronged and I’m suicide committed.”

      “Don’t make me feel bad for thinking of you, old buddy,” Morales said.

      He rubbed his grizzled face and considered the mess around him.  “It’s not you, man.  I’m just…I’m climbing the ladder straight into the bowels of Hell and playing all sides, so it’s not as easy as just grabbing a bus and heading north.”

      Morales said, “Are you high right now?  Because you sound like you’re off the rails.”

      He thought he sounded even; then again, he was blood-splattered and holding a smoking gun.  “Yeah, maybe a little.  But I’m also hyper-alert if that matters.  So alert that it almost hurts my brain to think of anything.”

      Morales said, “I have an idea, one that the less moral side of you might appreciate.  But before you say no, I also have an FBI liaison, a JTFA task force, and possible clearances like those you would need to protect you from criminal prosecution.”

      “What am I doing?” he asked.

      “How would you like to raid a stash house and kill some human traffickers?” Morales asked.

      Duvall started laughing.  “Is that what you think we do down here, south of the border?  Just kill people indiscriminately?  I don’t kill people, Morales.  I’m a case officer, not a mercenary.  My job is to gather intel and recruit assets in the field.”

      “Bullshit,” he said.

      “It’s not,” he lied, pushing Rodriguez off the table before his blood ruined the rest of the blow.  He found a gallon-size plastic storage bag and started scooping up the powder.

      “I know what you do, Camden,” Morales said, offended.  “You can pretend you’re one of the good guys who always toes the right side of the line, but you forget that I know you, and I know the Agency.”

      “How much for this job?” Duvall stopped and asked.  He was thinking of the money he made from Rodriguez tonight, the money he’d take from Castillo, and the cocaine he knew he could sell for maybe fifteen or twenty grand on the street.  Was he even interested in a side job?

      “There is flexibility in the number,” Morales said.

      “I don’t know, Diego,” he replied.

      “You’d set the terms.”

      “He’s paying or you’re paying?”

      “The client can pay if that’s what you’re asking,” Morales said.  “But this would be the kind of situation where maybe you’d fund the job using your black budget.  You would control the purse, the spending, and the final budget allocation.  Do that and you can skim from the top.  Meanwhile, you’re in the US legally, with the Feds or JTFA as your liaison, and a reason to operate north of the border.  You just need to create the reason, but that should be easy considering your credentials.”

      “That’s not a terrible idea,” he said, sitting down.

      “What you make in terms of compensation is a matter of what you can get your boss to agree to and allocate to this op.”

      His brain was starting to fly away, taking parts of him with it.  He took a deep breath, looked down at his gut and the blood on his belly, and said, “Too many moving parts, I think.  And too many potholes.”

      But Duvall wondered if there were fewer moving parts than he was suggesting.  The CIA had amassed a huge black budget for this region and his handler, Kate Butler, was talking like the war on the cartels would never be a formal war as far as the State Department and the various agencies in Mexico and the US were concerned.  But this was the covert war the administration wanted, so long as it went kinetic without a trace of US interests or the Agency’s fingerprints left on the scene.  And while knocking over a stash house inside the US border was not part of any Agency initiative, he could shape the story, loosely fold it into his current op, and maybe massage a few facts to get the proper clearances.

      If he could squeeze a few hundred grand from this, maybe skim fifty or a hundred off the top, he could combine it with Rodriguez’s money from the failed raid and fund his way to a better life.  He did the math in his head, which wasn’t quick enough, and realized he could bolster his resources enough to put him years closer to retirement.  It would still take a lot of money to create a new identity, buy supporting papers and credit, and then disappear for good, but it was possible.

      “Is that doable, Cam?” Morales asked.

      “The whole thing is super sketchy, but it’s possible,” Duvall said.  “It’s the black budget that makes it worth the risk, but that’s also where the biggest problems can occur.”

      “I’ve seen the budget, Cam.”

      “While it’s true that we have loose purse strings, that doesn’t mean I have carte blanche to treat the money like it’s my own, no matter the size of the fund.”

      “Bill for a task force you won’t need using guys the Agency doesn’t keep on the payroll.  Call it ‘mission priority’ using known assets in the area, or something along those lines.  Use the JTFA, control the action through the FBI liaison, and then farm out the job to whoever can get it done fastest and cleanest.  After that, write a report tying the job to trafficking lines south, or to whomever you’re working on right now, and you have all your angles covered.”

      The congressman didn’t speak Duvall’s language fluently, but Morales had the right idea.  And though it was far more complicated than that, Duvall thought he saw a way, or could find a way when he was sober.

      “It’s still a bit complex, not because what you’re suggesting won’t work, but because there are other factors in play as we speak.”

      “Did you not hear the ‘you can skim from the top’ part?  Because that number is up to you.  It needs to make sense, and you won’t retire off of it, but it’s a healthy addition to the ‘rainy day’ fund, or the ‘go to Hell’ fund, should you need to tell the director to get bent.”

      “What’s my timeline?” he asked.

      “I can push it a day or two, maybe three to let you figure out how to move your pieces into position.”

      “Let me see what I can do.  First, what is JTFA again?  I’m not familiar with it, not because I haven’t heard of it, but because I just don’t care what goes on in the interior of the country as much as Mexico is my entire professional life.”

      “Joint Task Force Alpha is Merrick Garland’s attempt to implode the trafficking networks on the border, specifically those that abuse, exploit, or risk the lives of migrants and refugees, pose threats to national security, and are involved in organized crime.  So, they do what you do, but up here.”

      “They couldn’t even comprehend the things we do down here,” Duvall scoffed.

      “True,” Morales said, “but JTFA is made up of federal prosecutors and attorneys from the US Attorney’s Offices all along the southern border.  There are also reps from the Criminal Division and the Civil Rights Division and LEOs and analysts from Homeland Security.  I think I can get the FBI and DEA on board, which means I’ll have your liaison and you’ll be aboveboard when you’re operating in Nogales, Arizona, so long as you don’t push north without cause or good reason.”

      Duvall’s hesitation was melting by the minute.  He had turned his original operation into multiple crime scenes and wondered if it was prudent to get Stateside for a few days or a week, to let things blow over.

      “Between the two of us,” Duvall said, “I’m not sure who’s worse.  Me for doing what I do, or you for bringing it to me.”

      “You are, without a doubt, worse,” Morales said jovially.  “At least I haven’t killed anyone.”

      “Yet,” Duvall said with a smile.

      “I’m texting you the client’s information.  This has a short shelf life, so don’t drag your balls.”

      “So, your guy…you’re sure he’s hot to trot?” Duvall asked as a final confirmation.

      “This is a ‘right now’ deal, so yeah, he’s hot to trot.”

      “If this goes sideways, if you’re walking me into a hornet’s nest, I’ll come for you, Diego, not because I want to, but out of principle.”

      “If it goes sideways, this is on you, friend.  I’m just a middleman, a matchmaker, not the op coordinator or your handler.”

      “What are you looking for, Diego?” he asked.  “What’s your end?”  Everyone wanted something, and everyone had something to sell.

      “I’m just a guy who wants his friend to be able to retire comfortably,” Morales answered in his politician’s voice.  “There’s no finder’s fee in this for me.  Keep whatever you can get.”

      “Now it’s my turn to call BS.”

      Morales chuckled.  “It’s out of character, I know, but considering my role in the community these days…”

      “Sure, sure,” Duvall said.  “It’s not out of the goodness of your heart, but self-preservation in the ugly, dog-shit world of politics.”

      “I knew I wouldn’t have to explain it to you.”

      “All right, I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t think on it too long, Cam.  Kids’ lives are at stake on this.”

      “Roger that,” he said before disconnecting the call.
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      Special Agent Hailey Mitchell and her partner, Willow Stevens, represented the FBI’s Human Trafficking and Child Exploitation Task Force in New Mexico for the moment.  The FBI had so many bumps and bruises on its face and character lately that Mitchell knew she had to represent herself as the best the Bureau had to offer.  Today was that day, and the target was a known stash house on the borders of both Texas and Mexico.

      Mitchell and Stevens would be joined by the Doña Ana County Sheriff as well as members of Homeland Security and Health and Human Services when they served a no-knock warrant the sheriff said the judge had signed two hours ago.  The Santa Teresa, New Mexico, stash house looked like any other home on the block: a nondescript two-story house, two cars out front, and a yard that was neither neglected nor well kept.

      Before the raid, the task force was meeting at a nearby staging area where they would meet six of Sunland Park PD’s best officers.  Knowing the men and their dedication to saving lives, they would be locked, cocked, and ready to roll.

      The original surveillance team briefed the task force and local support personnel hours ago, right before they received the warrant.  Four adult occupants were currently in the home, along with a possible head count of minors numbering in the double digits.  The four adults were armed and to be considered dangerous, but the stated ROE was that they were only to discharge their weapons in self-defense.  As much as the task force wanted to smoke these Godless rats, the team was there to rescue kids, not kill traffickers, virtuous as that might seem to someone like Hailey Mitchell.

      Mitchell was the last to arrive at the staging grounds, which had her grinding her molars.  They had been across town in a Zoom meeting with the Director when they learned the judge had signed the warrant.  The Director liked to hear himself speak more than he liked to do things that actually mattered at the Bureau, in her estimation.  But she didn’t see the inner workings of the Bureau at that level, so she just listened to him while trying not to completely despise him.

      “Tactical teams are already here,” Willow Stevens reminded her, her pretty face turning into one big frown.  “Everyone’s ready to go but us, because we’re late.”

      “Shut up, Stevens,” Mitchell said, her tone cold.

      The women arrived at an empty commercial building at the edge of the stash house’s neighborhood.  Mitchell and Stevens got out of the car and the sheriff joined them.  Sheriff Janice Delpy was a stern-looking woman the county loved but not everyone enjoyed.

      “You’re late to your own party,” Sheriff Delpy said.

      “Almost,” Mitchell replied, annoyed.

      “At least her outfit looks cute,” the sheriff said, referring to Stevens, who had that Barbie Doll look, and was a Bureau favorite.

      Mitchell tried not to react to the sheriff’s slight, but she was irritated.  Jurisdictional and territorial BS was a known factor of the job, not that she enjoyed it or was used to it.  She and the sheriff had mixed it up a few times getting to that point in the operation.  Neither woman liked the other, but their professional respect for each other was growing.

      “My outfit is cute, and your husband’s going to love me later, Janice,” Stevens said with a mischievous wink.  “So, Sheriff, are we flirting here or doing our jobs?”

      “The fact that you have to ask means you’re late,” Sheriff Delpy grumbled as the three joined the others.

      The tactical teams ran through the takedown one last time, and then they checked their gear, coordinated one last time with surveillance, and ran a roll call on both snipers, who were now in position.

      The neighborhood was less than a year old, not yet built out, and ideal for traffickers in its geographic location.  The ever-expanding city of Santa Teresa was situated on the New Mexico/Texas border above Sunland Park, and it was less than 15 miles away from El Paso and Ciudad Juárez.  That was important when considering the various ports of entry into and out of Texas.

      Safe houses and stash houses on both sides of the state line also created jurisdictional problems between state and local authorities, and the US/Mexico border created even larger issues for HS, ICE, and the FBI.  None of this was lost on the FBI, the County Sheriff, Sunland Park PD, or any other border enforcement agency at the raid.  What it came down to was that the drug dealers and human traffickers were going to work to their geographical strengths, because they knew state and federal agencies mostly had their hands cuffed when it came to administrative rules and regs.

      Just last month in a botched raid that left a bruise on the faces of the agencies involved, seventeen immigrant children under the age of fifteen were killed.  The traffickers holding them captive had escaped their stash house using a smuggler’s tunnel dug by the trafficked kids living there.  By estimates of the task force’s team, it would have taken years to dig the tunnels, which was a horrifying reality in itself.  When Mitchell was provided the after-action report on the raid, she had wondered how many hundreds of kids were trafficked through that house over the years, and how many had died working in such poor conditions.

      When Sunland Park PD, the sheriff’s office, and the federal task force had hit the house, according to the report Mitchell obtained, they didn’t expect 18-guage steel-core doors and blast-proof windows.  Their targets had apparently been made aware of their intentions and had acted accordingly.  The team had been calling for reinforcements when the house exploded and the traffickers escaped through the tunnels.

      Later, when the fire was put out, authorities found the kids, all of them.  They had been locked in a large bedroom and burned to death.  In addition to the dead children, three ICE agents, two sheriff’s deputies, and one HSI agent lost their lives in the blast, putting Santa Teresa in the national news for a catastrophic loss of immigrant lives.

      Barely a line in any paper was devoted to the federal agents who died, and even at that, the story was placed at the bottom of every article written on the raid with barely any details about the other casualties.  This was not lost on Mitchell or any of the other agents in her office.  In fact, most of them were flat-out pissed off about it.

      Whether it was from exhaustion, dehydration, suffocation in the backs of trucks or shipping containers, or flat-out murder, the good people in America were getting tired of traffickers killing immigrant children and adults.  So, today, Mitchell was going to do her part to give the FBI and the local agencies a big win.  Lord knew they needed it.

      “Everyone ready?” the lead officer asked.  There were affirmative nods all the way around the team.

      Mitchell’s heart sat in her throat and her stomach suddenly felt empty; even her pulse throbbed so hard it was affecting the edges of her vision.  She looked at her hand, saw it trembling, then made a fist and pulled it behind her back.  She always had nerves like this before a take-down, and it was just as discouraging each time.

      “Everything all right?” the sheriff asked.

      Mitchell nodded, brought her hands around, and took a deep breath when no one was looking.  So many things could go wrong, even though everything had gone right in her past takedowns, which was why she was heading up the FBI’s part of the new Santa Teresa task force.

      Stevens tightened her vest and checked her Glock.  She looked up at Mitchell and said, “The four scumbags…”  She was referring to the adults in the house they were about to hit.

      “You know the ROE,” Mitchell said as they took off at a slow jog, heading into the target’s neighborhood.

      Three years ago, Willow Stevens’ younger sister was raped by a migrant who crossed into the country illegally.  Willow was at Quantico at the time, but from that day forward, she told everyone who asked about it that the conflict of interest would not stop her from doing her job and following the law to the letter.  Mitchell knew her partner well enough to know she was full of shit.  This girl was out for blood and Mitchell didn’t blame her.

      “Yeah, I know the ROE,” Stevens grumbled as she trotted closely behind her.  She lowered her voice so only Mitchell could hear.  “But if they hurt or kill any of these kids…”

      They were about to take down a known sex trafficking operation, and the four males in question had long rap sheets, each filled with arrests for violence, parole violations, and domestic abuse.

      “They’re four scumbags who don’t matter in the larger picture,” Mitchell said over her shoulder.  She caught her partner’s eye to let her know she was serious.  “They will be in cuffs soon enough, which is all that matters.”

      “I think not getting shot or killed is what matters most,” Stevens said, eyeing Mitchell with too much intensity.  Mitchell could see the woman was supercharged and ready to go.

      “The kids are what matter most,” Mitchell whispered back, correcting her.  “Our safety and operational integrity are secondary.”

      Hailey Mitchell was 5 years Willow Stevens’ senior, 2 weeks from her thirtieth birthday, and the ranking agent.  As much as she wanted some or all of these guys to die in the raid, the mission priority was the kids.

      Stevens stopped talking because it was go-time.  They were the lead agents, but they followed the police’s tactical elite unit into the neighborhood.  Mitchell was weapons ready and in the heart of the op but, still, thoughts of the impending raid sent Mitchell’s blood pressure soaring.  Was she just nervous, or was her intuition in hyper drive?  That was always the question, especially when she was that anxious.

      Surveillance had been in place for a week and the rotating teams were operating out of the brand-new but vacant two-story home across the street from the stash house.  The task force was currently a block away from the home when the team leader indicated they should hold.

      “What are we waiting for?” Stevens asked Mitchell.

      Mitchell shook her head, indicating that she didn’t know, but she didn’t speak either because that time had passed.  If the team leader stopped them, it was for a good reason.  Plus, Mitchell understood the value of caution and patience.  All she wanted was a successful mission, which had her thinking about how she’d gotten there in the first place.

      Three weeks ago, Sunland Park PD had busted a pair of drug dealers who had flipped on their supplier; they gave up the supplier’s location—the house in question.  SPPD put part-time eyes on the dealer’s operation, and that was when the chief of police and the sheriff were alerted to batches of young children being moved in and out of the house at all hours of the night.  Sunland Park PD then contacted the nearest FBI field office to report a possible human and drug trafficking operation.  That was Mitchell’s field office.

      The FBI sent Special Agents Mitchell and Stevens to Santa Teresa, New Mexico, where they met with Sunland Park PD and authorities from HHS and HS.  The joint task force operation was greenlit a few days later and surveillance teams were both funded and deployed.  Surveillance initially reported the occupants as four adult males, one female member, and seven children.  All the kids were under the age of twelve.

      As the week progressed, it appeared the woman in the stash house was in charge of moving the kids.  The males were living in the house full time, though their roles were not defined beyond the obvious.

      Mitchell had gotten into a pissing match with the Doña Ana County Sheriff’s Office.  The sheriff wanted direct involvement, even though her office was part of the last raid, the botched raid that resulted in so much death.  They settled their beef over the next couple of days, a few dust-ups notwithstanding.  So, now, on the day of the new raid, the task force was stacked in their favor, which meant most local, state, and federal agencies were present and activated.

      The team leader finally motioned for them to move.  The team resumed their approach, swiftly closing in on the target, and though Mitchell was ready, her nerves had spun nearly out of control.  Logically, she was not worried because when the action began she knew from experience that her nerves would settle and all that adrenaline would flow forth as jet fuel.  She expected this time to be no different than any other time.  If only they could move more quickly…

      As they approached the home, she said a quick prayer asking for two things: the safety of all the kids, and to not have a repeat of last month’s tragedy.

      “God, I love this,” Stevens whispered loud enough for Mitchell to hear.  Mitchell was in the zone now, thinking of the four, possibly five targets inside the home.

      The four males were known MS-13 gang members, and the woman was referred to as Scarface.  Scarface wasn’t just trafficking the children; surveillance learned she was also the house whore.

      MS-13 was known for violently abusing their women, and often ruining them for life if the mood struck.  In the case of Scarface, the woman in question had two large scars running diagonally down both sides of her face, turning a once-pretty Mexican girl into a hardened woman with a giant X carved into her face.  They had essentially crossed her out.  To highlight that point, surveillance reported several men in the house referring to her as “Xd Out.”

      Mitchell had seen photos of the woman’s face and was horrified by what these monsters had done.  She had a deep personal hatred for MS-13, not just because of their allegiance to dark forces, and the Devil, but because of their cruelty to women and children.  The sight of Scarface forced Mitchell to consider the abuse she must have suffered.  Then again, when she and Stevens studied recent photos, the woman looked every bit as mean as the men with whom she associated.

      The team reached the target’s front door without incident.

      Sunland Park PD’s tactical unit was also the breaching unit; the sheriff’s office split the house providing exterior cover at the back slider and the single-door garage exit; the FBI pulled up the tactical units’ rear while snipers had overwatch and surveillance monitored comms.

      Mitchell and Stevens had their Glocks out, waiting breathlessly on Sunland Park PD.  If asked, Mitchell wouldn’t lie—she appreciated the insulation the men before her provided both her and Stevens.  And even though she was always excited and anxious to spearhead a raid of this sort, she knew the risks, and would do her best to avoid taking fire.

      The second the tac unit breached the door, gunfire erupted and bullets started flying.  Then, one officer yelled, “Grenade!” and everyone scrambled to back out of the entryway.

      The blast eviscerated the first four officers, but the others cleared the entry and flowed into the house, wobbly from the blast but relying on their training as they took cover and returned fire.

      Mitchell’s ears were ringing, her face was speckled with soot or blood, or both, and she was pissed off and wanting in on the retaliatory action.  Stevens was right behind her, moving with her, step for step, her Glock barking out lead all the way.

      The second they were in the smoky house, they were also taking fire.  Another grenade went off deeper inside the home, filling the space with more fire and smoke.  She was also scared that the damage was weakening the structure.  Right on cue, parts of the roof caved in over their heads, causing them to dive for cover.

      An upstairs bed had fallen through a gaping hole in the ceiling, and two children were handcuffed to the metal bed frame.  Both were bloody, under the age of ten, and screaming hysterically.  One hung in mid air.

      Nearby traffickers shot the two children and they stopped crying.  Mitchell’s concern turned to a bloodthirsty rage.  One of the two officers to lead the charge inside stood and fired four rounds into the scumbags who shot the kids, then ducked and reloaded.

      Two other traffickers scampered up the stairs, avoiding a stitch of gunfire.  Presumably, they were heading for higher ground, more ammo, or maybe even kids to use as hostages.  She couldn’t let that happen, but everything was spinning out of control.

      More gunfire broke out in the back, guys were hitting the ground, and the sheriff’s office announced their entry.

      Mitchell charged upstairs, but there were two huge explosions, and then the first-floor ceiling collapsed.  She had barely gotten into the open stairwell when this happened, almost avoiding a huge chunk of the ceiling that still managed to scrape down her shoulder and back.  Her knees buckled, but she crawled clear of the debris.

      More of the roof collapsed behind her as she ascended the remaining stairs.  The dust and smoke were brutal up there, and she could hardly see.  Then, the body of an infant child was thrown at her.  It missed and struck the wall behind her, hitting so hard it landed on its head and broke its neck.  It was making sad sounds, and would likely die.

      A vicious roar escaped her mouth, which was the worst thing she could do.  The second she gave location away, a line of gunfire tore up the wall beside and around her; she ducked just in time to avoid the lead.  She also clamped a hand over her mouth, blinked back fresh tears, and allowed the rage inside her to bloom.

      She quickly pulled herself out of the debris, then moved deeper into the gloomy upstairs hallway.  Parts of the floor had collapsed there, too, causing more dust and debris, and there were more dead children laying in the hallway.  They were everywhere.  One was still alive despite being trapped under some debris from where the first explosion occurred.  By then, she could hardly see or breathe, and she was suffering major vertigo.  She lowered herself to the floor, grabbed the child’s foot, and crawled back out, somehow finding her way to a first-floor exit where she could finally pull the child to safety.  That was when she looked down and realized that she had only pulled a leg and part of a child’s torso to safety.  The other leg and half-torso had been blown apart completely, and the arms and head were somewhere in the house.

      More gunfire erupted deeper inside the house, there was a flurry of chaos among the surviving agents, and she was now standing at ground zero of the most definable disaster of her career.  She saw the partial body she dragged out of that hellhole and cried out involuntarily.  Rage mixed with intense sorrow as she backed away from the remains of the mangled child; she fought an unexpected urge to sink into mental hibernation, or throw up all over the front yard.

      When the house was finally clear, Mitchell studied the scene, detached and numb but mortified.  In the end, they saved no children, lost six LEOs, and Willow Stevens was dead—her partner’s neck broken where the heaviest part of the roof had landed on her.  Mitchell stood back from the house, roving eyes seeing terror-stricken neighbors, the smoking ruin of the stash house, and the Franklin Mountains in the distance.

      The press showed up and she wanted to shoot at them through their windshield, just to turn them away so no one of note could capture this goat-fucked joke of an operation on video.  She looked down and was still holding her pistol.  She holstered it and became acutely aware of the shaking in her hands.  Then again, her ears were still ringing and she felt the blood on her face and wasn’t sure if it was hers.

      Mitchell turned and forced her legs and feet to walk past the others, back into the home, and when she did, she saw Sheriff Delpy fighting like hell to drag one of the traffickers out of the house.

      Who cleared the house?

      The man holding Sheriff Delpy had been shot but might have been high on something—PCP maybe.  The sheriff had a huge gash on the side of her face, and it looked like she was about to lose control of the man and meet her maker.

      Mitchell walked up, aimed the weapon at the man’s face, and told him to let go of the sheriff.  He thought about it, read the seriousness in her eyes, but didn’t let go.

      “Now!” Mitchell barked.

      The man finally shoved Sheriff Delpy aside, stood back up, and raised his hands.  It was the shitty grin that put Mitchell over the edge.  She didn’t think, she just pulled the trigger twice, fast.  Both bullets hit their marks.  The sheriff stood there, shocked.  Mitchell didn’t even flinch, let alone blink.

      “Thanks,” Sheriff Delpy finally said.

      Mitchell took her and supported her, and then she helped the woman out of the house where EMTs were there to assist the injured and bag the dead.

      When Mitchell went into the office for her after-action briefing, she recounted the events as best as she could to the shooting review board, and then she was placed on administrative leave.  She left out the part about the last shooter surrendering before she shot and killed him in cold blood.

      Later, as she went over the raid in her head, she thought about the Bureau’s policies and procedures, knowing in her heart that she had followed protocol to the letter.  But, was it enough to clear her or would she be sitting in a cell, awaiting criminal trial and prosecution?  She also knew in her heart that she had killed an unarmed man.  For Willow Stevens and all the kids those pieces of shit had murdered, executing that motherfucker was the one bright spot she took from the raid.  Fortunately, Sheriff Delpy reported finding the man dead on the scene.

      When later asked by the shooting review board if she killed the MS-13 member in cold blood, Special Agent Mitchell reported firing at several shooters when she entered the premises, but only because they were under heavy fire and four officers had been killed by the initial blast.  When pressed on the issue, Mitchell said it was possible she had killed the man then.  No one blamed her.  Ballistics would prove the bullets had come from her weapon, so she was vague about the timing, stating that it was possible she hit him in the middle of the firefight.  One woman on the board asked if she had retaliated in anger at any point in time.  She knew the answer.  Yes, she had retaliated.  But, to the review board, Mitchell lied and said that she had not conducted any part of the raid in anger.

      “My only concern was for the children and my fellow task force members,” she said to the board of senior FBI agents and officials presiding over her case.

      Less than a week later, Special Agent in Charge, Grant Jennings from the FBI’s Phoenix Field Office called and told her she was being transferred to the Tucson sector while her future at the FBI was being determined.  He came off like an asshole, and she almost said so, but not before he could say, “You’ll report directly to SSA Elio Cook in two days.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said.  “Thank you, sir.”

      She heard an empty line, hung up her phone, then cursed quietly as she started packing her things for Phoenix.  She called Willow Stevens’ parents to find out where and when to expect her partner’s funeral but got no answer.  She left a message but wasn’t sure she would get a return call.

      Supervisory Special Agent Cook called her a few minutes later for an introduction.  He was polite but not friendly, not that she expected anything different.  Mitchell tried to sound like she felt something more than shattered, remorseful, or flat-out hostile but, even to her ears, she came off like an empty vessel.

      “I’m sorry about your partner,” Cook finally said.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “You’ll be stationed in Nogales where you’ll work with Garland’s JTFA assisting in border security as it relates to human trafficking.”

      “No problem, sir,” she said.

      She didn’t want to work another human-trafficking case, but that was her specialty and the reason she went to work at the FBI in the first place.  There was no tougher job in her mind, but she reminded herself that there was also no more important job than protecting the children.  But Nogales?

      “Am I working both sides of the border?” she asked.

      Mitchell knew that cooperation from other governmental agencies and the Mexican National Guard was a relatively new thing for the feds and working out well, but she loathed the idea of heading into Mexico.  The government was so entwined with the cartels, she feared she would not know the difference, and that it would get her killed.

      “No, you won’t be going into Mexico,” Cook said.  “Until the shooting review board clears you for duty, you’re riding wood.”

      Mitchell had no problem working a desk.  She didn’t trust herself in the field as it was, for she felt she had done so many things wrong in Santa Teresa, some of them potentially career-ending.  So far, no one else saw that, but she did, even if she could not explain it.

      “What are my tasks?” Mitchell asked.

      “You’re working forensics until I say otherwise.  This is your time to work regular hours, see a shrink, and maybe get any additional physical or mental health care you need.”

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “I had a chance to review photos and some body cam footage from the incident, Special Agent Mitchell,” he said.  “You were bloody, you lost your partner, half a dozen members of your task force, and most of the kids—all to kill five traffickers.  Don’t lie to me and tell me you’re fine when you’re not and we both know it.”

      Before she could catch herself, she leaned into the phone and hissed, “Those sons of bitches killed the kids.”

      SSA Cook said, “I know.  As I said, I’m sorry for what you saw, and for the way the raid turned out.”

      “I’m sorry they died, Elio.  Who gives a damn what I saw?  The children, man, they were…in pieces.”

      She swallowed hard as the tears returned, but she was met only with silence.  Did Cook hang up on her the way Jennings had earlier?  Then she heard him breathing.

      Once she was composed, she finished saying what she needed to say.  “I’ll ride the wood for a while, maybe give my emotions a chance to settle.”

      “I’m worried about you,” SSA Cook said.

      “As my superior?” she asked.

      “I’ve seen your file, Hailey.  You’re a good agent.  But, as a person, I worry about you, especially after what you saw, and after what you experienced.”

      She let out a long breath.  “I’ll find a spa day, do some meditation, maybe journal about this.  All the shit the shrinks tell you to do.  I’ll be fine.”

      “And if you’re not?” SSA Cook asked.

      “I’ll request a leave of absence.”

      “Do I have your word on that, Agent Mitchell?”

      “Yes, sir, you have my word.  Now, why Nogales?”

      “As I said, DOJ Garland recently established the JTFA,” Cook explained.  “I’m assuming you’ve heard of it.”

      “Joint Task Force Alpha,” she said.  “Yeah, I’ve heard of it.”

      “We felt you were perfect as the lead agent there,” Cook said.  “Nothing more than that and certainly not punishment.”

      She mulled it over for a moment, then said, “What if the raid in Santa Teresa had been successful?”

      “Then it would have been, and we still would have offered you the job.”

      She looked around the motel room, at the cheap comforter, and at the even cheaper wood paneling on the dresser drawers and nightstands.  How many years would she be living out of motel rooms like this one?  It didn’t matter as long as she was in the field, because being in the fight would hopefully do some good.  At least, that’s what she told herself.  Today, it felt like a lie and a cruel one at that.

      “I never wanted to ride wood, SSA Cook,” Mitchell admitted.

      “You won’t have to when the shooting review board clears you.  As for now, you’re going there to gather intel on the Nogales scene, assess the law enforcement environment—”

      “Assess the environment?” she asked.  “Local or Federal?”

      “We’re establishing a foothold in Nogales, so try to think long-term,” he said.

      “Local or Federal?”

      “We might need you to look at Nogales PD,” he admitted.

      “What are the issues?” she asked.  She became an agent to stop crime, not babysit LEOs or backstop crooked Feds.

      “I wanted to do this in Phoenix when you got here, but we can go over it now if that’s what you want.”

      “It will give me something to think about on my way there,” Mitchell said.

      “The cartels are running influence campaigns in all of our border towns, buying said influence using fear, force, and dirty money.  We keep hearing word that sheriffs all along the southern border are inadvertently getting into bed with the cartels.  It’s unconscionable to think like this, but the cartels are notorious for having law enforcement in their back pockets, so we have to consider every claim.  As for now, we’ve got several whistleblowers ready to testify that there are elected officials working not for the people who elected them but for the cartels who bought them.  Arizona in particular has been a problem.  This brings me to Nogales.  I’m getting complaints through the chain of command that, despite the city’s overwhelmingly large police force, we have a problem with child trafficking that’s not getting addressed by local LEOs.”

      “What kind of problem?” she asked.  “Beyond the regular problems that we’re seeing with trafficking.”

      “Greased palms, officer participation, that sort of thing.  You know the drill.”

      “That’s the kind of shit they do in Mexico, not here,” Mitchell said.

      “Too many things have flown under the radar.  We opened the door with policies that we’re now ignoring on a national level, but dying under on a local level.  You know what I’m referring to, so I won’t spell it out for you as if you’re new.”

      Mitchell felt her mood lift, thinking that they could talk about the issue no one wanted to talk about but in private.

      She said, “Perhaps we should funnel more money toward task forces like this one, and not leave the heavy lifting to the nonprofits.  I mean, that would be a start…”

      “You know the things I can’t say are the things that directly dictate our budgets, right?” Cook said, his voice strained.

      She sighed, making her impatience known.  “Human cargo doesn’t fund black budgets, or any budgets for that matter, because we can’t sell kids the way we can offload guns, drugs, and oil.”

      “It’s a sad, cold reality,” Cook admitted, “one we must face as guardians of the children.”

      He said this as if he believed it, but he was her superior, which meant he had to say these kinds of things to keep her head on straight.  But who knew, maybe he believed what he was saying.  Then again, maybe he was just looking to reach retirement age without rocking the boat or stepping into the kind of crap that now followed Mitchell like a lovesick puppy.

      “When do I leave for Phoenix?” she asked.

      “When can you travel?”

      “I’m packing now, so first thing in the morning.”

      “I’m emailing you the details now, and I expect to see you bright and early.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Camden woke the next day with a cocaine hangover, which meant he had muscle aches, a pounding headache, and bloodshot eyes, and he was so thirsty it felt like his tongue had both dried out and swelled at the same time.  For a second, he was scared to swallow.  He tried to sit up and his pecker felt rubbed raw from last night’s action.  Even worse, his conscience felt dirtier than a junkyard dog or month-old laundry.

      The light cutting through the blinds was so sharp and insistent that he turned over and curled into a fetal ball.  A text alert came in, eliciting from him a heady groan.  He rolled over and reached for the phone off the nightstand but was partially blinded by the sunlight.  He grabbed it, almost lost it, then rolled over and pulled it into his belly.  If he had to suffer the searing light for another second, he could very well go blind.  He thought about checking the text; instead, he pulled another pillow over his head and closed his eyes.

      As with any small apartment, the noise started early and ended late, and his neighbors were not shy about making a racket.  He clamped a hand over his ear to silence the endless clamor.

      All night long he dreamed of killing people and of people killing him, and he knew that killing was something he did not like but could not avoid in his line of work.  Naturally, he was a halfway decent person—not a total piece of shit—but his conscience was currently waging a different kind of war as if to prove him wrong and rub it in.

      As a CIA case officer, moreover a case officer with a wide directive and the means to get dirty work done, he was neither all good nor all bad.  There were hundreds of shades of Camden Duvall, and it was true that most were disproportionately bad.  Hell, some were downright atrocious.  One was the asshole from last night.  He didn’t do cocaine often, but when he did, he almost always did bad things and then later woke up with all the hangover symptoms.  That was why he went for it the night before, binging hard with the girls: no matter how much or how little he did, it was going to hurt.

      And it did.  God, almighty, did it ever!

      Had he done too much blow last night?  Probably.  His blood pressure had been so high last night, he felt like he’d been pumping caffeine directly into his veins for days on end, weeks even.  He had also sweat through the sheets last night, suffered random bouts of dizziness and vertigo, and was now slogging through the worst bout of fatigue ever.

      And then another text came in.

      He let loose a few curse words, then flipped his cell phone over and swiped the screen.  The blue light from the small screen caused him to wince, so he turned it back over.  He was too rattled to check the messages and too depressed to think about going to work.

      He had murdered people.  Without remorse.

      Blinking his eyes and taking several deep breaths, he finally sat up and unlocked his cell phone.  The brilliant blue-light glare drilled right through his eyes, jamming a spike straight into his brain.  He closed his eyes, turned away from the phone, and unleashed another proper litany of profanity, to no avail.

      He had to change his mood quickly.

      Yes, he felt like hell, and yes the day was starting hard, but he told himself that real men didn’t need to feel good to get work done; they did it because it needed doing and no one else would do it if he didn’t.

      So try again, he told himself.

      He took a deep breath and imagined his best self, his most productive self, the man he would want his son to see.

      Better.

      Someone needed to get ahold of him.  He opened the text message and saw the text was from Morales.  When he opened the message, he saw a phone number along with the name,  Isabelle Norwood.

      He dropped the phone on the comforter, lay back down, curled back into a ball, and thought of coffee and maybe going to confession somewhere.

      So much for being a man, he thought.

      For the next 20 minutes, Duvall lay there, contemplating the meaning of life, whether or not he wanted to stay with the Agency, and then he told himself to quit being a stupid, fucking crybaby and get up.

      A glass of ice-cold water did wonders for his mood.  He put on a pot of coffee, listened to it brewing and bathed in the aroma of it, and then he sat down and started prepping himself for the day.

      When he had a few sips of coffee in him, when the caffeine was roaring through his veins with enough octane to chase off the effects of last night’s partying, he got up to take a piss and check on his money and the blow, just to make sure both were real.

      They were real.  They were all so very, very real.

      Back in the small apartment’s kitchen, sitting at a third-hand table, he checked his phone.  Isabelle Norwood.  She sounded sexy and Italian, maybe a bit older, powerful.  He’d never met her, or seen her, but she was reportedly a friend of the Agency.  Well, a friend only because having a woman like that as an enemy was a guaranteed death sentence.  Should he call the number now?  Was he even prepared for that conversation?  He wasn’t sure.

      If he wasn’t sure, he wasn’t ready.  So, instead, Duvall put the phone down and contemplated his next moves while slowly finishing his coffee.  He chased the coffee with another glass of cold water, then he poured himself another cup and wondered if he could work an eight-to-five job.

      “I’d rather beat myself to death with a tire iron,” he grumbled in response.  Looking at his coffee, he ran a hand through his hair and yawned.

      The phone rang while he was staring at it, startling him into spilling some of his coffee.  The caller ID read Kate Butler.  His handler.  Wonderful, delightful, positive Kate.  He wiped up his coffee with his hand, then frowned at the cell phone.

      He let the call go to voicemail.

      It rang again.

      The personalized ringtone was “Imperial March” from the Star Wars soundtrack.  This part of the film had been an emerging moment for Darth Vader, showcasing his intolerant, murderous ways.  The ringtone was fitting, considering Kate’s at times overbearing personality.

      Right now, Duvall would rather answer to Lord Vader than to Ms. Butler.

      “Kate,” he said, smiling as he picked up the call.  He tried to sound cheery but failed to sound genuine on all counts.

      “You sound like shit,” she said.

      “Yeah, well…”

      “All hell is breaking loose, you know that, right?”

      “How would I know anything right now, Kate?  I’m still not feeling so well.”

      “Feds have been hitting stash houses and safe houses all across the region.  The press is flocking to the crime scenes like cockroaches to crumbs, and the dead are being digitally showcased all over the world.  Worse, national media now has ahold of it, which has pissed off President Obrador, who is demanding an audience from this administration.  The talking heads are calling this the worst crime spree in a decade, and they’re referring to the state you are in charge of as The Sonoran Slaughterhouse.”

      “That sounds sensational, and sensationalism sells.”

      “Yeah, well, the cartels are hitting back, which means more officers are getting shot and rushed to nearby hospitals, most in ambulances, but some in body bags.”

      “Sounds like a real problem,” he yawned.  That was what he wanted.  Not dead officers, but scores of dead narcos.  To make an omelet of this size, he knew better than most that you had to crack some skulls.

      “This thing you did, the optics are so bad.”

      “You said the optics are bad already.  But I’m still not sure what this ‘thing’ is you’re referring to, Kate.  If you’ve got something to say, don’t be coy.”

      “Your name is on the director’s lips, which means my name is there, too.”

      “That guy can get wrecked,” Duvall all but snarled, rubbing the back of his head.  “He sits on a dildo in Langley like some Monday morning quarterback judging the work of guys like me—real men with balls and chest hair that would never let a clown like him share the same air, let alone take him on a raid.  He’s a pussy of the worst sort, and I hope his mouth rots out from all of the dick he’s had to suck to get where he’s at.  Tell him I said that, then flip him the bird and spit in his stupid-ass face.”

      “Are you done yet?” Kate asked.

      “Yeah.”

      He sipped his coffee, looked around the dingy apartment, and wondered if the director would even set foot in a place like this.  He sure as hell wouldn’t spend the night, or try to make himself breakfast.

      “This is a national incident, Camden.”

      “Well, then, thank God the CIA doesn’t have their prints on this,” Duvall said flippantly.

      “That’s the upside, so far,” she said, calming down some but still not buying Duvall’s innocent act.  “The downside is these donkeys think you were good enough to have controlled the situation and the outcome.”

      “Well, there is that,” he said, trying not to grin.

      “So, this little skirmish is now kinetic.  How long until the flame burns out and we’re back to business as usual?”

      “How should I know?” he asked.

      “Because, Officer Camden, it’s your job to tell me that,” Kate said.

      “This stomach flu has me evacuating from all three exits at once.  I’m scared to shift into a more comfortable position, let alone consider any sudden movements.  And I’m also so depleted, you wouldn’t even recognize me.  I look like a crack whore at the end of a bad bender.”

      “Oh, you poor baby,” Kate said.

      “Don’t cry for me, Evita,” he said unenthusiastically.  “There’s an upside.  Me looking this way only strengthens my cover.”

      “There’s always a bright side with you,” Kate mumbled.

      “What do you want?  I’m trying to enjoy coffee for the first time in a few days.”

      “I’m giving you a heads up.  That way, when you’re forced to answer to a committee for your actions, or inactions as it were, you don’t look like a complete jackoff.”

      “You’re as sweet as candy, so thoughtful,” Duvall said.  “I think it might be a good time to tell you I’m headed north, that you’ve convinced me how hot it is here and I might need or want a non-emergency evacuation.  Just for a week or so.  Long enough to steer clear of this nightmare you’re describing.”

      She let out a long, distressed sigh.  “Are you at least working on something Agency-related?”

      “Kicking tires and lighting fires,” Duvall said before sipping his coffee.

      Her silence wasn’t contemplation, it was a nuclear weapon generating enough heat and energy to blow.  And then the eruption happened, but it was not as fiery as he expected.

      “That absolute shit show you somehow managed to avoid has set off a bomb in the CJNG cartel, and now you want a non-emergency evac?  The entire agency is going to wonder why you want a vacation in the middle of this.”

      “It’s not a vacation, Kate.  It’s just me stepping out of the blast zone until the fire and debris clear.  I’ll jump back in with both feet when the natives settle down.  Besides, we’ve both got field officers in our ears, guys used to giving us intel whether we’re on the toilet, a block away, or in the country next door.”

      “Where do you want to go?” she all but growled.

      “I was thinking I’d float around Nogales for a minute, see what I can stir up.  And if I’m lucky, maybe I can land a one-two punch—one to the chin, and a second to the fondleberries.”

      “The what?”

      He rolled his eyes.  “The nuts, Kate, the nuts.  I’m going to orchestrate a one-two punch to the chin and the nuts.  It’s odd but effective.  Kind of like you.”

      The prolonged pause was consideration.  “All right, then,” she finally said.  “Check in with me when you get there.  And save your jokes for your kid, Cam.  None of this crap is funny to me.”

      She was biting her tongue but clearly showing her impatience.  What gives?  He didn’t answer, because humor was his last resort, and he was feeling the heat on his back.

      “Did you hear me?” Kate asked.  “Be serious.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “We also need to talk about your team, support staff, and people from the Agency,” Kate said.  “So, when you stop shitting your pants, you and I are going to talk about the dream team and how we’re going to build it there in Sonora, staffed with Agency personnel and vetted assets.”

      “I always dreamed of working on my own,” Duvall said as he went to the kitchen and scrounged through the cupboards looking for something to eat.  “You dreamed up the idea of a more formal team so you can deepen your initiative.  I get that, and I support that, but my team is both local and effective.  Not flashy, no suits, effective.  And, as much as I respect your hard work from afar, managing me and my sense of humor while I risk life and limb to effect some kind of change in this severely twisted, unbelievably violent region, you can rest assured…I have it under control.”

      “I’m up here eating a mile of broke glass over this, Camden, so don’t give me your smart-ass commentary on how hard it is for you and how easy it is for me.”

      “You’re a politician, Kate.  I get shit done.  Take a fucking Advil if you feel stressed, or better yet, get a drink, get laid, or take a vacation.”

      “You’re getting a team whether you like it or not.”

      “I’ll think about it,” he lied.

      He hated putting her off, but telling her no would only send her into a deeper tailspin, and he wasn’t about to do that.  So…the lie.

      “Besides,” he continued, “I’ve had a chance to peruse your ‘agency roster’ and I have a few guys I’d like to look at a bit deeper.”  He said this casually, as if it was the case, which it most certainly wasn’t.

      “I’m getting sick of hearing that line,” she said, refusing to take the bait.  “I have two guys ready to go.  They’re proficient in field craft no matter what you say about the difficulties of the region and your stance on FNGs.  They’re familiar with the players.  And, even though they’re not top of their class or anything like that, they’re itching to be on the front lines of this never-ending war.  Like you were, once upon a time, before you became this mutated thing you are now.”

      “You have two green analysts with no field hours and Wikipedia as a resource.  I’ve developed multiple contacts, I’m into three different agencies and two cartels, I have a weapons guy, a comms guy when I need him, a tech nerd for cyber intrusions, paid federales you cleared for surveillance sweeps, and asset tracking when needed.  I also have your guy for identities—if I need yet another one, which I don’t because I’m fine.”

      “You’re going to get yourself killed and sideline this whole operation.”

      Now he was getting pissed, which was not only triggering his fatigue, it was fueling his irritation.  If she kept at him, he’d have to wake up with a few bumps of coke rather than a third or fourth cup of coffee.

      “I’m not conventional, you know that, and I’ve done fine on my own up until now.  I’ll call you if I need you for a takedown, but for now, you and your nerds can just chill.”

      And then the line went dead.

      “No sense of humor, no sense of direction,” he muttered.

      He stood and walked barefoot to the bathroom, took a second morning piss, then studied himself in the mirror.  God, he hated what he saw.  He ran his hands through his longish-brown hair, cleared his throat, then spit in the sink, and splashed cold water onto his face.

      The cold water felt good, invigorating.

      He dried his face, pulled his hair back into a short ponytail of convenience, and studied his bloodshot eyes in the mirror.  Finally, he smiled.

      “You’re a handsome devil and a cartel killer,” he said with all the charm he could muster.

      He thought about Isabelle and the job Congressman Morales offered him and decided he was not quite ready to pull that trigger.  Maybe in an hour or two, but he’d do it.  He would go up north and take that freaking job.

      For now, he went into the other room and grabbed Hugo Rodriguez’s cell phone, which he had taken, among other things, before leaving the safe house.  He opened it, scrolled through the call log, and then forwarded his tech nerd a list of names corresponding to the numbers in Rodriguez’s phone.  He immediately recognized the name of Rodriguez’s lieutenant, Alejandro Hernandez, a narco like him working for the CJNG, Jalisco New Generation Cartel.  He fired a quick text to his tech nerd, hoping the kid was awake.  He was a young ex-pat now based out of Moscow, but he slept weird hours, sometimes all day if he had nothing to do.

      “Alejandro Hernandez,” he said out loud.  A CJNG lieutenant and a dangerous man.  Could he spin this to his favor somehow before blowing town?  Or was the CJNG already sniffing him out for last night’s insanity?

      The CJNG was Nemesio Oseguera Cervantes’ cartel.  He was known by all as “El Mencho,” a ruthless motherfucker with big goals and the means to make them happen.  CJNG was formed in Jalisco back in 2010, and since then, it had gained a strong foothold in the most active markets in Mexico, and more than a few farther north into America.  The CJNG was a force to be reckoned with in the region; the longer the cartel remained intact, the harder it would be to take down.  So, they were his immediate target and his long play.  Well, Hernandez was the target.  And though it was not his directive to kick this particular hornet’s nest, Duvall was ambitious enough to want to kick all of these pricks, hitting them right where it hurt most.

      His tech nerd called him back half an hour later.  “I have an address,” the kid said, sounding groggy.  “I can also do a line intrusion if you need it.”

      “I don’t have the time and I won’t need it, but you’re rock solid, bro.  Mad props.”

      “Just doing my job,” he said.

      “Don’t be so modest, comrade,” Duvall replied before hanging up.

      He dialed Alejandro Hernandez’s number; Hernandez picked up after two rings with a grunt.

      “Rodriguez?” Duvall said.

      “No, this isn’t Rodriguez,” Hernandez said.  “Who’s this?”

      “Sorry to call this number from Rodriguez’s line, but I’m not sure where he is and he said to call you if it looked like shit was going south.  Maybe you have a way to reach him?  This is Alejandro, right?”

      “I don’t babysit that bitch,” Hernandez said nonchalantly.

      Duvall swallowed hard, knowing what would come next, but then he pulled the pin and swallowed that grenade.

      “I have a key of cocaine I can’t be holding,” Duvall lied.  “He said I could trust you.  I’ll tell him you’re holding it when I see him next if you can take it off my hands.”

      “For real?”

      “Look man, I’ll tell him you have it, but only if you’ll admit that you have it when he calls.  I don’t want him thinking I took it, you know?  The guy has…issues.”

      “Are you fucking stupid?” Hernandez barked.

      “No man, I just don’t want anyone’s coke on my hands for too long,” Duvall reasoned.  “It’s a lot of coke, and it’s not mine.  This is a hot potato and I’m not Rodriguez, or you.”

      “I’ll call you back at this number in 15 minutes,” Hernandez said.  “If you don’t answer, I’ll send the boys out to bring you to me.  You won’t like the way they treat you.  You’ll like how I treat you far less.”

      “I called you,” Duvall said.  “Remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Hernandez muttered.  And then the line went dead.

      Duvall prepped for the afternoon, gathering up all the ammo he could carry for the AK-47 he kept stashed under his bed.  After that, he vested up, gulped down the rest of his coffee, even though it had gone cold, and did a quick bump of coke just to take the bitter edge off the day.

      He went downstairs with the extra-heavy duffle bag and climbed into his car, jacked as hell and ready for war.  He blew out a shaky breath, screamed out the last of his tension, then slapped his face hard four or five times while staring wild-eyed at his reflection in the rearview mirror.

      “Be the man, Cam,” he growled at his reflection.  “You’re an ice-cold narco-slayer.  Ice cold.  And it’s time to up the body count.”

      He fired up the engine, backed out of his parking spot, and then drove to the safe house where he knew Alejandro Hernandez would first try to track down Rodriguez.  They wouldn’t find him there, but in not being able to reach him, and in light of the attack on the cartels by the Mexican National Guard, Hernandez and his guys would be on high alert for subsequent attacks.  They would also be armed accordingly.

      He pulled his beater into the far end of the neighborhood, noting the activity.  There, he found himself a good place to park, giving him cars in front of and behind him, as well as a decent view of the safe house from just around the corner.

      A couple of guys in an Impala arrived at the house moments later; they got out, went to the front door, and knocked.  He heard the sound of the men rapping on the metal screen door but then waited until they knew no one would answer.

      He started the car, pulled off the curb, and drove to the house where he and Rodriguez and the narco whores had partied.  From there, he called Hernandez.  It had been over 15 minutes and the lieutenant hadn’t called him as promised.

      “Yo, man, it’s me again.”

      “Where the hell is Rodriguez?” Hernandez roared.

      “I called one of his girls and she said that they were partying last night with Castillo, who was a pimp that Rodriguez knew.”

      “Address?” Hernandez asked.

      Duvall gave him the address of his private stash pad and said, “Should I meet you there?  I don’t want this coke on me, man.  It’s burning freaking holes in me.”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      A few minutes later, the Impala, a two-door Chevy 1500, and a newer GMC Yukon Denali pulled up to the curb.  The houses on either side for a few blocks down looked like they’d been destroyed by fire and had yet to be rebuilt.  Duvall had picked up the property for a steal.

      Hernandez brought his boys to the house where Duvall murdered the narco whores and Castillo, who had violently and unexpectedly killed Rodriguez.  He recognized Hernandez by his bravado alone, but he was also the only asshole who got out of the Denali, which was a dead giveaway.  Hernandez and members of his crew walked around the back of the house, strolled inside like they owned the place, and presumably saw the bodies and evidence of the blow.  A moment later, they walked back out, chests puffed up with phones to their ears.  Just then, Duvall’s phone rang.

      “Are you here yet?” Hernandez asked.

      Yeah, he was there.

      “Not yet,” Duvall lied, with his eyes on Hernandez and his crew.  The distance kept him safe, but only for the next few moments.

      “You been here before?” Hernandez asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “How long ago?”

      “A few days?  But maybe I was somewhere else back then.  I don’t know, man.  I’ve been lots of places.  Why you sweating my nuts, bro?”

      “You a junkie?” Hernandez asked.

      Duvall remained quiet.

      “I thought so.”

      “Did you get a hold of Rodriguez?” Duvall asked again.

      “He’s on a job right now, it was last minute.  How soon ‘til you get here?”

      “A few minutes.”

      “What are you driving?”

      “I have a photo of your face from Rodriguez,” Duvall said.  “He wanted to make sure someone didn’t try to impersonate you and take his drugs if he was…indisposed.”

      Meaning dead.

      “Yeah, no worries.”

      “I’m almost there,” Duvall said, watching the lieutenant.  The guy looked strung out, skinny, hair greasy like a street dealer.

      Duvall grabbed the AK, two spare mags, and his 1911, and then he put the car in gear and drove up the road, going the long way around to better control his approach.  What he was doing wasn’t smart, and Kate would not approve, but neither would anyone else north of him.

      He rolled down the window as he slowly approached the corner house.  He didn’t see Hernandez, which meant maybe he slipped back inside the Denali.  Duvall pulled in slowly, the coke in his left hand, ready to hand it off through the open window.

      The 1911 was sitting heavy on his thigh, the AK-47 beside it.

      Two of the guys walked up to him, expecting him.  He slowed down, hung the bag of coke out the window, and was suddenly met by half of the nine men at the scene.  The nearest guy reached out to take the coke while the others closed in on him.  Duvall dropped the coke and pumped two rounds from the 1911 into him, and then four more slugs into his three buddies.

      One of the narco scumbags backed up and fired into the windshield.  The first rounds missed, but the fourth and fifth shots caught Duvall’s vest, which was like getting hit in the chest with two cannonballs.

      Pushing through the sudden burst of excruciating pain, unable to breathe from having the wind knocked out of him, he grabbed the AK and rocked the charging handle.  Then, he stepped on the accelerator and ran the man down.  Duvall took a few shots to the back of his car, but he backed up fast and ran over the downed man again.

      Bullets ate up the side of the car, and then the shooter appeared.  Duvall grabbed the AK and fired a burst of 7.62 x 39mm ammo into the guy’s torso, punching holes in his arm, ribs, and neck.  But then the Denali slammed into him from behind.

      Duvall was in physical agony, deafened by the gunfire, and cut by broken glass that had been shot out seconds earlier.  He tried to pull out of there but he couldn’t move because the Impala pulled in beside him, blocking his escape.  He shot out his own back-passenger window, then stitched a line across the driver’s side of the Impala, relieved to see the man’s body dancing and squirting red everywhere.

      He changed mags, rocked the charging handle once more, and crawled out of the bullet-riddled car.  The Denali’s driver was trying to put the rig into reverse, but he was moving too slowly.  Duvall fired three rounds into the windshield, somehow missing with all three.  The lucky driver had ducked hard.

      Duvall renewed his focus, jumped onto the Denali’s hood, then crouched down for a better, cleaner view.  He kept his rifle ready as he stared into the vehicle.  The driver looked up; Duvall shot him twice.  And there, hiding in the back seat, was that bitch, Hernandez.

      The cartel thug sat up fast and fired three shots, chasing Duvall off the hood.  Duvall moved around the side, the AK at the high-ready.  He fired into the back-passenger window.  The glass shattered, but he didn’t want to kill Hernandez.  Not yet.

      Retaliatory fire, however, sent Duvall to the pavement where he rolled low and got out of the path of fire.  He weathered that storm long enough to hear Hernandez’s slide shoot back; the scared lieutenant dry-fired the weapon twice.

      Duvall stood and leveled the AK at the man.  “It would seem this bucket doesn’t come with bullet-proof glass, you nutless degenerate.”

      “You’re the junkie,” Hernandez growled.  He’d been shot, but it wasn’t a mortal wound.

      “God, you narco groupies are so stupid,” Duvall hissed.  He jerked open the back door, made sure he had control of the situation, and then said what he went there to say.  “Pia Rojas, where is she?”

      He looked confused.  “Cayetano Rojas’ little girl?” he asked.

      Duvall nodded.

      The man started to laugh but stopped himself.  “You a pervert, too?”

      “She was kidnapped nearly a year ago.”

      “If I didn’t hear about it, it’s because she wasn’t that important to Rojas.  Maybe his wife’s a whore.  Maybe the kid is not his blood.”

      “Where is she?” Duvall said again, raising the weapon to show Hernandez he wasn’t playing around.

      “Someone is manipulating someone,” the narco said, “but they won’t play with me.”

      “Where is she?”

      He shrugged.  Duvall shot the man in the knee.  He screamed bloody murder, and when he was done, Duvall asked again.

      “America,” the man finally spat.  “She’s in America.”

      “I need an exact location.”

      “Nogales, last I heard, but that’s unofficial.  Rumors at best.  If she’s not there, she’ll be up in Phoenix.  But if she’s not there, you’ll never find her.  No one will.  Ever again.  Fuck, man, why the knee?”

      “Who did you hear this from?” Duvall said, ignoring his question.  He needed to know the man wasn’t just pacifying him.

      “One of my traffickers did a drop, caught sight of her a week or two back.  But, like I say, take that as a rumor, not a fact.”

      “Nogales, Arizona, or Sonora?”

      “Arizona,” he said with fresh tears in his eyes.

      “What if your guy was mistaken?”

      “I don’t think he was,” Hernandez admitted in a whisper.

      “How many stash houses do you have in Nogales?  Stateside, not Mexico?”

      “Stash houses aren’t our thing there yet,” he said, fighting back the tears with a burst of anger.  “Besides, CJNG didn’t kidnap her, dickhead.  We don’t need to pull that shit to stand tall.”

      “Which stash house?”

      He tried to laugh, but he only ended up coughing up blood.  “Knowing a thing like that takes years off your life, decades,” the man said, his face still teeming with pain.  He was holding his knee; blood seeped through his fingers, staining his designer slacks.

      “Well, knowing right now will add years, maybe decades, to your life,” Duvall said.

      “I don’t know,” he hissed.

      “But you’re sure it was Nogales?”

      “I only know what I know.”

      “How much cash do you have on you right now?”

      “With me?”

      Duvall rolled his eyes.  “On your person, dumbass.”

      “Ten grand US, maybe?”

      “Get it.”

      Gingerly, Hernandez turned to the back seat, grabbed a bag, and hoisted it painfully over the seat.  The second he dropped the bag, Duvall shot him six times.  Hernandez tried to lift his empty gun, but Duvall pinned it to the seat with the hot end of his AK, never once breaking eye contact.

      “You CIA?” Hernandez asked, with blood in his teeth and drizzling down his chin.

      Duvall nodded.

      Hernandez blinked heavily, his body slumping a little farther forward.  “Figured as much, spook.”

      “You can die now,” Duvall said.

      “Help?” he asked.

      Duvall fired a single bullet through his head, killing the man instantly.  He quickly shoved the dead man aside and grabbed Hernandez’s ten grand.  Next, he pulled him out of the Impala, grabbed a tarp out of the trunk, and lay it over the seat, covering all of the broken glass.  The Impala was still running, but it was smashed against his beater, which kept it from rolling down the street.

      It took a second to back out of the wreck, but the tires were good, the engine was fine, and the transmission seemed to be operating without issue.  Slowly, Duvall pulled out of there, keeping his head low to avoid stares from the neighbors.  When he was clear of the neighborhood, he decided it was time to call Isabelle.  He dialed the number and she picked up within four rings.

      “Hello,” she said, not a question.  Was she expecting his call?

      “Isabelle Norwood?” he asked.

      “Camden Duvall.”

      She was expecting his call.  “I was told you might have someone I could use for a job.”

      “We’ll see, Mr. Duvall,” she purred.  “I’m a friend of the Agency, and vice-versa, but it all depends on your ask and whether or not it’s worth it to me, or even possible.”

      “This is more of a side job,” he said.

      “I don’t do small jobs or side jobs.  Not while there is war in Europe, and the possibility of a new global war unfolding.”

      “You sound excited,” Duvall said.

      “Everyone killing everyone…this reckless quest for power—it’s like Christmas to my organization.  But, since you were referred to me by a friend, and since your agency has a rich and connected history with Monarch Industries, I’m curious…what is this job you need to be done?”

      “I need one of your assets, maybe two, to take out a few stash houses.”

      “Are these stash houses run by drug dealers or human traffickers?  There’s a difference.  And I’m assuming you want black-bag jobs.  Everything neat and tidy.”

      “It needs to be wet,” Duvall said.  “I don’t care if it’s neat or tidy.  You could drag them to death down the highway for all I care.”

      He heard her sigh on the other end of the line, and then he felt embarrassed that he would say something so crass.  He shook his head and checked his mirrors, making sure no one was following him.

      His tension was at an all-time high, his breathing was labored, and he wondered if he was dancing on the edge of a heart attack.  Being a hair over forty, it was possible.

      He probed his vest where he’d caught lead, hoping one didn’t punch through.  Would he even know?  The minute he stopped the car, he would pull his vest off and check his body.  Maybe that was why he couldn’t breathe.

      “You told me the ask, now tell me the give,” she said.

      “I gave you the ask,” he replied, trying not to sound agitated because of the pain.  “You know it’s wet, can be messy, and is in Nogales.”

      “Not everyone wants things tidied up, Agent Duvall.  Some people use the slaughter of other people to make a point.  What will be your point here?”

      “I don’t care as long as they’re dead,” he snapped, before catching himself.

      “About the pay…?”

      He shook his head and threw out an arbitrary number.  “If you could bill me for a half-mil and pay your asset maybe half that, or a little more, that would be groovy.”

      “It would be…groovy?” she asked.

      He rolled his eyes, clenched his jaw, and looked around.  What was he doing?  One more misstep with this woman and she might hang up on him.

      “I need a location,” she said.

      “Nogales.”

      He hadn’t specified the country, hoping that by being vague she might foster some interest, maybe enough to overlook the amateur hour he was running.  But Isabelle Norwood didn’t do vague, purposely or otherwise.

      “Arizona?” she asked.

      “I should have specified,” he replied.

      She seemed to be smiling on the other line.  “It’s cute that you didn’t.  I thought you were a professional, though.”

      He frowned.  God, she was condescending.  And since when did he let people intimidate and off-balance him?

      “That’s me, super cute,” he said, deadpan.  “And I apologize for not having better manners.  I just escaped two nasty situations with my life in the last twelve hours.  I also took a few rounds to the vest and I’m just making sure I’m not being followed.”

      “That right there is what makes you super cute, Mr. Duvall,” she mused.

      He shook his head again, this time at himself.  He had walked right into that.  “It’s probably a $200K or $300K job but, as I said, I’ll need you to bill me for half a million.”

      “What’s to say I wasn’t going to bill you for more and overpay my asset?” she asked.  “Besides, I may not have available assets, not for a spook trying to skim this much agency money off the top.”

      “We’re all hungry, Isabelle.  And I figured you would appreciate the up-front honesty.”

      “It is a nice change from the CIA.  But, if I can’t procure an asset, are you open to a freelancer?”

      “Is that normal?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Is it because of me?”

      “Yes, it’s because of you, Camden.  But here’s where you are fortunate.  I had a few key assets I had to sell off in the last few years.  Peace and stability, even in times of war, are always the driest years.  But now that the world needs human weapons with the kinds of skillsets only my assets can provide, I don’t have the personnel to spare for tiny little jobs like this.”

      “But this guy, he’d be trained by you?  Monarch?”

      “Yes, and it’s a she.”

      “How long?”

      “She was born here, grew up here, and only went freelance a year or so ago, and not because I wanted it that way.  As I said, we needed capital back then.  The last president did not like the idea of starting or funding existing wars, but he’s gone now.”

      “Yeah, no one told him that war is a privilege of the office and the elite,” Duvall said.

      “Be that as it may, all that has been rectified.”

      “About this girl you’re wanting to place with me,” Duvall said, bothered.

      Isabelle laughed.  “It’s funny that you think her gender makes her any less lethal than a man.”

      “Well, then,” he said, dissuaded, “I would appreciate the favor.”

      “Send me the specs on the stash houses you want hit, and I’ll bill you for $200K over my asset’s number, that way you don’t have to go hungry either, Officer Duvall.”

      “Thank you, Isabelle.  I’m sending you the addresses now.”

      When he dropped the call, he sent Isabelle the stash-house addresses he had beat out of the narco shitbags.  After that, he pulled over on a quiet stretch of road, parked the car, and pulled off his vest.  He looked down at the damage to his chest, then sat back with relief when it was clear no lead had penetrated the vest.  Slowly, painfully, he put his shirt back on and thought about the play he was making.  It was a big one, maybe too big.  But, if he could somehow find Pia Rojas up north—he might be able to leverage her kidnapping into a new life, one far away from this God-forsaken land.

      What a wonderful side play that would be, he thought.
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      Kiera had refused to be a girlie-girl for the better part of two years, even though she was now free to navigate society without Isabelle Norwood or Leopold Wentworth looking over her shoulder.  But, then, she saw how many beautiful women had gorgeous men at their sides, providing for them, loving them, making love to them—presumably, although there was conflicting information about that subject on every front—and she wondered if she wanted part of that world.  It was a curious question she pondered often.  She was officially old enough to start dreaming of things like a husband, kids, a dog, and a house.  But, dear God, what would she do with a dream like that?  When she thought of never finding ways to help good or innocent people, or even kill bad people doing horrible things, the depression began to settle in.  The only way to keep that at bay, she’d found, was therapy.

      Range therapy.

      Dropping brass at the range while training tactically from the holster brought her back to a Zen state.  Normal for her was not “normal” when she considered the world in which she now lived.  Normal in this world was being rooted in social and political causes (both of which she loathed), a job to which she devoted forty or more hours a week (eek!), and family and friends (which were both very far away).

      Friends.

      She missed her friends dearly.  For some unfathomable reason, she even missed Isabelle and her trainers and some of the crew like her.  She also missed Savannah, whom she did not know if she would ever see again.

      When she was in her most peaceful state, Kiera had asked herself the all-important question: was she addicted to pain, to fighting, and to…killing?

      The answer to that question was a resounding yes, which was why she fought against the impulse to build a new persona, blend in, and conform.  To be a part of a decent, normal, moral society rather than hunting, fighting, and killing other soulless, predominantly vile human beings was not acceptable.  Yet.  But she had to at least give it a go, didn’t she?  Find a happy medium?

      To that end, she went clothes shopping, did her nails, cut and styled her hair, and then she went for coffee, a lot.  Everyone in California got coffee, it seemed, even if they didn’t like it, and she didn’t.

      When she was out in public, men of all ages started to look at her, talk to her, and hold the door for her, which was refreshing to a girl like her, who had trained her entire life to be invisible, to be a gray man.

      The day she got the call, Kiera was having coffee at a nearby coffee house—not some Starbucks chain store, but a real, honest-to-God coffee house.  The vibe was bohemian, and though she didn’t fit in as well as others did, she enjoyed the hippy vibe.  There were even a couple of cute guys watching her, which was about the time her phone rang.

      She pulled her iPhone from her clutch, read the number, and frowned.  The second she picked up, she said, “I don’t work for you anymore.”

      “What, I can’t call an old friend?” Isabelle mused.

      “You forget you didn’t make me through kindness and friendship,” Kiera said.  “Only obedience.  And since I left, I shut off my obedience markers.”

      “I turned a child into a weapon of war, so no, I have not forgotten how you were made.”

      Kiera realized she did not miss the woman, so she hung up on her.  Isabelle called back.  Kiera picked up after a few rings, put the phone to her ear, and said nothing.

      Isabelle spoke calmly and without concern.  “Our time in life together was unfortunately cut short, and your contract was purchased, so we did not get around to teaching you proper manners or developing interpersonal relationships.  For that reason, I will forgive your misstep.  Hanging up on me a second time, however, will come with repercussions.  Maybe not now, this month, or even this year, but our paths will cross one day and it will be inordinately painful on your end if you do that again.”

      Kiera fought the urge to hang up again.

      Isabelle heard her breathing on the line and said, “Good.  I have a job for you.”

      One of the guys stood and walked towards her, the cuter of the two; he had that look Kiera had seen on guys who liked and wanted girls who looked like her.

      “What kind of job?” Kiera asked, lowering her voice.

      “The kind where you get to do what you do,” Isabelle replied.

      The cute guy eyeing her sat down at the small table across from her, reclined like he knew she wanted him, which maybe she did, and smiled.  It was such a delicious smile, and his intentions were crystal clear.

      She covered the mic on her phone and said, “Fuck off.”

      The smile fell flat and he started to speak.  Under the table, she planted her foot on the seat of his chair and gave it a violent shove.  His mouth hung open and he stared at her, shocked.  She smiled, then waved him off as if he were a pest.  He got up and skulked back to his friend, who had spit out his coffee and was now laughing almost uncontrollably.

      “Am I interrupting something?” Isabelle asked.

      “Of course you are,” Kiera said.

      “I trust that you handled it.”

      “I did,” Kiera said.

      “As I was saying, before you lost all pretense of decorum, the purpose of my call is to inform you of an opportunity, a job.”

      “I’m listening,” Kiera said, keeping her eyes on the two guys.  The spurned one was holding his head down low—his dick deep in the dirt, and the goofy one kept looking at her in quick, furtive glances while laughing at his friend.

      Isabelle took the next few minutes to map out the details of the job, including the location, targets, and timeline.

      When she was finished, Isabelle said, “I know you want the work, Kiera.  And I know that you’ve thought about branching out on your own after your arrangement with Leopold in Caracas.  But I also know that you don’t need the money.  There is money, nevertheless.  And money is freedom for the times you need it, not the times like now when you don’t need it.”

      “How do you know I don’t need money?”

      Isabelle laughed and said, “Do you think I’d let my child out of the nest if she was going to starve?”

      “Are you keeping tabs on me?”

      “For times like this, yes.”  Kiera didn’t respond, which was an invitation for Isabelle to continue.  “You’ll probably need to hire another gun to go with you.”

      “Tell me about the money,” Kiera said.

      “$300K, US.  And I’m forgoing a finder’s fee, seeing as how this is your first time and I still care about you.”

      Kiera swallowed her revulsion.  “That’s generous of you.”

      “I know,” Isabelle said.  “How shall I send you the particulars?”

      “I have an encrypted email service you can use,” Kiera said, happy to have the work, but scared to owe her former handler anything.

      “Is it on the dark web?”

      “Better,” Kiera answered.  “It’s with Proton.”

      Isabelle seemed to think about it, and then she said, “Clearweb encryption isn’t the same…”

      “You know all about Proton, the end-to-end encryption, the zero-knowledge environment, and security on both the software and hardware ends of things.”

      “Yes, in Switzerland, I know.”

      “Then you know they use dedicated servers, only in Switzerland.  No VPS or shared servers.”

      “If you’re trying to prove you’re the asset we trained you to be, you needn’t bother,” Isabelle said.  “We have the best trainers in the world, which means you’re bound to impress me at this stage of your life.  So, please, my child, stop trying.”

      Kiera bit her lip and forced her silence.  Silence was compliance.

      “Good, now, I will provide you with a new email account on our server, along with an encryption key, which I will send to you once we formalize our connection.”

      “So, you’ll give me your email address and I’ll send you an email from mine, and then you send me an encryption key for your message, one that will already be encoded?”

      Kiera almost thought she heard Isabelle smiling on the other end.  “An onion has many layers, as do our security measures,” Isabelle explained.  “Our business only thrives if we remove all vulnerabilities.”

      “Fair enough.  I’ll send you an email as soon as you send me your address.”

      “It is already sitting on your home computer in an open Word document.  It is unsaved.  I expect that it will remain that way.”

      “You broke into my computer?” Kiera asked.

      Isabelle mused, “Oh, little bird, how quickly you flew the nest.  I could have taught you so much.  I could have made you immortal.”

      “It’s better this way, I think.”

      “From where you sit, I can see how you would think that.”

      “You broke into my bank accounts and my computer; how am I supposed to trust you enough to take work from you as a freelancer?”

      “I can break into your brain, too, Kiera, if I want.  There is nothing you own that is safe from me if I decide to take it back.  I say that not to scare you, but to let you know I have the bigger set of balls, but I also have an enormous heart, and money means almost nothing to me, even though it means things to the small people of the world, people without a seemingly endless supply of money.  People like you.”

      “Now, maybe you have money and influence again, but not then.  You sold me because you needed the money, Isabelle.  Were you small then?  Was Leopold your benefactor?”

      “Times have changed, our country loves war, and we are now the bad guys on the world stage.  That means good times for Monarch lie ahead.  It could also mean good times for you, too, as a freelancer.”

      “I’ll send you the email.”

      Kiera hung up, sipped her coffee, then went and dropped it in the trash.  Before leaving, she walked over to the two guys, who became suspiciously quiet upon her arrival.  She looked down at the two, turning from the smiling friend, whom she had envisioned punching just to wipe that smug look off his face, to the attractive one who had approached her earlier.

      “What did you want?” she asked.

      “Not to be assaulted before I had a chance to ask you out.”

      “If I assaulted you, they’d be pumping your stomach just to recover your teeth.”

      The handsome one swallowed hard while the other covered his mouth to suppress a new burst of laughter.  His eyes were shiny with unshed tears, and he was oh-so amused.

      She turned to him.  “Shut up, child.”

      He raised a brow and leaned back, some of the amusement turning to little burning starbursts in his cheeks.

      Returning to the handsome one, she said, “I’ll take your number, and if I decide I want you to take me out, from that moment until one of us says otherwise, you will not put your dick in any other hussy you think you can bag.  Is this an agreeable deal?”

      He nodded.

      “Good,” she said, taking her phone out of her clutch.  She opened it to “add contacts” and handed it to him.  “Wipe your fingers first.  No one wants someone else’s grease on their screen.”

      He had been eating a blueberry muffin.

      The twenty-something wiped his fingers on a napkin and, biting back his fear, took her phone and entered his number.  When he was finished, he returned her phone, and looked up at her, hopeful.

      She studied his name in the phone and then his face, almost as if she was scrutinizing him, or wondering if she’d ever call him.

      “Quentin,” she said, speaking his name aloud.  “What a fitting name for you.”

      “Thank you?”

      She knelt before him and looked straight into his eyes.  He tried not to recoil, but he was hypnotized by her looks, which she appreciated.  After studying the landscape of his face, slowly as if to devour the details of it, she reached out, curled her hand around to the back of his neck, and pulled him forward.  She kissed him long and hard, just to see how he tasted, how he responded, and if he could relax around her.  When she pulled away, there was a flush of energy running through her, a delightful surge she could get used to.

      She stood, looked down at Quentin, and said, “Blueberry, my favorite.”  Then she turned to Quentin’s friend, who was shocked.  “You only wish you had your friend’s spine, boy.”

      Quentin seemed more relaxed, and therefore more attractive to her.  Then she looked at the last half of his blueberry muffin and said, “I’m taking that.”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll call you when I get back from business, Quentin.  Be good until then.”

      He nodded a third time, at a loss for words.

      She promptly left the coffee house, climbed into her lifted and modified Jeep Wrangler Unlimited Rubicon, then started it.  The custom sound system came to life and AC/DC’s song, Highway to Hell, was playing.

      Speaking of Hell, she thought as she backed out of her parking spot, it would seem as though I’m headed there now.

      But not just yet.
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      Atlas sat half-naked on the dirt-floor of the Argentinian cage, his skin-and-bone body as malnourished and frail as it was filthy.  His beanpole arms circled knobby knees, the ladder of his spine was curled forward, and his chin jutted out.  All the hair on his head and face was like an overgrown backyard, everything hidden save for a pair of dim, angry eyes.  He remembered thinking once that if he was ever set free in the jungle, he would have blended in with the animals just fine.

      But he knew he would not be set free.  The bamboo cage was too strong, the binding impossible to dismantle; the savages holding him checked its integrity daily.  They inspected it more regularly between the beatings.  The brutes grabbed the bamboo with their dirty, powerful hands and shook the structure while Atlas lay semi-conscious in piss, blood, and dirt.

      Outside the cage was nothing but an impenetrable jungle and a few ramshackle houses.  A heavy mist hung over the foliage most days, the moisture in the air threatening to turn the dirt and dust on his skin to mud.

      And then there was the face floating before him, tattooed and smiling—that cruel and cunning face.  Hugo Fairbanks.  Devil.  The sinister eyes, the wicked grin, that model-perfect hair, and the tattoos just over and under his left eye.  This heathen, this motherless, Godless beast, was just staring at Atlas.  And then Devil pulled a gun and shoved it in his face.

      Atlas wanted to move, but also he didn’t.  So, he scooted his head toward the gun, pressed his face into the muzzle, and said, “Do it, you sister-fucking prick.”

      Devil squeezed the trigger and Atlas shot out of bed, sweating, panting, and angry for a moment that it was a nightmare and not death in real life.  Wait a minute…

      ….why did he feel like that?

      Warm hands touched his back, bringing him softly back to the world.  “It’s just a dream,” Cira said.  She lay in bed next to him, a sprawl of blonde hair, her gorgeous features hidden by shadows and the darkness of night.

      “Did you hear that sound?” he asked, alert now for other reasons.

      “All I heard was you,” she mumbled.

      He gripped his Sig Sauer P220 .45 ACP where it rested on the nightstand next to him, crawled out of bed, and checked the entire house for intruders.  He moved like a wraith through the darkness, each step practiced, so smooth as if that was the shoot house and not his and Cira’s home.  His past did not exclude the possibility of people hiding around every corner, lying in wait, waiting to see the whites of his eyes before they struck.  He felt them sometimes, even though they were not there.  He sensed them with their twitchy fingers ready to squeeze their triggers over and over again, pumping dozens of rounds into his gut, his heart, and his head.

      When he finished clearing the house, he turned on a hall light and headed for the laptop computer.  Sitting in the dark, the glowing screen illuminating him, he reviewed the last 30 minutes of surveillance footage in and around the house.

      Nothing.

      Perfect peace and silence.

      The sun broke the horizon, prompting him to make coffee.  He wanted breakfast, but he was not one to give in to his cravings so early, for he knew an empty stomach cut the timing of his draw down a full second.  As he made the coffee, he thought about the life he now lived, and how it was way too early to be awake.

      When he had brewed a full pot of Joe, he poured himself a fresh cup, then checked the books, studying the schedule for the day and week ahead.

      He touched the tender spots on his chest where that asshole, Gustas Tots, had shot him and wondered for the tenth time about the man, how he managed to get through everyone’s screening process as a veritable ghost.

      Atlas took a deep breath but stopped short when the pain drilled through him, sharp and insistent, letting him know he was still human, fallible, and more vulnerable than he ever wanted to admit.  He returned to shallow breathing, sipped the brew while it was hot, and then stopped when he heard a noise at the bottom of the staircase.  He grabbed the Sig and turned to the noise, just in case.  He didn’t want to kill someone in the house, not just because of the cleanup, but because he didn’t want to wake Cira early.  He had not been letting her sleep well as it was.  But he also was jumpy, on edge, and taking extra precautions after Yergha’s and his assassination attempt.

      “It’s me,” he heard Cira say.

      He let out his breath, placed the gun on the desk, and returned to the view beyond the big picture window.  The lush landscape gave way to the Adriatic Sea below.  It was easy to get lost in all that beauty, to feel a certain safety in the grandness of it, and to let your guard down.  He had done just that.  For that reason, he put his hand on the P220, just in case someone was in the house and had a gun to Cira’s head or back.

      When she appeared alone, relief washed over him, and he found himself smiling.  His entire being was so wrapped up in that woman that if anything ever happened to her he would never be the same.  He would likely go off the rails, the same as he had when Alabama was taken, and when he learned Jade was having an affair with Rocco Rosato.

      Cira came up behind him and hugged him tight, her breasts pressed against his back, her chin resting on the top of his head.

      “That’s four times this week,” she whispered.

      He turned around and hugged her, pulling her body to his face.  With his arms around her waist and his ear pressed against her heart, he said, “I’m not sure which is worse, being trapped in the game, or stuck trying to survive the effects outside of it.”

      “You walk the house all the time,” she said.  “We’re safe here, Atlas.”

      “Here, maybe, but not at the shoot house, and maybe not in Montenegro again.  I know it bothers you, but it bothers me more.”

      “We can’t yield to our fears,” she whispered.

      “I think surviving the effects of the game is worse,” he said, answering his question from earlier.  “You’re stuck playing defense to an enemy that’s probably better than you, an enemy who is hunting for you while you are relaxing and not yielding to your fears.  Maybe real life is different, and maybe the fear is made up, but what if it isn’t?”

      “It’s okay to have some fear,” Cira said.  “The fear keeps us sharp.  But too much will cripple you.”

      “I’m just tired of it.”

      “You got better once,” Cira reasoned.  “You can do it again, I promise.  We’ll do it again together.”

      “Life is what it is,” Atlas said, hesitantly.

      “True,” she replied.

      “Do you want to go to the shoot house?”

      “Now?”

      “Yeah, now.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s like getting kicked off a horse,” Atlas said.  “If you don’t get back on, maybe you’ll never get back on.  So, I want to run it a few times.  Enough to get that piece of shit, Tots, out of my head.”

      “Okay, yeah.  I’ll go and get ready.”

      An hour later, they ran through the shoot house enough times for Atlas to still his nerves.  What he found, however, was not that he worried about getting back on the horse; he was worried he would never get off of it.

      “One more time?” Atlas asked.

      “Sure, one more time.”

      Cira ran point, moving so smoothly, hitting her targets as she went, with no hesitation and no unnecessary lead.  She was a sexy, beautiful, powerful woman who was, perhaps, more lethal now than she had ever been.

      “God, you’re so sexy,” he said when they cleared the house for the last run.

      “Are you happy, Atlas Hargrove?”

      “For now,” he said, taking her hand.  “And with you, hell yes I’m happy.”

      “You worked out the nerves, but I know you—you’ll be restless later.  It’s why you keep jumping out of bed before dawn, why you’re having those…dreams.”

      “Nightmares.”

      “You know why this is happening, so just say it.  And don’t tell me about Yergha.  I know what that did to you, the consequences you’re suffering.”

      “It’s not that I’m unhappy, it’s that I’m not doing anything of value for the world.  For you and the family, yes, but I see the story of my new life here and I feel like every minute I’m dicking around in Montenegro, kids are being bought and sold, trafficked, raped, and killed.”

      “You went in too deep—mentally, physically, and emotionally.”

      “How else was I supposed to operate?” he asked.  “The people we went after, those sick sons of bitches, they needed violent deaths.  They had to pay.  And other bad people needed to see them pay.  Even now, America is getting soft on pedos and child traffickers.  So fuck them, and fuck that weak administration.  I want to do something about what’s happening.  Kids’ lives are on the line, and that transcends everything, good manners and politics.”

      “What triggered this?” she asked, looking concerned.

      “I saw a report from America.  I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I have to believe there are a few ounces of truth in every pound of a lie.  Reportedly, an eight-year-old girl crossed the border into America.  Border Patrol, or someone, found her—I don’t know the intimate details, or even if they’re true—but it seems her father had been killed and there was evidence of sixty-seven different pieces of DNA inside her.”

      “My God,” Cira breathed.  “If that’s true…”

      “I thought it was BS at first, you know?  And it still may be a lie.  But, why would anyone want to believe something so horrible?  Why would anyone make that up?”

      “Because America is full of political liars and dirtbags, and the truth is subjective and twisted to meet needs, push agendas, and destroy their enemies.  It’s a mess and you can’t get caught up in it.”

      Atlas knew about politicians and people advocating their cause; he also understood that more than a few of them were known to dress up a story to fit their narrative, or worse, paint truthful incidents as lies.

      “I realize the truth in that situation doesn’t matter.  Kids are the new target in this dog-ugly world, and that’s what matters.  You can see it, Cira.  You can feel it.  And as shocking as it was to read about that little girl, true or not, we’ve seen this before.  We’ve seen things just like this and worse—horrible monsters treating kids as commodities to buy and sell, to use as they see fit, their souls be damned.”

      “There is no place worse in the world to get news than from that toilet, America.”

      “That was our home once.”

      “We wouldn’t recognize it now, Atlas.  You have to put that aside, think about us, our family, and your mental health.”

      “I know,” he said.

      Cira wrapped him in her arms and kissed his neck, his face, and then his lips.  She ran her hand through his hair, which was getting long in the back, down to his collar, and said, “You look good like this.  You look hard, mean.  Just the way I like you.”

      He kissed her again.  “With all the bad I’ve done, how did I get so thoroughly blessed with you?”

      “You’re redeemable, Atlas,” she said, cupping his cheek.  “Let’s go home now.  I’m hungry for eggs and pancakes.”

      When they arrived back home, they deactivated the alarm and walked inside the house.  They were laughing and talking about Alabama’s boyfriend and how he was still scared of Atlas when they saw the girl sitting at the kitchen table.  Atlas and Cira had drawn their guns lightning fast, so fast they had their fingers on their triggers before they even processed the identity of the intruder.

      “What the hell?” Atlas said, holstering his weapon.

      Kiera said, “That was quick, both of you.”

      She stood and hugged them and, honestly, for Atlas, being with her was like being home.  There was something deep and unspoken in her that called to him, a darkness the two shared, each of them survivors, tethered to each other on a soul level.

      “How did you get in here?” Cira asked her, kissing her cheek and hugging her.  The alarm system was active when they arrived, but Kiera bypassed it anyway.

      “Just lucky, I guess,” Kiera answered with a smile.

      She looked at Atlas.  “I thought retirement would soften you, but boy was I wrong.  You look like a junkyard dog with a rubber band tied tight around your nuts.”

      “That’s how I feel,” he chuckled.

      “This will be an easy conversation then,” she said.

      “Breakfast first, then you can ruin my happily-ever-after later,” Cira said.

      “Good, I damn near starved waiting for the two of you.”

      “We were at the shoot house,” Atlas said.

      Kiera hadn’t been there since they first opened, so she didn’t know of the extensive improvements made to both the interior and exterior.

      “Are you fresh for a fight?” Kiera asked.

      Atlas nodded.

      Kiera turned to face Cira.  “What about you, Blondie?”

      She nodded, too.

      “So, if we fought?” Kiera pressed.

      “I could hold my own.”

      “Against me?” Kiera asked with an amused, knowing look.

      “Long enough to be proud of myself.”

      Kiera sniffed at her, nodding a show of respect, then she looked at Atlas, throwing a few soft shots he blocked.  “And you, big boy?”

      “I’d wreck your whole world.”

      The delight in her eyes shined like diamonds.  “I missed you and your messed-up sense of humor.”

      “You think I’m joking?” he asked.

      “Do you think you could pass the training we did back in Columbia?”

      “The weapons training?” he asked.  “After Argentina?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hell, yes,” he said, confident.

      “So we could walk your shoot house together, and you could flow with me, seamlessly?”

      “Depends on if you’re fresh or not.”

      “Fresh as a flower.”

      “Stop with the bullshit and spit it out,” Cira said from the stove.

      Kiera dropped the routine and said, “I have a job that’s not a one-man job, or a one-woman job, as it were.”

      “What about Yergha?” Cira asked.  “Or Esty or Ethan?  Surely one of them needs or wants the work.”

      Kiera studied Atlas, then shook her head.  “Yergha had another child and he might be crazier than you now, and Esty is freelance, like me.”

      “So, do the job with her,” Cira said, “and cut her in for half.”

      “She’s in a good place right now,” Kiera said.

      “How so?” Cira asked.

      “She’s in love with a good man, and she gets paid good money to provide security for some skinny little Instagram model.  They travel the world every other month for photo shoots by pretty places with prettier people.”

      “Must be nice,” Cira said.

      Atlas cleared his throat and said, “How much are we talking?”

      “Shit,” Kiera answered.  “Three hundred split between us.”

      “Three hundred grand?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “And the job?”

      “More difficult than the pay would suggest.”

      “Don’t be coy,” he frowned.

      “We’re going to shut down a few stash houses on the Arizona/Mexico border, in Nogales.”

      “You sure you want me for the job?”

      “It can be messy.  Besides, you’ve already passed the first test.”

      “Which is?”

      “With your long hair, your beard, your tan, and the way you can walk sloppily when you want, you might stand half a chance of fitting in.”

      He chuckled at the brutal assessment.  “You say that why?”

      “Nogales is not a white community, which means you would have stood out like a sore thumb if you didn’t have a tan, or if you were too clean-cut.  I was worried about OpSec.”

      “And now?”

      “I’m less worried.”

      “Tell me about the stash house, the bad actors, and your timeline.”

      “Over pancakes and eggs,” Kiera said.  “I need to try out Cira’s cooking, and see if I still like her.”

      “You love me and you know it,” Cira grinned.

      “I’d be lying if I said otherwise,” Kiera admitted, going to Cira and wrapping her in a hug.  “I love you more than I love him, you sexy bitch.”

      Outside, at the cozy table on the porch, a soft breeze drifted up the cliffside.  The salty, clean smell of the Adriatic Sea washed over them like a dream, and a few songbirds were singing from where they sat perched on the roofline.

      “God, it’s beautiful here,” Kiera said.

      “Where are you living these days?” Cira asked.

      “I split my time between LA and Ibiza, although LA is becoming pretty disgusting, and the people…they’re a little different.”

      “If there was ever a place where murder should be a legal pastime,” Atlas mused.  “Sign me up; I’ll pay extra to skip the lines.”

      “For real,” Kiera said.

      Atlas studied the two women as he ate.  Cira, however, took in the details of Kiera in a few long glances; new clothes, a great hairstyle, subtle makeup, and her nails done for a pretty penny.  The girl was settling into her new life.  She was now a woman.  No, she was now a beautiful woman.

      But none of that crap mattered much to him.  The truth was, he was cagey as hell and couldn’t stop worrying about retaliation or looking over his shoulder for the next threat.  After Tots did what he did, Atlas knew he was done living a life of playing defense; it was time to go on the offense and Kiera was the way.

      And then Cira turned and looked at him like he was a sad case living in a cage of his making—even if that cage was Montenegro with its stunning views, salty fresh smells, and its flocks of small and colorful birds.  He smiled to himself and thought, If this is prison, then my warden is the sexy and incomparable Cira Kingsley.

      Damn, did he really want to leave her?  Even for a few days?

      Cira had kept him on the straight and narrow for a couple of years now, but the straight and narrow was boring him to death, plus it was unsettling.  Tots was the first turd he got to flush down the toilet of life in a long time, and now that he’d whetted his appetite, he wanted to flush them all.

      One step at a time.

      With the three of them there now, which was technically half the team, Atlas wondered why he ever opted out of the life of killing scumbags and criminals.  It was so satisfying.  But now, if he got back into the game—if that’s what he wanted—he would be a known commodity, especially to those who understood his skillset and determination.

      “Give me your word you won’t fall in love with him,” Cira said to Kiera, shaking Atlas out of his reverie quickly and with force.  His eyes cleared and he looked at Kiera.  She hadn’t even flinched, not like Atlas.

      “Is that what you’re worried about?” Kiera asked.

      “Cira,” Atlas warned.

      “I want it, Kiera—your word,” Cira said, ignoring Atlas.  “Give it to me.”

      The twenty-something grinned like she was keeping a secret she couldn’t hold in the bag for long, even though she wanted to.  Then the little assassin turned to Atlas and said, “I fell in love with this big dumb animal a long time ago.”

      “Are you over that yet?” Cira asked.

      Kiera gave a half-assed nod.

      “Well, this just got awkward,” Atlas said.

      “Women need to work out their shit together, because, unlike you big dumb animals, we steal each other’s men,” Cira said.  “Don’t we, Kiera?”

      Kiera nodded.  “It’s true.”

      Atlas couldn’t believe what he was witnessing.

      “You’re there for the kids, the migrants, and the killing,” Cira looked at him and said.  “The same goes for you, Kiera.”

      Atlas nodded.

      Cira turned and looked pointedly at Kiera.  “Well?”

      “You have my word, as a friend, as family, and as my sister in spilled blood,” Kiera said.  “I won’t fall much harder in love with him than I am now.”

      Cira laughed and shook her head, then said, “And here I thought you were socialized.”

      “Almost,” Kiera winked.

      Atlas sat up, cleared his throat, and then tucked the loose strands of hair behind his ears.  “You would think that prepping for an op we’d be talking about guns, comms, cars, and timelines.”

      “I’d rather be a supportive partner than a jealous little girl,” Cira said.

      “You’d be jealous of me?” Kiera asked.

      Cira nodded then softened her eyes.  “Yeah, if I was a few years younger and into girls…”

      “As a boy, or as you are now?” Kiera teased.

      “Both, you little harlot,” Cira said with a sisterly smile.

      “I will bring him home alive and unmolested,” Kiera said, standing to take a bow.  “You have my word.”

      Cira then turned to Atlas.

      “I’ll keep her safe,” Atlas said.  “That’s if I take the job, which I’m not sure I will.”

      Kiera scoffed.  “Of course, you will, but I’ll enjoy the coy side of you before I see the ugly, dirty side I love so much.”

      “It’s when you say shit like that…” Cira warned.

      Kiera said, “Hang on a second.”  She got up to head into the house.

      When she disappeared inside, Cira leaned in and addressed him in a hushed whisper.  “I saw you watching her ass on the way in.”

      “I certainly was,” Atlas said, looking right at her.

      “I hate how fucking cute she is,” Cira said, pushing her hair over her shoulders.  “And I hate that she and I like each other so much.”

      Kiera returned with three cigars and said, “Cuban.”  She handed them out, along with a cigar cutter and a torch they passed around.

      When all the cigars were lit, Kiera said, “I want to hear all about Cira Kingsley, my big sister, the girlfriend I have but don’t deserve.”

      “Where do I begin?” Cira asked.

      “From the last time I saw you, which was far too long ago.”

      They smoked their cigars talking about the last year, the shoot house, living in Montenegro, learning the different languages, and how boring retirement had become.  This, Cira seemed to realize, was not helping her cause.  Atlas knew she didn’t want him to go; he also knew she was about to be super jealous.  She would have loved to have gone, but she wasn’t invited.  Worse, she wasn’t needed.

      “When do we start this job of yours?” Atlas finally asked, stubbing out his cigar.

      Kiera ran her tongue on the top of her mouth and took a long drink of water.  Then she adjusted her sunglasses and said, “I need to do some recon, set up a safe house, buy a car or truck, and see if there’s a local arms dealer.  No reason to start a war with our good looks and dirty mouths.”

      “Again…when?” Atlas pressed.

      “Can your fake ID travel?” she asked.

      “As far as I know.”

      “But you haven’t tried, have you?”

      He shook his head.  “Thought I’d enjoy the good life before I tested fate by heading anywhere else, especially America.”

      “I’ll have Codrin get you an American passport.  That’ll make everything a whole lot easier if we have to cross the border.”

      “Can he work that fast?” Cira asked.

      “Codrin is better than ever,” Kiera replied.  She looked at Atlas.  “It all happened when you welcomed him to the team by telling him how valuable he is.  The kid blossomed.”

      “You’ve used him on jobs?” Atlas asked.

      “I’ve used him to check out potential boyfriends, but he tells me some of the stuff he does for Leopold when other members of the team need money or want work.  That’s how Yergha gets out of the house, by the way—taking odd jobs.  As I said, though, I’m freelance now.”

      “Because Leo’s well ran dry,” Atlas said.

      “He’s as edgy as you,” Kiera confessed.  Cira nodded, having said the same thing several times this last year.  “I am not me without a target and an objective; nor are you, I suspect.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Atlas said.

      “How are things going with Leopold and Kathleen?” Cira asked.  “He says she’s still madly in love with him, but I’m sure he’s full of shit.”

      “He is,” Kiera confirmed.  She leaned back and let the sun warm her face.  “He took her as a pet, and once you take a pet—”

      “It becomes family,” Cira replied, finishing her sentence.

      Kiera smiled, but it was a sad smile.  “He’s loyal to her, and she’s sort of trapped with him.  They make the best of it, but Leopold’s charm has worn off.”

      “Meaning?” Cira asked.

      “They’re like an old married couple,” Kiera said pointedly.

      “An adrenaline junky can’t sit in church for too long,” Cira said.  “He’ll be crawling the walls in no time.”

      “Oh, he’s crawling the walls,” Kiera said with an amused grin.

      “If he got a big enough contract, do you think he would come out of retirement and take it?” Atlas asked.

      Kiera nodded, then said, “But Isabelle called me directly.  This is her gift to me, having somehow learned I’m now my own operator.”

      “How long will it take you to set everything up Stateside, assuming you get everything you want and need?” Cira asked.

      “If Leopold lets me use Codrin and if I can use his resources, mainly Richie Frank for arms if that lunatic hasn’t gone off the deep end, then I can develop local contacts for the rest.”

      “What about Scotty Chase and his partner, Jackson?” Atlas asked.  “I think they’re based out of Phoenix.”

      A smile broke over her face and she said, “See?  Useful already.  I’ll check with Leopold, and see if he’ll let me use them.”

      “For what?” Cira asked.

      Cira used to be the op coordinator; Atlas wondered if she was feeling jealous now, or nostalgic for the job.  He saw it in her eyes.  She wanted in.  But he wanted in, too, sooner rather than later.  Because the air was electric with possibility.  And, as was always the case when building any op, there was a certain kind of energy that emerged, a thrill that charged through the center of you like a hot current, bringing to life parts only saved for tactical intrigue and, ultimately, covert and sometimes overt warfare.  He saw her touching the edge of this lightning bolt and bending to its hypnotic pull.  It was also then that he realized she trained at the shoot house just as hard, if not harder than he did.  The day when he got an offer like this was supposed to be the day they both got offers.  Now he felt bad for her.

      “If Scotty could get us a car,” Kiera said, “maybe from a local chop shop, we could coordinate for a weapons drop if Richie won’t leave Texas.  Wait, is he still in Texas?”

      “I’m not sure anymore,” Cira said about their former weapons dealer.

      Atlas could see her aching to be a part of this, yet holding back because she knew this was an Atlas and Kiera thing.  Later, she’d be pissed about it, or maybe just sad.

      “Anyway, I’ll stitch up the unknowns, get us a house, and talk to the client,” Kiera said.

      “I want to talk to the client with you,” Atlas said.

      “I’m fine, I’ve got this.”

      “It’s better that I’m with you.”

      “As a man?”

      “As the muscle,” Atlas replied, their history rich with petty squabbles and other sorts of chicanery.

      “Oh, yeah, as the muscle,” Kiera said with a touch of amusement.  She adjusted her shirt, exposing her shoulders to the warmth of the afternoon sun.  “They’ll think that, for sure.  But…”

      “But what?” Atlas asked, finishing the rest of his ice water.

      “You know I’m the brains and the muscle, right?” she said with a straight face.

      “And I’m just there for the good looks?” he asked, giving her a light shove on the shoulder, one she absorbed.  “Because maybe I can live with that.”

      “Oh, I’ve got that covered too,” she said, teasing her long hair.  “I need you for backup, because this isn’t the movies.  And contrary to some girls’ thinking today, a woman can’t do everything on her own.  Sometimes, she needs a man by her side, on her six, kicking in doors and skulls beside her and in front of her.”

      “For half the payout, I’ll scratch your back and pretend with you for a minute,” he said, lowering his sunglasses.  “I just want in on the action.”

      “Well, sugar britches, there will be more action than you signed up for,” Kiera said, turning her face up to the sun.  “I’m quite sure of it.”

      Just then, Alabama waltzed through the back door and onto the patio with her boyfriend, Feliks, in tow.  They were just stopping by to ask if they could take a three-day trip to Pristina, Kosovo.  Atlas and Cira pretended like they didn’t know this was coming, but Jade had texted Atlas about it earlier.  When Alabama caught sight of Kiera, she got giddy, then went and practically hugged the girl to death.

      “Are you here about Kosovo?” Cira asked.  Atlas fired her a look.

      Alabama drew her palms together as if in prayer and looked at Cira and Atlas with huge, pleading eyes.  This was not just a big ask, this was a HUGE ask.

      “What is that, four hours away?” Atlas asked.

      “Four and a half, sir,” Feliks said.

      Cira looked at Atlas, but Atlas didn’t want to make this decision.  It would be a hard no.  It would be a big freaking hell no if he had any say in the matter.

      “You know what asking a question like this does to me, right?” Atlas asked.

      Alabama had simmered down, her eyes getting ready for the inevitable letdown, the one that would course like poison throughout her body.

      “Yes, Daddy,” she said.  “I do.”

      “Don’t ‘yes Daddy’ me, Alabama,” he said.  She looked sullen.  “How familiar are you with the area, Feliks?”

      “I’ve been there a dozen times, sir, and I can assure you, if I thought there was even the slightest hint of danger, I’d drive a hundred kilometers out of the way to ensure her safety.”

      “I appreciate that, Feliks.  But, while you’re dating my daughter, her safety is a condition of survival for you.  I expect you to look after her, but I don’t appreciate you pushing the boundaries this hard.”

      “I understand,” Feliks said.

      “What’s in Pristina?” Cira asked.

      “Only the hottest music venue in all of Southeast Europe,” Alabama said.  “The Sunny Hill Festival.  2022 was supposedly epic; 2023 is going to be even better.  I mean, come on, after all that COVID crap we had to deal with?  It’s going to be insane!”

      “Pristina has a problem with purse snatching and street crime, and the guys who pull this shit—they carry,” Atlas said.

      “Feliks is training to be a bouncer, Dad,” Kiera said.

      “So he’s handsome and ambitious?” Atlas remarked.  Only Cira and Kiera knew he was being sarcastic, but they also knew he was scared.  He was truly terrified to lose Alabama again.

      “Can you defend yourself and my daughter, Feliks?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Against how many men?” Cira asked.

      “Ma’am?” Feliks asked.

      “How many men can you fight at once and still be the only guy walking when it’s done?” Atlas asked.

      He swallowed so hard, everyone saw his Adam’s apple bob.  “Three?”

      Atlas looked at Alabama.  “No confidence, so maybe two at most, if I’m being generous, which is not often.”

      “I can fight three successfully,” Alabama said.  Feliks’ face turned beet red and he looked down at his expensive sneakers.

      “That’s why I’m saying yes,” Atlas said, going against his better instincts.  “But if you make me regret it, I’m taking it all out on Feliks.”  He looked right at Feliks, who stared up at him with his head still lowered.  “It’ll be the kind of beating you don’t walk away from, and when you can walk, you’ll walk with a severe limp.  You hear me, Feliks?”

      “Dad,” Alabama warned.

      “Go easy,” Cira said, jumping in.

      “And if he won’t do it, I will,” Kiera said, eyeballing Feliks.  “Alabama was our treasure long before she was yours.”

      He nodded and said, “I’ll keep her safe.  We’ll keep each other safe.”

      “Before you came over, what did Jade and Rocco say about this?” Atlas asked.

      “She said it’s up to you because you’re the paranoid one.”

      “They’re too soft to be paranoid,” Cira muttered.

      “I heard that,” Alabama said.

      Cira raised her hands, got up, then went into the house to do whatever.  She got along well with Alabama, but she also hated that Jade was her equal, and sometimes her superior in parenting, and in more ways than one.  To Cira’s disdain, Rocco was younger than Atlas, better looking, and probably much nicer to live with, so they were both jealous of the younger man.

      This was all the more reason to cross the world and kill some scumbags—at least there he felt like himself, as if he could be his authentic self.

      Saving kids was where he mattered.

      Ignoring the fact that Feliks was standing right beside Alabama, Atlas said to his only daughter, “You need to pay attention to your surroundings, and Feliks cannot get you into trouble.  Remember what I say—”

      “Being in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people is the formula for trouble,” Alabama said, reciting the motto.  “I’ll be vigilant, and Feliks knows what you can do when you get hot—”

      “What I will do—”

      “And especially if anything happens to me.”

      “If I even smell an issue, I’ll show him pictures of Apple White and her shitty son,” Atlas said, looking up at Feliks.

      “You have pictures?” Alabama asked.  They didn’t talk about the people who kidnapped Alabama when she was a child, but one of them died of an insufferable headache due to an ax splitting his skull open, and his mother, Apple, bled out, painfully.

      “I have pictures for Feliks because he’s serious about you,” Atlas said.

      “And because you’re still worried about blowback from Caracas?”

      “We’re all worried about that,” Kiera said.

      “Well, I wasn’t there,” Alabama started to say.  She paused before speaking, then took a deep breath when Atlas leveled her with a look.  “But if they knew I was alive, and that I’m your daughter, they could use me to get back at you.”

      “Oh, look, she gets it,” Atlas said, confident she finally understood.

      “It’s been two years, Dad.”

      “Maduro is still the president of Venezuela, contested or not, until the next election in 2024.”

      “I know,” Alabama said.

      Atlas continued.  “The president is elected for six-year terms and can run indefinitely, so I wouldn’t hold your breath thinking he might be gone soon.”

      “I know that, too.”

      “If he is as unrelenting as I believe he is, we will always have to fly below the radar, which means Feliks cannot do stupid things with you because you are not a regular girl, you don’t live a regular life, and—”

      “I know this already, Dad.”

      “—and you mean the world to me.  I went crazy once because you were gone.  I’m getting older and might not have enough crazy left to do it again.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Kiera said.

      “What does she mean?” Alabama asked.  She looked at Kiera, unblinking.  “What do you mean, Kiera?”

      “We’re doing a job.”

      “Where?”

      “Nogales.”

      “Arizona or Mexico?”

      “Arizona, but maybe Mexico, too.  Depends on what we find.”

      “How porous is their southern border these days?” Alabama asked, clearly keeping up on recent events.

      “That’s a hot topic that’s disputed and lied about daily, maybe by one side, maybe by both,” Kiera answered.  Her reply was vague but truthful.  “Some say it’s wide open, that the policies allow for migrants, drugs, and the trafficking of humans, but others claim it’s locked up tight and more secure than ever.”

      “Meaning you don’t know,” Alabama said.

      Atlas nodded.

      “But we’ll know when we get there,” Kiera reasoned.

      “What’s your feeling?” she asked, looking first at Kiera, then Atlas.

      Kiera answered.  “I have a feeling Border Patrol doesn’t have the resources or the job description to run the border effectively, and because of that, the laws in place leave room for error.  Those errors are capitalized upon by criminals and opportunists, otherwise, we wouldn’t have been called to Nogales for work.”

      “Wet work?” she asked.

      Kiera looked at Atlas; he shrugged his shoulders.  “She’s not a little girl anymore, Atlas.”

      “Wet work,” Alabama said, frowning at the idea of Atlas killing strangers.

      “We don’t kill people,” Atlas replied.  “We save people.”

      “Killing bad people saves good people’s lives,” Alabama said, crossing her arms.  “And you tell me not to get into trouble.  Yet you want to charge right into it.”

      “So I have a flaw or two,” Atlas said, turning his head to the sun, then closing his eyes and basking in the heat of his hypocrisy.

      “Or two,” Alabama scoffed.  She walked over and kissed his cheek.  “I love you so much, Daddy, it eclipses the fact that you’re still a violence junkie chasing your next high.”  She then turned to Kiera.  “You’d better bring him home in one piece.”

      Alabama knew all about Cologne, about how her father was held in a jungle prison in Argentina by Devil, and nearly starved to death for two years.  Devil, a.k.a. Hugo Fairbanks, and his nut-job sister, nearly killed him before smuggling him out of Germany to Argentina, where the psychopath vowed to keep him alive and imprisoned for forever.  That dream for Devil ended in Caracas when Atlas separated his head from his body with a machete.  Atlas had suffered greatly in Cologne and Argentina, so when Alabama and Cira told Kiera she had a responsibility to bring him back alive, they did not want Kiera paying lip service to what was not a request, but a demand.

      Kiera smiled and said, “Your father knows the risks, and we have each other’s backs, but we’re also committed to this and any job we take, and you should know that by now.”

      “I do, which is why I feel safe, the two of you going together.”

      “I’d better get going,” Kiera said, standing up.  “I have phone calls and arrangements to make.”

      “Do you have enough money to start the op?” Atlas asked.

      “I got the same healthy cut as you from Caracas,” she said with a smile.  “But I love that you care.”  She touched her heart, then she hugged Alabama.

      Cira returned and said, “Where are you going?”

      Kiera hugged Cira.  “I’m going to prep the op.  Thank you, though, for your hospitality.  I promise we’ll be okay.  Maybe we’ll get banged up, or something will get broken, but this is a basic job, nothing like we used to do.”

      Cira nodded and said, “I am conflicted, but in my heart, I am also grateful for you.  He needs this.”

      Atlas never really thought about himself the way Cira did, or Kiera, but it was nice to feel wanted and appreciated again.  It had been a long time since he felt anything other than a duty to put one foot in front of the other and just do the freaking day.

      Well, taking that back, he was still deeply in love with Cira, even if he’d masked his restlessness with productivity more days than he would like to admit.

      Atlas stood and hugged Kiera, and then he said, “Thank you,” in her ear and kissed her cheek.

      “I’ll call and let you know when to hop on that plane.  In the meantime, contact Codrin and get that passport.  Oh, and I’m leaving you a sat phone.  Charge it, and when I call, make sure you answer.”

      “That goes without saying,” he replied, already finding himself slipping into pre-war mode.

      When Kiera and Alabama and Feliks were gone, Atlas did the dishes while Cira disappeared to wherever it was she had disappeared.  Fifteen minutes later, she walked back into the kitchen, this time wearing only panties and a lacy bra.

      He turned and whistled, soft and complimentary.  “Whatever I did right, let me know so I can do it again.”

      “It isn’t you, it’s me,” she said.  “But I’m also going to leave you with two days of reminders.”

      “Reminders of what?”

      “What you both need and get to come home to,” she said.  “I can’t take you dying again, or getting captured and imprisoned.”

      When he was taken from Germany and she thought he was dead, she had run off to the Netherlands and melted down spectacularly.  She went so far off the deep end, she left the team and everyone she knew to merely exist, feasting on anger and violence to cope with a life she did not want.

      “I might need more reminding than you think,” he said, reaching for her panties.

      “Good,” she said seductively.  She took his hand and led him back to the bedroom, and then she turned and began to undress him.
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      Kiera called him using the sat phone.  Atlas picked up right away and they spoke about some of the more important details concerning mission strategy.  But then she brought up the topic on her mind, the one it seemed she needed to run by him.

      “I spoke with Leopold and he warned me about Isabelle’s more duplicitous nature.  He said that while he hadn’t personally encountered it, and that she had always been fair with him, she tended to operate in a rather large ‘gray area.’ ”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Atlas asked, standing on his patio in Montenegro, overlooking the iron-colored sea far below him.  There was a flock of seagulls flying low, much closer to the water.  The sun looked like it had set parts of the water on fire.

      “I need to know if I missed something,” she said, after a moment’s pause.  “I also need to know what I don’t know, so I’m asking you to let me know if something is off, or if you have ideas on ways things should be run differently.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      “I’m going to split the compensation on this job with you, fifty-fifty because I don’t need a sledgehammer, I need a brain and a sledgehammer.”

      He felt himself nodding and smiling; it was the first time she admitted to him being an equal, or at least, someone near her skill and intelligence levels.  He appreciated the compliment, but dared not mention it.

      “I can do that,” he said.  “Do you have reason to believe that there will be an issue on this job?”

      “I don’t know, but this is my first op, and if you remember Leopold talking about his first op—”

      “You mean where Yergha ended up in the hospital for a few months and Esty pitched an absolute bitch fit afterward?  Yeah, I remember.  It’s why you and I are in the positions we are, why we’re now free.  But I heard it was bad.”

      “I don’t want that to be us,” she said.  Then, more softly, “I don’t want that to be you.”

      First she alluded to respect and now concern.  He was touched, but this also made him nervous.  They each had their soft sides, but those were not parts of themselves either wanted to access when they were conducting an op.  He needed her to be just like him: cruel, merciless, and thorough.

      Atlas cleared his throat and said, “I don’t want that to be you either.  We told Cira and Alabama we would get this job done and bring each other home, so that’s how it’s going to be.”

      “I’m still the muscle,” she teased.

      “Because I value our working relationship, I’ll let you think that.”

      She chuckled and said, “This is going to be fun.  Bloody and violent, but a lot of fun.”

      “Oh, before I forget,” he said, “Codrin’s building a passport using a nearby source, and he said that he spoke to you about this job.”

      “Yeah, Leopold said I can use Codrin, but also Scotty and Jackson, as long as we don’t interfere with anything they’re currently working on for their business.”

      “That’s good.  What about weapons?”

      “Leopold gave me Richie Frank’s number, but he hasn’t spoken with him for about eight months, so he made no promises.”

      “And Ethan?” Atlas asked.  “He’s Leopold’s full-time pilot now, yes?  Kiera, I can’t see myself flying coach into America like a normal citizen and not getting picked up somewhere.”

      “Leopold offered the use of the jet and Ethan offered to fly us where we want to go, but we have to pay for fuel, so it’ll come out of our bottom line.”

      For all of Leopold’s high-society charm, he was an extremely generous man and willing to walk in this world despite the injuries he’d sustained in Prague.  The man lost a ton of money dodging the FBI, getting Atlas out of prison, buying Kiera’s freedom, and whisking Kathleen away from the country and her neglectful husband to go on the lam with him and the crew.

      “That guy is the heart of this operation,” Atlas said, “even if we’re scattered to the wind and freelancing.”

      “I’m thinking we start calling him Guardian Angel,” she said with an uncharacteristic softness to her voice.

      “I like Leo, personally,” Atlas said.

      “He said we’re family,” Kiera replied.  “So the family deal is that we don’t pay for Codrin’s or Scotty’s services because they’re still on retainer, and Ethan makes his own decisions.  Either way, we’ll have a pilot and a jet, so we won’t have to bother with commercial flights or the TSA.”

      “Where are you now?” he asked.

      “Waiting at the airport for my connecting flight to Phoenix,” she said.  “I flew coach and I’m all good.  Then again, I have a residence in LA, so international travel is easier for me than it would be for you.  When you come in, though, you’ll arrive in the FBO in Phoenix.  Cutter Aviation has the best FBO in the state, and they’re the oldest family-owned FBO in the world.  That said, you still need to maintain the appearance you had when I saw you last and avoid looking at the CCTV cameras.  Wear a hat, sunglasses, and baggy clothes.”

      “Yeah, no problem.  But Leopold’s jet won’t clear the flight plan, not if you’re talking about going to America.  The FBI will have him and all outstanding assets on file and flagged.”

      “He bought a different jet for a new corporation Codrin set up based out of Switzerland using new IDs and numbered accounts.  Trust me, we’ll clear the flight plan just fine.”

      “All right, then,” he said.  “Just tell me where you want me and when, and I’ll be there.”

      “There’s an FBO at Tivat International Airport, not far from you.  Porto Montenegro FBO will be your pickup location when I say we’re a go.  There you’ll meet your pilot; it could be Ethan or one of two other pilots, depending on times and dates.  The jet will be fueled and ready to go, and you’ll head to Phoenix.  You’ll need to hitch a ride from there and get down to the border.  I trust you can do that.”

      “There’s nothing closer?” he asked.

      “There’s an FBO in Nogales, but it’s not Cutter, and I don’t want you seen on the way in.  On the way out, though, that could be a different situation.”

      “Alright, I’ll get there,” he said.

      “By the time you arrive, I will have rented out some unsavory dump, a place for us to shit, shower, and shave, and maybe rough up some bad guys.”

      “Roger that,” he said, pleased that she could switch so easily from being a human being to being a hardened operator.  “I want to go back to Leopold for a moment.”

      “Sure,” she said.

      “Why is he doing this for us?”

      She thought about it, then her voice softened once more, and she said, “I asked him why he was so good to me, and he said, ‘Because I bought you once, and I hate that people can still buy other people.  It’s what we as a team stood against.  It’s what I stand against, and yet I bought your contract, which means I bought your freedom.  It bothers me that you were for sale at all or that I had to negotiate for you to free you.’ ”

      “He said that?” Atlas asked, stunned by the admission.

      “He used his money, creativity, and some extremely unconventional ways and means to free us, Atlas.  I think he sees that as his greatest achievement in life, something he still wants to preserve.”

      “No matter what he says now, it didn’t start out that way,” Atlas said, remembering how Cira had goaded him into working for Leopold using Alabama’s disappearance as leverage.  He was also forced to commit murder in NorCal State Prison as a means of getting into solitary confinement, which allowed him to be sneaked out of the prison.  He never felt that he was being freed.  He only felt that he was being used and that he was using Leopold.

      “We are all hypocrites once in a while,” Kiera said as if reading his mind.  “Besides, the idea that he would free us as he did, and at great personal sacrifice, speaks to his true nature.  So however it started, whatever we went through, it ended well.”

      “I agree,” Atlas said.

      “I told Leopold that he owed me nothing and that I owe him everything.  I told him I’d never forget that, and do you know what he said to me?”

      “What?”

      She sounded a little choked up for a second, then said, “He said being family means we don’t owe each other anything, and we do each other favors from time to time.  He even sees you as family, Atlas.”

      “He said that?”

      “Yes.”

      To think Atlas had nearly cracked in Caracas and wanted nothing more than to get out of that life, and that Leopold helped get him out and wanted nothing more from him but would still consider him family, made him reevaluate his respect for Leopold.  It was already high, but now, it reached a new level.

      “Then he said, ‘Who knows, Kiera, one day I may be asking you for a favor.’  And I’d gladly do it, Atlas.  I wouldn’t even think twice.”

      “Same,” he said.

      “Let me know when you get your American passport,” she said, ready to conclude the call.  “Codrin’s guy will most likely overnight it or hand deliver it.  Also, be sure to tell me if there are any bumps in that road.”

      “I’ll handle them if there are,” Atlas said.  “Partners, right?”

      “Right,” she said.  “Talk to you soon.”

      He turned to update Cira, but she was standing in the doorway looking gorgeous and sad, but also steadfast the way she was whenever they went on an op.

      “I wish I was going with you,” she said in a moment of vulnerability.

      “Me, too,” he replied, taking her into his arms.  “I don’t know how dirty we’ll have to get over there, but it’ll probably get dirty and messy.”

      “Well,” she said, settling herself, “whatever you encounter, you’re in good company and you’re prepared.”

      He nodded and said, “Yes, I am.”

      And then he kissed her and took her into his arms.  He didn’t express his concerns, namely that he wondered how much metaphorical rust he’d accumulated over the last two years of retirement and wondered if it would slow him down, or if it had made him soft.  He was an animal in NorCal State Prison; here, in Montenegro, he tried to be a good dad and husband.  It showed with Tots and the shoot house.  That prick.

      “What’s wrong?” she pulled back and asked.  She was searching his eyes, looking for that thing he was hiding, that shadow of insecurity.

      “I’m going to miss you, that’s what’s wrong,” he said.
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      When Kiera hung up the phone and boarded the jet, she let go of the woman she was becoming—the American citizen, the twenty-something girl—and became something else completely.  There was no kindness in her when she shifted to this version of herself.  There was only planning, executing, and succeeding.

      The jet took off, leaving the layover city of Chicago behind.  Kiera sat back in her seat, closed her eyes, and tried to envision the mission, the moving parts, and the timing of things.

      Isabelle had contacted her to let her know she would be working for a man named Tomás Navarro but that Navarro would not be paying the bill.  The CIA was footing the bill, and she’d have to meet with Camden Duvall to collect payment.  She chose not to tell Atlas the CIA was involved, only that she’d vetted Navarro.

      According to Codrin, Duvall was a CIA case officer based in Sonora, Mexico, and he did not do freelance work.  Yet he was farming out wet work and working with a black budget.  Further investigation of the man revealed that he had a long leash and minimal oversight.  He also had no clear job description, a wide scope of operation, and it looked like he was a cowboy, flying solo in the war on narco terror.

      Sort of like me, she thought.

      Only recently had power, influence, and contraband—human and otherwise—made such a dramatic shift north, over the border, and into the States.  At least, that was the word from certain border patrol agents and the NGOs on the moral side of helping asylum-seekers.  Kiera didn’t like any kind of immoral activity that hurt innocents, especially kids, and she didn’t trust Duvall to shoot straight.  But, if the job got done, she got paid, and the cash could be spent, Kiera would have successfully completed her first mission.

      Someone tapped her on the shoulder, waking her.  She opened her eyes and glanced at an older woman sitting in the seat beside her—a window seat.  She smiled and said, “I’m Mable.”

      “Kiera,” she replied.

      “This is my first flight,” Mable said, her hunger for conversation burning desperate in her red, watery eyes.

      “You woke me to tell me that?” Kiera asked.

      The woman blinked a couple of times and nodded.  Kiera closed her eyes in an attempt to not be bothered.  She was in war-planning mode, not social mode.  She couldn’t do both or switch so easily from one to the other.  The woman tapped her again on the shoulder.

      Kiera kept her eyes closed and said, “No.”

      The woman didn’t bother her again, allowing her to gather the pertinent details in her mind, prioritize her tasks, and forge a plan of attack.  She wanted to hit the ground running the second she exited the airport in Phoenix.

      Halfway through the flight, she opened her eyes, connected to the plane’s WiFi, and opened WhatsApp.  From there, she messaged Scotty Chase, telling the private eye she would be landing in Phoenix shortly and needed a throwaway car, something cheap she could buy from a pot lot or a chop shop for cash.  She sent the message and waited for a reply.

      When she looked at the woman sitting beside her, she looked away from Kiera, embarrassed.

      “I apologize for my earlier behavior, Mable,” Kiera said.  “I was in a moment where I needed silence and concentration.  You were saying this was your first flight?”

      She turned and looked at Kiera, suspicion in her eyes, and then she looked her over and said, “Is this your first time as well?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      Her phone beeped out a message alert.  “Could you hold please?” Kiera said, raising a finger.  The woman shook her head and frowned, and then she went back to whatever it was she was doing.

      Kiera read the message from Scotty, who said Jackson knew a guy at a pot lot.  Scotty asked Kiera how old the vehicle needed to be and what was the preferred make and model.

      She messaged him right away: SOMETHING 3 OR 4 DECADES OLD. CHEAP BUT RELIABLE. LIGHT TINT BUBBLED. MAYBE A NISSAN SENTRA OR SOMETHING LIKE THAT.  ALSO I NEED BANG BANGERS AND LEAD. RICHIE FRANK?

      Scotty replied: RF FROM TEXAS? THE JUAREZ JOB? THAT GUY?

      She sent him a thumbs-up emoji.

      Scotty messaged back: HE WAS MY CONTACT BEFORE HE WAS LEOPOLD’S. I’LL REACH OUT NOW.

      While she waited, Kiera turned to the woman and said, “Okay, I’m back.”

      “You were never gone,” the woman replied, no longer willing to talk.  Then she turned and faced Kiera with something on her mind.  “You kids these days need to learn some manners.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said.  “I agree.”

      “Starting with you.”

      “I said ‘Yes, ma’am,’ ” she said.

      Mable turned to the window and stared at the blue skies outside.  “It’s not enough.”

      Another message came in.  She checked the app and saw that Scotty provided her with the name of a used car lot in Phoenix, a pot lot called Madamba Motors.  Her contact there was Cliff.  Scotty provided the phone number.  He also included a current number for Richie Frank and said he was still able to get her the hardware and software she needed, but only in the States, not Mexico, if she went there.

      She typed: DOES RF HAVE CONTACTS IN MX IF WE NEED A HOOKUP?

      A few moments later, he sent a thumbs-up emoji.

      Kiera smiled.

      The next message came in quickly.  It was from Richie Frank.  It read: SEND YOUR LIST OF NEEDS. WILL CHECK SUPPLY AND COSTS.  EMAIL REG ACCT.  He signed off with a little green snake emoji.

      The Reptilian.

      She laughed and then opened their email communications, typed in her order, and saved the message as a draft.  She messaged him the word: READY, then sent the list.  A moment later, a two-factor authentication code popped up in her email; she sent the code to Richie so he could open the email from his location.  After that, she checked the draft file; the email order had disappeared as expected.

      She sat back, smiled, and felt her body relax.  She was getting a car and guns; now all she needed was a place to stay, a safe house without sound limitations in case things got…loud.  She opened her phone, logged into Zillow, and searched for rentals in or around Nogales, Arizona, which was directly on the US border about 70 miles south of Tucson.

      Another message arrived from Scotty.  She closed Zillow and opened WhatsApp.  The message read: JCKSN NEEDS WORK. MY WIFE LEFT ME FOR A CHICK. WE COULD BOTH USE THE WORK.

      She didn’t have the heart to tell Scotty he was on retainer, so she left that part out and instead replied: I’LL SEE WHAT I CAN DO.  IF THINGS GET NASTY STATESIDE, CAN YOU HANG?

      He replied with a thumbs-up.

      CAN YOU GET DIRTY?

      It took a moment for him to reply, and then he messaged another thumbs-up.  Then: NOW THAT I’M SINGLE, CAN GET WET, 2.  BOTH OF US.  LEPLD SAYS YOU’RE FREELANCE.

      She messaged him a thumbs-up.

      GOOD FOR YOU, KIDDO.

      Scotty and Jackson had found the people responsible for kidnapping, raping, and impregnating Alabama as a child.  They did this when no one else could.  Being a licensed PI, Scotty wasn’t like the other team members in his final handling of problems—meaning he didn’t kill them when they needed killing—but, they hadn’t run an op together either.  Would he rise to the occasion?  Either way, it didn’t matter because, to Kiera, he still felt like family.  She hoped he felt the same way about her.

      She signed off with: BE IN TOUCH.

      She logged into her US corporate account, part of a cutout corporation Codrin had formed and funded with money from Caracas.  She checked her account balance and relaxed.  Just yesterday, she’d put in a transfer order from a numbered account in Switzerland, the account that held the bulk of her financial estate.  In her head she began to work the budget, knowing some of the up-front money would come from her, but that most of it would be covered in the first of Officer Duvall’s two installments.

      Kiera returned to Zillow, found a handful of places to rent, and then realized that she would have to change her appearance.  She could make some changes on the way, in either Phoenix or Tucson.  She would wear jeans, a flannel button-up, and maybe used cowboy boots or old sneakers.  She would also need a trucker’s cap to keep her face off the cameras, if there were any around, and clothes loose enough to conceal the curves of her body.

      The residents of Nogales could surely spot an outsider, so it was better to err on the side of caution and go for the “dirt poor” look, or even the look of a lowly migrant, one who had just arrived in the States.  If anyone knew she was a pretty young millionaire from LA or Ibiza who could have anything she wanted and kill anyone that needed killing, there was no way she would get the help required to complete the op.

      Blending in was the key.  Being a gray man was the way.

      Atlas would have to do the same thing.  She messaged him right away: DON’T CUT YOUR HAIR OR SHAVE. YOU NEED 2 FIT IN.

      Atlas replied just before she landed in Phoenix with a thumbs-up emoji.
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      Mitchell checked in at the Phoenix Field Office where she met with the SAC.  He offered his condolences and asked how she was doing, sparing her all the niceties that would come with an agent losing her partner.  Kindness and compassion were unexpected; a response like this would be too much for her.  She didn’t like the touchy-feely bullshit, but later, if her soul needed it, she might see a therapist and talk about her pain.  Regardless, the SAC handed her off to SSA Elio Cook, who onboarded her, briefed her on her new assignment, then assigned her a company car, her per diems, a hotel voucher, and emergency contact numbers.

      “What about JTFA?” she asked.  It was a general question.

      “You answer to the FBI first,” Cook said.  “JTFA in Nogales is where you’ll be assigned until you’re clear for field work again.”

      “Where does the shooting review board stand on this?” she asked.

      “Officially, I don’t get involved in that, but unofficially, however that son of a bitch died, he probably deserved much worse.”

      The guy she shot twice in the face.  Mitchell nodded, giving nothing away.

      “How are you on it?” Cook asked.

      “Haven’t lost a single second’s sleep on him or the sheriff, but Willow…” she said, her eyes glistening as the pain boiled back to the surface.  “Losing her hurts, a lot.”

      He nodded and said, “Well, strap on your dick and make sure you’re locked and loaded because things are hot on the border no matter what the news and naysayers say.  Officially you’re hands-off down there; unofficially, you’re going into a hot zone, the Wild West in some ways.  But the good news is that about twenty percent of the city is law enforcement.”

      “I’m not worried, sir,” she said.  “What about an FBI Resident Agency in Nogales?”

      “It’s officially being set up which doesn’t mean shit.  For now, you’re stationed offsite working with the task force.  I understand they’re a tight bunch, but they’re also fairly new, so don’t be afraid to make friends.”

      She gave a bitter laugh.  “Yeah, because we’re always welcome.”

      “They’re not state cops or the sheriff,” Cook said.  “You’ll get an honest welcome despite the heat the Bureau has on it now.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said.  “What hotel am I staying at, by the way?”

      “The Holiday Inn Express and Suites in Nogales,” he said.  “We were going to put you somewhere shitty and save ourselves fifty bucks a day but figured you’d already been through enough.  Make a difference while you’re there, in whatever capacity you’re assigned.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mitchell said.  “You may not see it on my face, but I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate you.”

      “Yeah, well,” he said, glancing over her injuries, “you need to heal, not just physically, but mentally as well.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      Mitchell was on the road to Nogales in her FBI-issue sedan by noon.  By three o’clock she had checked into her hotel room, dropped her bags on the floor, and stretched out on her bed, which was good for her hurt back and smelled clean.   She wanted to meet up with the task force but considered the time and decided she could do that tomorrow.

      With her per diem active, she could order room service, enjoy a hot bath, then turn in early and get a fresh start in the morning.

      Mitchell slept well and woke up ready for the day.  She took a hot shower, did her makeup, and dressed for the day.

      The FBI was supposed to have established a Residence Agency as part of the Phoenix Field Office, but as of that moment, the closest office was in Tucson, which meant she could be in for some interesting work accommodations.

      Instead of setting up shop at a formal field office, she followed directions to a double-wide trailer sandwiched on bare land between a rundown residential development and an even more rundown commercial district.  There were security gates around the rectangular-shaped property, which was a beacon for criminals and opportunists who hated the feds as much as anyone else these days.

      “Unbelievable,” she muttered under her breath.

      Mitchell pulled up to the automatic gate, flashed her badge at the keypad camera, and was promptly buzzed in.  She drove onto packed dirt and weeds and then parked her black sedan under a shade tree near several other nondescript vehicles.  Looking around, she wondered if the task force would need security for the neighborhood.  Everything was super sketchy.  Or maybe she was still rattled from the Santa Teresa incident.

      The trailer door opened and a heavyset Hispanic woman in tight polyester pants, a white blouse, and sensible shoes, stepped outside.  The old-looking porch creaked under her weight; nevertheless, it held.

      “Special Agent Mitchell,” she said warmly, “I’m Paz Medina.”  The woman looked over Mitchell’s superficial injuries, gave her a sad smile, then moved so Mitchell could make her way up the stairs and walk inside.  “Welcome to the world of anti-cushy jobs, underwhelming budgets, and children with badges.”

      Taken aback, Mitchell paused for a moment, and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agent Medina.”

      Inside, the double-wide “office” was as minimalist as it came; it was a hodgepodge collection of old desks, chairs, rickety keyboards, and last decade’s computer screens.  The lighting was mostly artificial but not bad, and the freshened air was scented with a light potpourri.  At first, she wanted to gag at the artificial scent, but at least there were no chalk outlines on the floor or old shag carpet that had been walked to death.

      “This was someone’s neglected home that’s since been converted into an office on wheels,” Medina said.

      “Home sweet home,” Mitchell replied, stunned.

      The FBI was a federal agency, and the JTFA was a brand new product of the DOJ, which meant, as with the Bureau, budget restrictions could sometimes make for the most unfortunate working conditions, especially on jobs and in places like this.

      There were eight people in the office; she introduced herself to each of them.  They were welcoming but not warm.  SSA Cook said she would get a warm welcome from the task force, but under that obligatory pleasantry were thin layers of ice.  Were these guys slackers or hard-chargers?  Agent Medina had called them children with badges, so maybe they were slackers.

      Time will tell, she told herself.

      She was shown the fridge, a pantry for community food and snacks, the bathrooms, and a small armory in case they were ever under siege.  Mitchell nodded and smiled, and then she thanked them for welcoming her into the fold.

      Then, one of the guys, Micah Brewer, said, “You’re a temporary hire, right?  Here, but not here?”

      “I’m not a temporary hire, but I go where the Bureau needs me,” Mitchell said, trying not to show her agitation with the statement.  She was aware of how she looked.  She had cuts on her face, her arm was in a sling, and some blood had pooled into the white part of her right eye.

      “I heard you were hot under all that mess,” Evan Harper said, giving her the once over, “but the jury’s still out.”  He looked and sounded gay, which allowed him to get away with taking passive-aggressive jabs like that one.

      “No, it’s true,” Mitchell said, deadpan but playing along.  “I’m a dime under all this...mess.”

      “Yeah, it’s true,” Xander Torres-Cortés said.  “I saw her file, the public one.”  Xander was the playboy in the group, the one who would most likely get laid on a Friday night.

      A few chuckled, and she felt the ice begin to thaw.

      Mitchell knew the “guys” would feel her out, maybe even give her grief.  They were probably curious to see if she was one of those “types” of women—the office whore who kept her job by banging her way to the top, or the toxic feminist just looking to be victimized and burn the world down around her because of it.

      She was neither, and she’d found a way to fit somewhere in the middle long enough to keep her job and do it reasonably well.  She liked to think this was a clear path to job security, but life was never that simple.  Santa Teresa was the mother of all FUBARs, and she was sure this was not a standard or planned reassignment, as Cook and the SAC suggested.  This was punishment for a botched job that cost people their lives.

      Agent Medina cleared her throat.  “Among so many other things, the JTFA develops relationships across the border, which is helpful if we need to go over there, and it’s helpful for them if they need to come over here.”

      Medina had the “den mother” feel about her, which meant she would likely be the one to keep the peace when heads got hot.  Mitchell liked her already.

      Medina continued.  “We have someone from Mexico’s HIS, which is like ICE’s HSI, visiting us this morning.  We’ll introduce you as FBI, but what should we say?”

      “That I worked with the Human Trafficking and Child Exploitation Task Force and I’m here to assist ICE, CPB, and any other federal agency we’re working with to stem the tide of human trafficking,” Mitchell replied.  It was all rather boilerplate as far as job descriptions go, and she’d given it a dozen times or more to a dozen different people throughout her career.

      “That sounds so formal and uptight,” the other woman said.  Mitchell looked at her funny, which caused her frown to deepen.  “Kimble Lawson.”

      “I remember your name,” Mitchell replied coldly, although she didn’t mean to come across that way.  She knew the hazing would be like this and feared the first shot would be fired by a woman.  “I’m just not feeling very casual today, or any other day when you consider the nature of my job.”

      “Our job,” Sawyer Burke said.  He looked like he belonged in board shorts and a tank top on a beach somewhere.

      “We’re all here to stem the trafficking of women and children, which means we’ve all seen the horrors perpetrated on them,” Xander said.

      Mitchell nodded, and an uncomfortable silence fell over the office; using the opportunity to disengage, she turned to her computer and booted it up, hoping to bide her time until she could get cleared for duty and back into the field.  For now, it was a desk and forensics.

      As she logged onto the FBI portal, she thought about Agent Cook.  He had said,  “I’ll need you to get familiar with the local players, but you’ll also need to see if local law enforcement is part of the trafficking problem.  That doesn’t mean you’re doing this officially.  You’re not there in that capacity.”

      He was clear, but not clear, and she understood the nature of that.  It meant plausible deniability if she ventured into unauthorized territory.  While some agents might have seen this as a problem, Mitchell found it refreshing.  She could go where she needed to go, but just not get caught.

      “I don’t understand why I’m here, then,” she had said.

      “Formally, for now, we might need you there as a liaison of some sort,” SSA Cook had said.  “I’m not certain, and I’m waiting on clarification from the SAC, but once we’re clear, as long as the shooting review board clears you, I’ll need you to babysit a guy while he does…whatever it is he’s doing.”

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      “The CIA can’t operate in the US without someone like you to keep an eye on them.  We need approval from the higher ups, and then you need to understand your role.”

      “What is my role?” she had asked.

      “An officer is tracking a lead into the US, one that’s part of a larger trafficking operation down south.  He needs a federal chaperone to be here legally.  You’re strictly an observer as long as all US laws are followed.”

      “This is the CIA,” she said with a heavy amount of disdain.

      “I know, Special Agent Mitchell.”

      “Don’t you think if we let a spook in here under my charge that I ought to have a little more knowledge than that?”

      “Not really,” Cook had answered.  “The guy’s not new and keeping things murky is his M.O.  And in case you’re not up to speed, the cartels are moving across the border with drugs, bodies, and political influence at unprecedented rates.  It’ll be good to have a guy that lives in Sonora up here to see the effects of the trade in America.”

      “Who is this guy?  For real?”

      “Camden Duvall,” Cook had said.  “He goes by Cam or just Duvall.  The guy’s a wild card, probably doesn’t have a single friend on the planet, and he’s brash and sometimes to the point, but too much.  And that’s just the nice things his supervisors say in his file.”

      “Sounds charming.”

      “Whatever his methods are, he’s extremely effective, which is why the Agency has given him such a long leash.  This is a hands-off babysitting job if you get clearance and I get the green light.”

      The last thing she said before climbing into her sedan and heading south to Nogales was, “This is bullshit, sir.”

      “I can always keep you strapped to the wood,” Cook had said without affection.

      There was no way she was riding wood a second longer than necessary, she thought as she stared at her budget-conscious computer.

      A looming presence pulled her back to the moment.  Mitchell smiled and looked up at the woman standing over her.

      “Even though they come off as juvenile, the guys appreciate the eye candy in the office,” Medina said when the others were outside on their mandated breaks.  “If you look at me, I’m not easy on the eyes, and Kimble comes off like she’s got splinters in her asshole half the time, so you’re a breath of fresh air for the guys.  Trust me.”

      “Half of these guys look like they’re eye candy to each other,” Mitchell said, working to relax despite the uncertainty of her duties.

      Medina laughed.  “You’ll do all right here, Mitchell.  Just try not to be too white, if you can help it.  We’ve got a heavy Mexican population in Nogales that needs to be accounted for.”

      “I ran the city’s demographics last night,” Mitchell said without taking offense.

      Later that afternoon the task force met with Mexico’s HIS rep, a hard-looking man who didn’t seem to respect the women in the office, which came as no surprise.

      Mitchell had dealt with the gender differences and the patriarchy in the Bureau long enough to accept that things were the way they were.  The best she could do was put her head down and work.  Like it or not, though, she would have to prove herself to these men, the Neanderthals in this trailer, if only so she could relax.  So, she took a deep breath, pulled her hair back into a ponytail, and said, “Which one of you wants to have sex first?”

      She looked up and the guys were stunned.  Kimble Lawson might have gasped.

      And then Xander raised a hand.  “Me,” he said skeptically.

      Agent Medina cleared her throat as if to say something, but Mitchell cut her off before she could speak.  “Does anyone else want to have sex?”

      Sawyer Burke blushed then raised his hand.

      Mitchell looked at Sawyer, then at Xander, and then she said, “There you go, Xander, Sawyer’s ready for you.”

      The room erupted into laughter, and then Evan said, “You’re going to fit in just fine with these misfits.”

      She heard an email alert from SSA Cook, but before sitting down, she said, “Film it if you would, please.  It would be nice to watch adults having sex for a change, even if it’s you two hairy douchebags.”

      Xander teased and said, “I’m too much man for Sawyer.”

      “And I like women only,” Sawyer said.

      “Looks like you’re both SOL then,” Mitchell replied.

      “She’s definitely coming out for drinks with us,” Xander said.

      “Excuse me,” Mitchell said.  She sat down and opened her email from Cook.  It contained a file.  She opened the file and found herself staring at the cold, dead eyes of the spook Cook had referred to yesterday: Case Officer Camden Duvall.

      She studied Duvall’s file from front to back and then again.  When she finished, she closed the file and gulped down two ibuprofen tablets.  Her head still hurt from Santa Teresa, and her ears were still ringing, low like maybe tinnitus was setting in.  Staring at a computer all morning didn’t help.  But when she stopped working or failed to keep herself busy, she would feel that phantom ankle in her hand—the child’s skin and bones in her grip, and the weight she felt as she pulled the partial body out of the smoldering wreckage.  A cold shiver raced through her, leaving her with an empty feeling.

      She returned to the FBI portal.  Unfortunately, the memory of the child persisted.  She had thought she was pulling someone to safety, saving a life.  Now it seemed she was only packing her head with more future nightmares.

      Before she suffered any more of the misery of the blown-up child, she stood and walked out to her car, sat inside, then made sure no one was watching when she took a long swig from a tequila bottle she had picked up on the way to work.  Yes, she had officially started drinking after lunch.  She had not done that before, but it did take the edge off a rather difficult moment.

      She went back to work, but the tears hit her around four that afternoon; she got up from her desk and went to the farthest bathroom where she did her best to stifle her sobs.  The imagery of Santa Teresa was parked in her head like an iron balloon, front and center, and refusing to just float away.

      When she walked out of the bathroom, she saw Paz Medina standing there, a sad expression on her face.  “Are you okay?”

      Mitchell nodded but wanted to shake her head instead.

      Medina said, “Oh, God, that was you, wasn’t it, in New Mexico?  They didn’t tell us, but half the guys assumed.  And now this…”

      Mitchell looked up at the woman, gave a subtle nod, and then found that she was being pulled into a generous embrace.

      “I’m so sorry, hun,” Medina said in what should have been an awkward moment.  But it wasn’t awkward; it was just what Mitchell needed.  Medina rubbed her back and smoothed her hair.  “Sometimes I think you can’t have emotions and still do what we do.”

      “I’ve tried not to feel so many things, Agent Medina, but you can’t help it even if you try,” Mitchell admitted.

      She pulled back from their embrace, discreetly wiped her eyes, and looked at this woman, who she was extremely grateful for at that moment.

      “Sometimes,” Mitchell continued, “all you feel is everything.”
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      Kiera landed in Phoenix, checked her phone, and saw that Scotty had messaged her with an address to pick up the car.  She texted back: SENTRA?  He replied with a thumbs-up emoji.

      Satisfied, Kiera took an Uber to the nearest thrift store, bought a wardrobe of second-hand clothes, and then ordered another Uber to take her to Madamba Motors where she could pick up her Sentra, per Scotty.

      On the way there, she messaged Scotty: DO YOU TRUST THIS GUY?

      Scotty messaged back: I TRUST HIM 2 TRY.

      “That’s good enough,” she muttered under her breath.

      She fired off another message: YOU’RE SURE IT’S A SENTRA?

      The phone rang; it was Scotty.  She picked up and said, “I didn’t want to bother you while I was in the city.”

      He laughed good-heartedly and said, “Any excuse to talk with you is worth interrupting any part of my day.”

      “Now that I know you feel that way, I’ll call you every hour on the hour,” she teased.  “About this car guy…?”

      “If he says he’s got it, it’s probably already on the lot,” Scotty said.  “I can’t make any promises, though, because sometimes these guys are just doing what they can to keep the lights on.  He seems like he’s on the level, but you’ll have to tell me.”

      “And I can buy it with cash?”

      “Do you have a fake license that looks real?”

      “I have my American license, yes,” she said.  Meaning it wasn’t real, but it worked just fine considering she had no legal record of her birth, or even a name before Leopold suggested she have one.

      “What about legal documents?” Scotty pressed.

      “Legal-ish,” she said, eyeing the Uber driver.

      “You should be fine.”

      When she arrived at a run-down used car lot on the bad side of Phoenix, she met a Filipino man with an infectious smile, clean clothes, and bright eyes.

      He walked her way.

      She knew Scotty would come through, but looking at the rust buckets and beaters around the small lot and not seeing the Nissan Sentra she asked for had her concerned.  A stab of panic shot through her, but she shoved it down and told herself to smile away the stress.

      “You must be Kiera,” the man said, reaching out to shake her hand.  She shook his hand and nodded.  “You’re here for the Sentra, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Kiera said.  “It was Clifford, right?”

      “Only my mother calls me Clifford.  The way she says it, though, it sounds like ‘Cleepord.’  But you, young lady, you can call me what you want, just don’t call me cheap.”

      She shaded her eyes from the sun and said, “Sounds good, Cleepord.”

      “Okay, no,” he said with a soft laugh.  “Just call me Cliff.”

      With that same infectious smile that probably landed him a hot wife back in the day, Cliff walked Kiera to his “Nissan Sentra with 180,000 miles;” the “car” looked a lot like a beat-to-hell Chevy Suburban.  Kiera didn’t know much about cars, but she knew enough to know a full-size SUV was not the same as a sub-compact car.

      She made her way around to the front of the SUV and said, “So, this is your Sentra?”

      He nodded and said, “It’s nice, huh?”

      She stopped at the front of the SUV and said, “It looks like a shitty, four-decade-old Suburban you dragged out of the dump, gassed up, and towed onto the lot.”

      “Yeah, I like it too,” he said.

      She touched the smashed-in front bumper on the right side, then leaned in and examined the corresponding headlight.  She tapped it with her fingernail.  Shaking her head, she tried not to be discouraged.

      Turning to him with a sideways glance, she asked, “Does this headlight even work?”

      He had moved to the driver’s side of the grill, tapped the opposite headlight, and said, “Oh yeah, this headlight works.”  He smiled again as if everything was perfectly normal.

      “What about this bumper?” she asked.  It was crushed.

      “Hit a garbage can, I think.”

      She stepped back and kicked the bumper with force; the SUV rocked, but the bumper didn’t budge an inch.

      “You doing karate on my cars?” Cliff asked in a jovial tone.

      “First off, this isn’t a car.  Second, was the garbage can this eighties wreck hit made of concrete?”

      “Plastic is tougher than ever these days.”

      “Tougher than this Sentra?” she asked.  He shrugged.  She opened the door, which emitted a rusty squeal, then spun away from the smell emanating from the interior.  “Did anyone even detail this piece of shit?”

      “Yeah, but my guy…he’s not the best.”  He pointed to the building—more of a shack really—where she saw a balding, rather rotund specimen of a man.  He was looking at his cell phone horizontally as if he was watching videos.

      “He’s not exactly fit, is he?” Kiera asked.

      “He identifies as slim.”

      “And that’s your detail guy?”

      “Jonesy, yeah.  Smog and safety, too.”

      “You should fire him,” Kiera said without remorse.

      “That’s my thought every other day, but the real magic happens if you ask him when a new TV show or movie comes out.  Sports have stats; he’s a living TV Guide.”

      “The SUV, Cliff.  What about the SUV?”

      “ ‘As-Is’ means as is,” he said.

      “It smells like dogs.”

      “Everyone loves dogs,” he replied, his hands stuffed into pants too tight that bore a few small stains near the pockets and down the thighs.

      “Yes, but in moderation,” she said.  “And no one’s asking to have wads of dog fur shoved up their noses just to get from point A to point B.”

      He smiled and rocked back on his heels.

      Kiera shut the front door, opened the back passenger door, and tried not to gasp as she looked at a long, brown stain on the back seat.  “Is that dried blood?”

      “Grape juice, I think.”

      She saw something stuffed in between the seat cushions; she pushed the fabric down and pulled out what looked like an old, cut-off finger.  Swallowing her revulsion, she thought of all the cruel things she was going to say to Scotty; then she grabbed the finger and held it up to Cliff.

      “Hey lady, don’t give me the finger,” he joked, snorting out a laugh.

      “Did someone die in here?”

      “I just got it in stock and your friend Scotty said you were a cash buyer and needed something fast and low-key.  My best detailer went through it between commercials, which means you got the ‘Josh Jones Experience.’ ”

      “As exciting as that sounds, I wasn’t expecting a crime scene on wheels.”

      Cliff stood there, silent, unblinking.  Then he looked at the dirty, faded paint, and said, “It’s the original paint, if that matters.”

      “Is that supposed to be impressive?  Are you going to tell me the tires have factory air in them, too?”

      He forced a smile but had the good sense to look embarrassed.  “Factory air goes for a premium these days.”

      She blew out a long sigh and wondered if this was how her op was going to start.  Was she screwed from the very beginning?  Taking a deep breath, forcing herself not to leave, she said, “Does the engine even turn over?”

      Cliff handed her the keys and, surprisingly, the engine started right away.

      “Strong, yes?” he smiled.

      “Strong like bull,” Kiera muttered in a low, gruff tone.  “If I pay for anything, it’ll be the engine and not all the shit and blood around it.”

      “I knew you’d like it,” he grinned, his mood improving.

      “Oh, I hate it, Cleepord.  I hate it from bumper to bumper.  But the engine, I have to say, I don’t hate that.”

      Cliff nodded, then shut off the engine, but not before Kiera saw the fuel indicator was showing less than a quarter of a tank.  He walked her around the back, pointed to a hitch, and said, “If you like the engine, it’s strong enough to tow things.”

      “What kinds of things?” Kiera asked.

      He shrugged.

      Then she looked on the back of the Suburban and where it should have had the Chevy logo, she saw the word “Sentra” stenciled in silver.

      “See?” Cliff said.  “Chevy Sentra.”

      “Are the miles real?” she asked, wondering what else was wrong with this heap.

      “No,” he said.  “They’re maybe a hundred too light.”

      “So it’s got 280,000 miles, then?” she asked.  Cliff nodded.  At least he was honest about that.  “And you still want $2599 for it?”

      “It’s a steal,” he said.

      “A steal, you said?  Taking this heap of shit Sentra off your hands feels like getting dry-humped with sandpaper, and driving it will likely steal a little bit of my soul.  Is that the steal you’re referring to, Cleeeepord?”

      “Aren’t you a little young to be talking like that?”

      “Aren’t you a bit too shady to be acting like I wouldn’t notice…as if I don’t know…anything?”

      “I sell used cars for $4999 or less; I don’t make dreams come true.”  He looked at her, raised both eyebrows and sucked his chin into his neck.

      She furrowed her brows and stared at him; he burped a little but with a closed mouth.

      Finally, she said, “I’ll give you a thousand cash and I’ll overlook the blood stain and the smell of wet dog.”

      “Dogs are a woman’s best friend.”

      “Boxed wine and a vibrator are a woman’s best friends,” she quipped.  “Dogs are just cute when you’re petting them.”

      “All right, two thousand.”

      “No, Cliff,” she said, pulling cash out of her back pocket.  “I wasn’t asking if you would take $1000, I was telling you that you’d take it.”

      “That’s not how it works, lady.”

      “How much to clean the blood stain out of the back seat, detail the interior so it doesn’t smell like a kennel, and put some gas in the tank?”

      “A few hundred,” he said.

      “This Sentra isn’t as fuel efficient as real Sentras are.”

      “It gets like maybe…a bunch of miles to the gallon?” he said, phrasing it as a question.

      “If you put $1000 of gas in the truck, I’ll pay you $2000 cash.”

      “Cute,” he said.

      “Unbelievably cute, but not naïve.”

      “The transmission was new 31,000 miles ago, three tires were new last year, and it doesn’t leak much oil.”

      “Only one of those is a selling point,” she said.

      “Three new tires?”

      “The transmission,” she scoffed.  “Does the radio work?”

      “Do you speak Spanish?” he asked.  She nodded.  “It’s stuck on Maxima 99.1 FM, all Spanish hits all the time.”

      “So, nothing in English?”  He shrugged again.  “What about that crack in the windshield?”

      He looked at it and said, “I can hardly see it.”

      She held up three fingers and said, “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      He pushed her hand aside.  “I can see just fine.”

      She held up the three fingers again, but put the cut-off finger she found in the back seat next to her ring finger and said, “How about now?”

      He swiped the cut-off finger from her and said, “A new windshield will only cost $100.”

      “Did I say $1500?” she asked.

      He shook his head and said, “No, but that’s still $500 too low.”

      “I’ll budge to $1250 or I walk.”

      “I’m almost tempted just to watch you go.”  He alluded to staring at her butt, and then he said, “But I’ll take your $1500 cash and Josh keeps watching American Idol.”

      “Fifteen hundred wasn’t the deal.  We’re up to $1250.”

      He looked at her and took a deep, consternated breath.  “Never trust a pretty woman.  Fourteen-hundred-and-fifty and it’s yours.”

      “I want a full tank of gas, or the most I go is thirteen.”

      “Fine, thirteen.”

      Kiera handed him the $1300 cash.  Cliff took the money, counted it, and then stuffed it into his pocket.

      She smiled, shook his hand, and said, “If there weren’t blood stains, a cracked windshield, a wrecked front bumper with a busted headlight, and an overwhelming smell of dog inside, I would have paid the $2000.”

      “I would have cleaned the inside and taken a thousand,” he replied.  He smiled victoriously, and Kiera almost saw her reflection in his teeth, which were exceptionally white, and straight to boot.

      Inside the “Chevy Sentra,” the seats were old and the foul smells were buried deep inside the fabric, but the radio worked, even though the cassette player didn’t, and the crack across the windshield wasn’t too bad because it wasn’t in her direct line of sight.  For what she and Atlas were about to do, the vehicle would fit in fine in Nogales.

      Kiera and Cliff did the paperwork on the “fake Sentra” in a dingy office that smelled like old carpet and dust with a touch of mildew.  Kiera didn’t even flinch when the VIN pulled up a Chevy Suburban.

      She looked around the office, saw some dirt buildup along the window sill, and caught sight of some cobwebs where the walls met the ceiling.  She glanced at the overhead lamp and saw a graveyard of dead bugs, with one mosquito eater just bouncing around inside.

      “It’s not nice here,” she said.

      “I make less money than you think,” he replied, head down and working.  Then he pointed to the wall.  “This makes it all right.”

      She found herself looking at a signed New York Yankees poster on the wall.

      “So, no maid then?”

      “No maid,” he said, finishing the docs.

      “I gave you grief about the truck, but the truth is, I appreciate you.”

      He looked up, paused, and smiled, and then he said, “You are a strange girl.”

      “I know.”

      Kiera signed the remainder of the documents, which Cliff folded and stuffed into a white envelope.  When they were finished, he stood and extended a hand, which Kiera shook.

      “Tint shop,” she said.

      He directed her to the shop of a friend of his up the street where she got a rushed job on the front windows.

      “There’s going to be bubbling,” the tint shop owner said, concerned.

      “I know, I want that,” Kiera replied.  The rest of the SUV already had a bad tint, one that had bubbled as well.

      Before leaving town with her new fake Sentra and her bubbly tint, she drove across the street to a McDonald’s, downed a burger and fries, then went to a grocery store to do some shopping.

      She stayed at a $46 per night motel in Nogales, heard fighting in the room next to her, heavy footsteps on the ceiling above her, and two people who wouldn’t stop humping on the other side of the wall.  She wondered what sex was like, figured she was better off not having it since it seemed like too much work to find the right person, then put her earbuds in and drifted off to sleep with the help of white noise.

      She dreamed of chickens and gunfire, and a guy with a cowboy hat that looked twice the size of any normal man.  She didn’t know what that meant, only that she was resting just fine until her phone began to ring.  She forced her eyes open, then rolled over and picked it up.

      “This is Richie Frank.”

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      “Wherever you need me to be if Scotty or Leopold wills it.”

      “They do.  I’m in Nogales, Arizona, but that’s not where I want to meet.  The cop-to-citizen ratio here is off the charts.  What time is it?”

      “Early or late, depending on your perspective.  For me, it’s kind of both.  I’m confirming your order on the email address.  The order is there for you now.”

      She sat up, turned on the bedside lamp, and said, “Give me ten minutes.  Oh, and I need an ETA and a rendezvous point.”

      “Um, I’m not sure how to put this, but…Leopold promised me something in exchange for, you know, procuring my services and whatnot.”

      “I thought Scotty called you,” she said.

      “He did, but I called Leopold, too.  Can’t be too careful with people these days, not with the truth under attack.”

      “What truth?”

      “Freaking all of them.”

      It was too late for this, or too early, depending on one’s perspective on time.  She let out a breath and said, “What exactly did Leopold promise you?”

      “He said you came from…wait, is this a secure line?  You’re on an encrypted sat phone, right?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “He said you’re like a secret government project or something?”

      “No.”

      There was a pregnant pause.  “Well, he hinted to me that you’re maybe an assassin.”

      “I’m just a girl who can do stuff.”

      “That’s not the vibe I was getting,” he replied, trying to be coy.

      Was he going to hold this over her?  “If someone says there are no aliens or reptilians,” she asked, having heard of Richie’s fascination with all things conspiracy, “do you believe them just because they say so?”

      “I guess not,” he said.

      “Then get your dick out of the dirt and bring me my gear.”

      “Yeah, sure, okay.”

      “Richie?”

      “What?” he said.

      “Don’t waste a single minute.”

      “Yeah, no…I mean, I won’t,” he said.  “I’ll be there maybe an hour or two before sunset tomorrow, but not right at the border.  Maybe somewhere less…busy.”

      “Just message me the coordinates, and choose something way out of the way,” she said.

      “Done and done.”

      She disconnected the call and lay back down.  Fortunately, the occupants in the rooms around her had gone quiet, as if everyone had fallen into a collective coma; this made it so much easier for her to go back to sleep.
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      Atlas’ nerves felt like a lit match; it was as if someone had hooked each one of them up to a battery box and was currently burning them.  He didn’t sleep well and was chock full of nervous energy, so together, he and Cira drove to the shoot house and ran the course multiple times using several different configurations.  After that, they cycled through several hundred rounds on the range using pistols, shotguns, and rifles.

      “How do you feel?” Cira asked when they were finished.

      “Not good enough.”

      They worked the crash-test dummies with blades, envisioning multiple fight scenarios with various predators.  He and Cira hit all their kill cuts, the same as they always did.

      “Now?” she asked.

      He shook his head and frowned.

      They walked, jogged, and ran together, ultimately pushing themselves to go farther and run faster while trying to keep control of their breathing.  Atlas was no longer thinking like a weekend warrior.  He was a man preparing for war.

      But Cira matched him step for step, round for round, and run for run, and it made him think he was not ready for war.  He floated the idea of calling it off.  Cira called him an idiot and said he wasn’t giving her the credit she deserved.  She was right.  He wasn’t that bad, she was just really good, too.

      Then he got the call.

      “This is Atlas,” he said, picking up the phone.

      “Your passport is complete and inbound, due to arrive tomorrow,” Codrin said.

      “Did you put your eyes on it?”

      “If my guy says it’s perfect, then it is.”

      He nodded to himself and said, “You’re the best, Codrin.”

      “Good to be back in the saddle with you, Atlas.  It’s been far too long.”

      “Yes, it has.”

      When he disconnected the call, Atlas messaged Kiera with the news and let her know to have the pilot on standby whenever she was ready.

      She messaged: TWO DAYS, THREE AT LATEST.

      He frowned, and then started typing: 3 DAYS IS 1 OR 2 TOO MANY.  I WANT TO BE AIRBORNE ASAP.

      She messaged back: RENTING A HOUSE FIRST, LOW-KEY SHITBOX.  NEED TO SCOPE NEIGHBRHD, NEGOTIATE TERMS, SIGN LEASE.

      Atlas knew that renting a house for a week when landlords were looking for 6-month, 9-month, or 12-month lease agreements was not optimal.  Making these kinds of proposals to landlords on the spot was stressful and not often successful.  Kiera would have to talk about deposits, her intentions as a renter, and risks posed to the landlord, and then there would be background checks, etc. Cash would hasten the process, but only for the right landlord.  As Kiera indicated, the more run down the condition of the house was, the better.  So, bye-bye luxurious seaside home with the fresh air and breathtaking views, and hello four walls and crap conditions.

      He messaged back: SHITTY IS OKAY, RUNNING WATER A MUST. BUT NO BUGS.

      Kiera sent a picture of a cute kitten.  He knew exactly what she meant, which made him laugh.  She was calling him a pussy.

      With all the restless energy he’d built up, and with no outlet for the next couple of days, Atlas returned to the range alone.  He cycled through a few hundred more rounds while he worked on different shooting exercises, then he picked up his brass and thought about how to shave his times, tighten his shots, and move faster and smoother on the draw.  When he turned and saw Cira standing only a few feet away in short shorts, a halter top, and sandals, his heart jumped, and then it soared.

      “Does it bother you that I sneaked up on you?” she asked, concerned.

      “More than you know,” he admitted.

      “You’re out here shooting guns and stabbing things,” Cira said.  “It’s the nerves, right?  They’re still white-hot and rattled?”

      “I can’t seem to shake them,” he said with force.

      “Come back home and take it out on me,” she said, moving forward seductively.

      He narrowed his eyes and grinned, then he reached for her and said, “You sure you can handle it?”

      She nodded, giving him that sexy, sugary look.  “Make me suffer all the ways you want as you work out your…nerves.”  She took the front of his shirt and pulled him toward her, then kissed him softly.

      In his ear, she whispered, “Make me pay for everything you’re about to do.”  Then she turned and walked back to the BMW and headed home.  He grabbed his gear, loaded it into the Renault, and tried to catch up.

      She was long gone, though.

      At home, he found a trail of her clothes leading to their bedroom.  He followed the discarded clothing with burning anticipation, then he unlocked his center and let his primal need flood forth.  He opened the door to their bedroom and saw her sitting on the bed, wearing nothing but bedroom eyes and her birthday suit.

      The ecstasy washed over him in hot, hard-charging waves.

      “When we’re done with me, you’re going to tell me that you’ll miss this and that you love me—” she said.

      “And that I’ll always be yours,” he replied as he tore off his shirt and undid his belt buckle.

      He was as lean and strong as he’d ever been—prison fit, battle-worn, and carved out of stone.  Cira loved him like a drug.  Her limber body writhed at the sight of him, the need consuming her, with the ache taking over to the point of physical pain.

      When he was fully undressed, she leveled him a sultry grin, and then she pushed her knees apart and said, “Whenever you’re ready, convict.”
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      Kiera stood at the end of a long, lonely road, leaning up against her pile of shit “Sentra” in the middle of the desert, which felt like the middle of nowhere.  It felt like there were only dirt, scrub brush, cacti, and scorpions for miles around.  The late afternoon boasted an endless, clear-blue sky, and heat radiated off the desert floor, sucking the oxygen out of the air and making her feel tired.  Everything looked the same: near dead.  But not Kiera—she was coming to life a little bit at a time.

      Richie Frank showed up a few minutes later driving a lifted Jeep Renegade.  It was cocaine white with beefy black wheels, window tint all the way around, and some kind of heavy-metal music thumping hard enough for Kiera to feel it in her chest from a quarter-mile away.  At least he had good taste in vehicles.

      He pulled up next to her and her mobile crime scene and didn’t seem fazed that she had a blade strapped to her hip; the snap on her sheath was undone and ready for action.  On the other hip, she had her pistol, and her draw was quick.

      The cloud of desert dust Richie brought with him blew over her.  She covered her nose and shielded her eyes, and then she took a deep breath when it was safe to do so.

      Richie kicked open the Jeep’s door, stepped out, and stretched.  He was a tall man, closer to 7 feet than 6, with a big beard, a bald head polished to a shine, and the kind of class-clown grin that said, “I just stole your sister’s underwear.”

      She liked him right away.

      “Look at you, all petite and shit,” he said.  “I thought I was gonna be facing some Sarah Connor type with black sunglasses, a German Shepherd, and a shotgun loaded with slugs just because it’s more fun to kill things that way.”

      “Nope, just little old me,” Kiera said, casually.

      He laughed and it was mesmerizing, so much so that she found herself grinning, which she seldom did.  The man had a sense of affability that was unmistakable and infectious.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be sexually attracted to aliens or something?” she asked, with a knowing look.

      “I didn’t say I was in love with them.  All I said is that they’re here, and they’re probably in people you know and see on TV and in Hollyweird.  Nothing crazy, just regular, run-of-the-mill, conspiracy-truth stuff.”  He gave her a quick look from head to toe and back again.  “For real, though, you’re not as big as I imagined.”

      “Neither are you,” she said.  “Did you lose weight or something?”

      “You’ve never seen me before.”

      “I thought they meant tall when they said big,” she said, glancing at his stomach, which pushed out a touch too much for a guy that tall.

      “I’m tall.”

      “But you’re also…the other.”

      “Are you fat-shaming me, little lady?” he asked, shocked but awkwardly amused.

      “Yes and no,” she said.

      “How is it both?”

      “If anyone asks, I’ll say no, but…”

      “You are?”

      “Yes and no,” she said.

      “What are you anyway, now that you know I’m a guy who likes chicken sandwiches with fries, UFOs, and reptilian stuff?”

      “For all intents and purposes,” she said, pausing before delivering the punchline that wasn’t a punchline, “I’m a weapon of mass destruction.  Think of me as a bomb that’s small in size but packs a gigaton punch.”

      Richie nodded like he was enjoying what he was hearing.  “That’s kind of what Scotty alluded to, but I thought he was full of crap.  Is that for real, though?  Are you really…?”

      “You want to go hands?” she asked.

      “A delicate-looking thing like you wants to fight me?” he teased, cocking an eyebrow.

      Looking him up and down as if she was unimpressed, she gave him the stink eye, and said, “I was thinking the same thing about you, because you look soft, and maybe a bit slow.”

      He chuckled to himself, and it was a catching laugh.  “I don’t hit girls.”

      “I give you permission to hit me as hard as you can and as often as you’d like,” she said, stepping toward him and lowering her stance.

      He swallowed hard, backed up, and then saw the turn of her eyes.  She had envisioned fighting him, sliding into war mode instantly; she was primed to fight if that was his prerogative.

      “Whoa,” he said, holding his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

      She grinned, stepped back, and let the fight mode drift away.  Her eyes cleared, and she saw his response was immediate.  “Let’s talk guns, Reptilian.”

      He sucked a lot of air into his nostrils and moved his hands in front of his body, as if he wasn’t sure what she was going to do next.  “Yeah, sure, we can talk guns.”

      He started talking a little too fast, so she said, “Slow down, man, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You looked like you wanted to,” he said.

      “I was just letting you know I was serious if you needed me to be.  Because, I could tell you what I am and how I was made, or I can just show you.”

      “Will there be violence?” he asked.

      “Copious amounts.  I’ll make you a deal, though.  If you can hit me just once, I’ll pay you double for the shipment.  But if I lay your big ass out before you land one solid shot, I get the entire load for free.”

      “I don’t give out free loads, girl.”

      “No,” she said, narrowing her eyes in a sly, almost seductive grin.  “I gather you wouldn’t do such a thing.”

      “When Scotty said you were intense, I thought he was, you know, building your legend or something.”

      “I’m my own legend.  I build it.  It gets built by me.”

      He chuckled to himself.  “Point taken.  So, yeah, about the rounds.  I brought the ammo you requested, but if you need to get fresh hardware over the border, I have contacts.  I don’t go over anymore, not since my buddy and his girl went missing.  She’s not missing anymore, but he is.”

      “They found her?” Kiera asked.

      “They found her head on the side of the road.  Whoever took her cut out her eyes, and they still haven’t found her body.”

      A cold chill shot through Kiera, thinking what she must have gone through to…get like that.

      “I might need that contact later,” she said, “but it’s likely I’ll be working Stateside.  I’m sorry about your friend, by the way.  What a horrible way to go.”

      He went quiet for a brief spell, lowering his head as if thinking.  Finally, he glanced up and said, “I know I’m not supposed to ask, but…”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “It’s just that, this is a lot of firepower—”

      “When I do what I’m going to do with all of this firepower, you’ll read about it on the internet, unless all you read are vehicle purchase contracts.”

      She knew Richie was in the car business and that his specialty was finance.  It seemed like a wasted talent when there was so much war in the world.

      “I read contracts and rate sheets,” he said, letting her know he was indeed a finance guy in the car business.  “But I also buy AKs, ARs, Glocks, 5.57s, .223s, .45 ACPs, and 9mm rounds.  Manifests for this kind of thing are a better read.”

      “Why the car business?” she asked.

      “They say a car guy is the jack of all trades.  I sell arms and other services, but cars are my trade.  I love them, but I also dig the normal people who buy them.”

      “Why?” she asked.  “Because this is all very strange.”

      “When I’m selling warranties and add-on items, I’m not wondering if they’re going to pull out a piece and turn my head into a freaking canoe.”

      “Ah, the upside…” she mused.

      “Plus the income is legal and stable,” he added.

      “On that note, I’ll use you for your services until the end of time unless you do me dirty.  But if you do that, I’ll find out and pull your spleen out with a rusty fork, and then I’ll choke you to death with it.  I don’t want to sound mean, but I feel I should be crystal clear on the matter.”

      He swallowed hard, genuinely scared, and then said, “Is it too late for us to have drinks together?”

      “No, it’s not,” she said.  “But you’re buying.”
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      Kiera agreed to have drinks with Richie at a dive bar in Tucson, Louie’s Pub on E. Fort Lowell Road, which was fun and enlightening, and he was surprisingly charming even when he tried to pick up on some guy’s girlfriend, a cute little lady who stood just over three feet tall.  The couple was playing pool right after Richie managed to hustle $50 out of Kiera, which still had her scratching her head.

      “I have a thing for little people,” Richie explained to the little woman’s boyfriend.  Richie had been walking away from the couple but looking back at the woman, and winking.

      “Well, not this one,” the guy said, following him.

      “I also have a thing for guys with little people for girlfriends,” Richie said, sitting at the bar and ordering another drink.  “You look sweet enough; turn around and let me see that ass.”

      The guy took a swing at Richie, who knew the shot was coming, and dipped his chin.  The guy busted his knuckles against Richie’s concrete dome.  A small gash opened dead-center on his forehead, but Richie grinned at the guy and said he hit like his youngest daughter.

      The man winced, shook his hand, and walked away cursing under his breath.  He and his pint-size lover were then escorted out of the bar.

      Kiera shook her head in amusement, but the bartenders and the other patrons didn’t find it funny.  Richie smiled and apologized, said something about dwarfs and a bucket list, then stood and bowed to the crowd—said crowd having already forgotten he was there.

      “Sit down and finish your beer, moron,” Kiera said.

      Richie dripped some blood into his drink, but he didn’t seem to care.  He saw Kiera seeing the blood in his drink and said, “It was mine to begin with.”  The bartender wiped his cut with a clean cloth and then placed a Power Rangers Band-Aid on it.

      “You’re the best,” Richie said, toasting her.

      “Yeah, well, you’re the Forrest Gump of the night,” she said.

      “I think I’ll have something different,” Richie replied, finishing his beer.

      “Different is good,” the bartender said.  “But, keep in mind that you’re paying double on this one for that crap you pulled with the dwarf and her douchebag boyfriend.”

      Without hesitation, Richie said, “One shot of Jameson, one shot of pickle juice, and I’ll take a tall Coors Light.”

      “You watching your figure?” she asked.

      Kiera laughed.

      “If I don’t, who will?” Richie asked, ignoring Kiera.

      The woman smiled, poured him his drinks, and then said, “This should be interesting.”

      Richie did the shots, burped, and smiled as he enjoyed the beer chaser.  Looking over the top of the mug, he said, “This is perfect, almost as perfect as my little friend here.”  He nodded Kiera’s way.

      Kiera slugged Richie on the shoulder after which he spilled a little of his beer and then lost control of a fart, taking Kiera and the bartender by surprise.

      “Taco Tuesday,” he said.

      “It’s Friday,” the bartender replied.

      He shrugged and said, “When you’re independently wealthy and have friends in both high and low places, every day is Taco Tuesday.”

      “You need a wet wipe for that?” the bartender continued.

      “That only happened once,” Richie said.  Both girls looked at him funny.  “Allegedly, of course, and it might have been a stomach flu.”

      “This one doesn’t smell like the flu,” Kiera said, waving a hand in front of her nose.

      Overall, Kiera had an entertaining evening, but she was also pissed that she lost $50 to The Reptilian, which he had taken to calling himself three Jamesons, three pickle-juice shots, and three light beers into the night.

      When she returned to her motel room alone, she was ready to crash.  Unfortunately, she saw a guy waiting by the door of her motel room.  He didn’t look like he was there to hurt her, but she readied her Kimber Micro 9 pistol and walked towards him with it pressed against the outside of her thigh.  He wouldn’t see the weapon until it was too late.

      “Whatcha got there, sister?” he said.

      “Depends on who’s asking.”

      “Duvall.”

      She blew out a breath, holstered her weapon inside her jeans, and met him with a handshake and an invitation to come inside.

      He walked inside the dumpy room, closed the door, and said, “Aren’t you worried about letting a stranger into your room at night?  One you only met for the first time?”

      “You don’t look like much,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at him.  “But, if you get any shadier-looking or up the creep factor, we’ll revisit that question.  For now, let’s talk about the job and how you’re going to pay me.  And don’t be shy about the particulars.  I’m a detail-oriented girl.”

      “You’re going to kill a bunch of scumbags and I’m going to see if there’s a way I can give the FBI credit.  For that, you’ll be paid in cash, half now, half when the job is done.”

      “That’s interesting,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed.  She crossed her legs but kept her hand near her pistol.

      “Is that something you can do?” he asked.  “Because you look like you just graduated from high school.”

      “I never went to high school.”

      “As long as you went to the school of Isabelle Norwood,” he said, “that’s good enough for me.”

      “What you’re asking from me isn’t a problem; just don’t let the FBI salt my game, or my partner’s game.”

      “Why would they do that?” he asked.

      “They’re the FBI working in their jurisdiction.  From what I know about the Bureau by reputation, they seem to think they have the biggest dick in the room.  If I’m in the room with them, they will be wrong.”

      “And you don’t want to have to prove that and send this job sideways.”

      “Look at how smart you are.”

      “You’re with me, so you’ll be fine,” Duvall said.

      “Surely, you have some idea of how this will go down,” she said.  “Time to fill in the blanks.”

      Duvall laid out a paper map of the area and showed her where the three stash houses were located and his plan to take them down.

      “These places are like cockroaches; if you see one, there are more that are still hidden,” Kiera said.  “If there are more…?”

      “We’re contracted for three,” he said.

      “That’s another issue.”

      “I have an issue, too,” he said.  “More like a hard line you can’t cross.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m first on the scene to rescue the children.  As I said, that’s non-negotiable.”

      “A member of my team is vetting NGOs right now,” Kiera said.  “After you put your eyes on the kids, they’re going with our NGO.  That’s my hard line, Duvall.”

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      “If the kids go to the feds or child protective services, there’s a good chance they’ll be trafficked into the interior of the US or sent back over the border where they can relive the nightmare over and over again.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Duvall said.

      “Then you don’t know shit about the trafficking world here.”

      He grinned at her and let out a low laugh while not taking his eyes off of her.  She didn’t blink; neither did he.

      “Fine, deal,” he said.  “But I’m eyes on the kids first.  Not the NGO.”

      “Who are you looking for, Duvall?”

      “No one in particular, I’m just wondering about a person of interest down south.”

      “Is that what this is about?”

      “No,” he said, hesitant.  “There are no guarantees that the missing kid is here, but if she is, I want to know.  It might help me down south.”

      “Whose kid is missing?” she asked.

      “Narco boss got his girl snatched in a power play, but it turns out el jefe couldn’t give two shits and a candy bar about a little girl.  He only cares that his two boys are safe.”

      “What a wonderful father,” Kiera grumbled.

      “I think his wife wants to murder him now, but that’s another story.”

      “I’ll call you the second we clear each house.  But I want immediate confirmation from the NGOs the second they arrive.  Otherwise, the CIA and FBI need to stay the hell out of this.”

      “What’s wrong with the Agency or the Bureau?”

      “Are you kidding me?” she said, aghast.

      “So, we’re not perfect, so what?” he replied with big innocent eyes.  She narrowed her eyes further, so he followed suit.  If this was a pissing match, she was going to aim her daggers at his eyes.

      “You have the first half of the job?” she finally asked.

      He nodded and said, “The cash is in my car.  I’m assuming you’re fine taking payment that way.”

      “Unless you want to do Venmo,” she said with a fair amount of sarcasm.

      “Yeah, let’s do that,” he joked.  “I’ll be right back.”

      When Duvall walked outside, Kiera drew her weapon and set it next to her on the bed’s comforter.  Duvall returned a moment later with a small carry-on suitcase.  He saw Kiera’s gun but didn’t flinch.

      He set the case down beside her and said, “I’m told that crossing Isabelle is a death sentence.  When I see you, I also see her.  That’s why it seems silly that you have the gun out like that.”

      Kiera ignored his statement and opened the suitcase.  She thumbed through the bills and said, “This is good.”  That should have concluded their meeting, but it looked like there was something else on his mind.  “You need to use the toilet before you leave, Officer Duvall?”

      “No, it’s not that,” he said.  “It’s just that…I’ve never met one of you before, a Monarch asset.  We’ve all heard of assassins like you, but we thought they were urban legends.  And what you can do to other human beings, especially the bad ones, well…the stories are sometimes too extraordinary to believe.”

      “I’m just a pretty girl made by doctors and mad scientists,” Kiera mused.

      “One made to kill efficiently,” he said.

      “It looks like my legend is good,” she said with a wink.  “Now, get out so I can get some sleep.  I’ll contact you when the rest of my team is here.”

      “How big is your team?”

      She let out a long sigh while eyeing him sideways.  She didn’t like having to reveal her strategy to her client lest it steal the magic.  “We’ll keep a low profile, leave a small footprint, and operate as ghosts.  To reach that end, my team isn’t huge, but we are effective.”

      “Isabelle told me not to worry about you, so I’m not worried,” he said.  “But don’t drag your feet on this.  I have a day job I need to get back to.”

      “I bet you do, spook.”

      He let out an audible snort in response.

      “Before you leave, in case you need to vet our chosen NGO yourself,” she said as she got up and fished a piece of paper from her overnight bag, “I wrote the name and number down for you.  I trust you can build a company dossier from there.”

      “You said you were still looking at NGOs,” Duvall said.

      “If we rescue more kids than I originally planned, we’ll need more than one NGO to handle the overflow.  I just want to have a backup.”

      “There are more than a few NGOs here, I think,” Duvall said.

      “It all depends on who’s funding them,” Kiera said.  “If you don’t know that, if that fact doesn’t register with you, then stay out of my way and do what I say.”

      He laughed at her, amused.  “It’s almost like you think you’re my boss.”

      She snapped a photo of the piece of paper with her phone, then slid her iPhone into her back pocket, and handed him the paper with the NGO’s contact info.

      “If you’re going to do your due diligence on them, do it right away,” she said.  “I don’t want any unresolved issues coming up on game day.”

      “Why am I vetting them if you already did?” he asked.

      She frowned and he dropped the ruse.  “It saves me the trouble of dealing with you if you don’t follow my explicit instructions.  The truth is that I don’t care what you do with that name and number as long as the kids are safe and with them.”

      “No need to complicate matters,” he said, raising his hands.  “I have no problem sending them where you want them.  I just want to see about the kidnapped girl.”

      “You just want dead narcos, and you don’t care how you do it,” she said, trying to be polite.  She didn’t trust the CIA or guys like Camden Duvall.  “But if that’s what you’re here for, if that’s all you’re here for, then stay out of my way when it comes to the kids.  Do that and all will be well.”

      “As long as you do the job I hired you for, you can save the world on your own time and your own dime, and you won’t hear word one from me.”

      Kiera stared at him long and hard, not blinking once.  She was good at reading people, but he was a closed book, probably because he broke his cover with her to do this job.  Was she seeing the real Camden Duvall?  Did that person even exist?

      “Some of these organizations, some of the NGOs, they put on a good face, but you’re smart enough to know the score, aren’t you Officer Duvall?”  She said this because she knew she was coming on strong.  “They’re some of the most notorious human traffickers in the world.”

      “I know of the bad ones down south,” he agreed.

      “The group we’re using isn’t one of them.  From what I’m told, they will take good care of the kids.  And they won’t be stuffed back into the system, sold to the highest bidder, or killed on the other side of the border if they refuse to be trafficked again.  Those are the assurances I needed to be able to do what you’re paying me to do, which is black bag the entire trafficking operation here in Nogales.”

      “I’m not paying you to black bag the network,” he said.  “We’re killing a few traffickers and setting their kids free.  That’s it, that’s the deal.”

      “That’s your deal,” she said.

      “As I said earlier, whatever you do above and beyond taking down the three stash houses I’ve provided is up to you.  I just want a handful of traffickers dead in the next few days.”

      “I’ll need you to do me a favor,” she said.

      “Yeah?” he asked, annoyed.

      “When the rep for the NGO shows up you tell them that if they don’t do exactly what they promised, and I mean to the letter, I’ll hunt down every single one of them and put a bullet in their skulls.  I’ll handle it personally and quickly.  There won’t even be time to cry out or run.”

      She felt her eyes darken with conviction.  To Officer Duvall, she was just speaking words, issuing a warning maybe, but Kiera felt that promise deep down in her bones, and the case officer who looked like a crackhead needed to hear her, to feel her, and to know she was deadly serious.

      “I understand what you’re saying,” he replied.

      “Make sure they do, too.”

      He stood there for a moment even though she had all but dismissed him.

      “I’m a professional, too, even if it doesn’t look like it,” Duvall said, as if this little nugget of truth was worth a mention.  “I’ve been a case officer longer than you’ve been alive, and I’ve waded through entire oceans of shit and broken glass to get where I am today.  I’ve seen bad things, done worse things, and stopped a lot of really vicious things from happening to all measures of people.  It’s not that I don’t care about your cause, it’s just that I don’t care about things outside the scope of my operation.”

      “I hear you, Clancy,” Kiera said.  It was all about dead narcos.

      He was turning to leave when he stopped, frowned, and said, “Did you hear me, really?  Because I’m not new to this profession and you’re not an agent or an officer, so you don’t get to call me ‘Clancy’ like you’re hazing me or something.”

      “Or something,” she teased.

      She winked as he walked out, but then he stopped at the door and said, “That pile of shit you’re driving—”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re going to fit into Nogales just fine.”

      “How’d you find me, Duvall?”

      “I’m good at my job.”

      As soon as the CIA officer left, Kiera stood vigil at the window, watching her new SUV, the parking lot, and the nearby streets.  When the night was nothing but cold silence, and midnight had come and gone, she sneaked outside and transferred the duffle bags full of weapons and ammo into the motel room for the night.

      When that was finished, she counted the cash on the comforter, came up with the $150K as promised, and stuffed it back into the duffel bags with the weapons.  Before crawling into bed for the night, she set the bags on the queen-size bed next to her, then closed her eyes.

      Atlas would be there tomorrow or the next day, depending on when she messaged him, so she needed a place for them to stay, and not some stinking motel.

      While trying to relax enough to drift off to sleep, she made a mental note to expand her search for a rental home or an Airbnb outside of Nogales, somewhere remote but still close enough to the interstate.

      There was a good chance they were going to have to torture people, maybe even kill some of them onsite.  The last thing she wanted was for the neighbors to complain about screaming, crying, and begging.
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      The first homeowner that Kiera met refused to rent his home at a weekly or even daily rate, and he wouldn’t stop looking her up and down as if she was a piece of white chocolate he was dying to eat.  He wasn’t ugly, but he wasn’t attractive either.  He was just…meh.  She would have been offended if she was a normal American girl, but that part of her brain didn’t exist or hadn’t fully formed, so she took his attention instead as a compliment.  In the back of her mind, with what she knew about the American social scene, acquiescing to this kind of behavior was not something today’s independent woman, or even the shero of her own story, would consider anything but rude.  But she wasn’t one of those girls.  She had a job to do and was smart enough to know that no one lost an ounce of sleep over her feelings, even if she had them, which she didn’t.

      Back in Prague, Esty had asked her about her lack of emotional awareness and how she viewed herself after being raised from birth at the Monarch facility in Blacksburg.

      “I often see myself in the reflection of others,” she had said, “which is a condition of being told you aren’t a real girl but are instead an assassin, a weapon of war, an instrument of death.”

      Someone like that, a trained killer like she was, didn’t get their feelings hurt.  That would be so silly.  No, it would be stupid.

      The next house she visited was run-down but somewhat clean, and the woman was willing to rent it to her by the week.  But then, Kiera glimpsed two ugly roaches skittering about, both full-size, which was a no-go for her because it was a no-go for Atlas—Mr. Sensitivity, Mr. Skittish, Mr. Scared of Bugs.

      She considered teasing him later about it, but the guy had been held hostage in a bamboo cage in the middle of the Argentinian jungle for two years.  She had no idea what he saw or suffered.

      “So, do you want to rent the place then?” the woman asked.

      “That’s a big negative,” Kiera said, pointing to the roaches.  “But I appreciate your willingness and flexibility.”

      “It’s the bugs, isn’t it?” the woman said, sheepishly.  “I had to cancel pest control on account of the economy.  I’m on a fixed budget.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Kiera asked.  She reached into her purse, pulled out a 100-dollar bill, and said, “Use this to take care of the bugs.”

      “Really?” she asked, surprised.

      Kiera nodded and left.  She didn’t get her panties in a twist over insects.  Once she had to survive by eating them for a week straight.  That was when she was nine, which was more than half her lifetime ago.

      The next house had five bedrooms, a large kitchen, a backyard patio with a new barbecue, and an unopened bag of charcoal.  It was perfect for their needs, but the old crank wouldn’t rent to her for just a week.  She didn’t blame him, and she was prepared for it.

      “Let me be frank with you, sir,” Kiera said to the older man.  “The rental market here in Rio Rico is crap and your house has been up for rent for forty-five days now, which is a month and a half if your math is right.  In that time, a girl like me could have rented it for a week, but given you a month’s worth of rent, and you would have been more than three weeks net positive.”

      “Net positive?”

      “Yes, clear of expenses.  Pure profit.”

      “Oh, a-yah.”

      “The point is that I am the bird in the hand, not the two in the bush.”  He smiled, familiar with the saying.  “Take the money, give me my privacy, and I’ll be gone long before my contract expires.”

      “What if you’re not?” he asked, his hands shaking.

      “If I exceed my month, and you’re happy with our arrangement, then I’ll pay for a second month whether I stay the entire time or not.”

      “I’ll have to charge you a small fee for not being able to rent it to long-term tenants.”

      She peeled off a month’s worth of rent, the exact amount he was asking for on Zillow, and not a dollar more.  She handed it to him and then held his gaze.  He counted it, noted the amount, then cleared his throat and started to speak.

      “No,” she said, stopping him.

      He paused.

      “You’re not asking me for a fee again.”

      “It’s been on the market for—”

      “You have my cash in your hand; now give me the key and my privacy.”

      “Will there be anything…illegal…going on here?”

      “Of course not,” she scoffed.

      He stuffed the money into his pocket, pulled a key from his key ring, and handed it to her.  “A pretty girl like you, out here all by yourself…this place isn’t always safe.”

      “The world is not safe,” she said.

      She took the key to the house and then walked around the place, familiarizing herself with the kitchen, living room, bedrooms, and bathrooms.

      “Everything satisfactory?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      He made the agreed-upon amendments to the formal contract, making it official.  Still, he studied her with suspicious eyes.

      “Is there anything else?” she asked.

      “I was thinking.”

      “Contracts make it so you don’t have to worry anymore.”

      His cheeks burned red and he appeared to be nervous.  He checked his pocket for the money, even though he had just taken it, and sneaked one last look at the place, as if the next time he saw it, everything would be in shambles.

      “Yes, okay, you’re right,” he said.  “No need to worry.”

      When the codger finally left the house, Kiera waited for a while before unloading the SUV.  Even though Rio Rico was outside of Nogales, and there was no one in sight, she remained cautious about transporting the duffle bags filled with guns, ammo, and cash.  She sat her gear on the bed and looked around the room.  Then she stood and walked into the bathroom.  She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror; rather than walk away, she turned and boldly faced the mirror.  Rarely did she consider her features but, lately, they made her curious.  Were they really hers?

      She looked at all the little details of her face while trying to accept that they were, in fact, hers.  She was still having the hardest time with that, which baffled her considering her last two years of freedom.  For so long, she was told by her handlers at Monarch that she was not a real girl, that her features were lent to her as a mask, and that she did not have a heart to feel, blood to bleed, or the brainpower to understand things like compassion, common sense, desire, or love.

      They were wrong.  Or were they?

      In her chest was an engine, and in her head were tape recorders where her instructions were stored for later.  That was what Monarch had pounded into her head from the time she first experienced awareness of herself.

      But they were wrong.

      Now that she was free, she didn’t have to be told what to remember and what was important, for she remembered everything.  This contradicted her entire life.  Isabelle and the programmers at Monarch taught her the importance of forgetting to such a large degree, that she constantly felt herself trying to remember to forget.

      In the past, when a job for Isabelle was done, the tapes in her head were erased and she was a blank slate again, ready to receive orders.

      That was then, but this is now.

      Kiera reminded herself that she was on her own and working freelance.  Leopold had given her this gift, but it also felt like a curse.  No one told her what to do so, too often, she did nothing.  She merely stared at the walls or lost herself staring at a pretty picture and a vibrant landscape.  The tape recorders in her brain were gone.

      “You’re a real girl with a real brain,” Kiera told herself, softly.  “This is your operation and yours to control, an operation you can remember, or remember to forget.”

      You’re free.

      It was hard to remember missions after the tapes in her head were erased, but with Leopold and the jobs they did together, she kept them buried in a basket in her mind so deep, not even Isabelle could find them, even when her post-mission debriefs became…torturous.

      Flashes of waterboarding sessions, box therapy, and good old-fashioned beatings sprang to mind, unwanted, causing her to flinch and tear up.

      Then she remembered her training and she watched the shine in her eyes fade; those beautiful eyes dimmed to black.

      Savannah Swann showed her how to do that—how to gather her emotions and feel them fully, resist the urge to tamp down the pain, and distinguish the difference between the two.

      The only problem was that she felt things fully with Atlas; with everyone else, she felt nothing but shades of emotion.  Why was that?  She wondered about that often.  The obvious answer had something to do with their similar histories of imprisonment.  They were freed slaves, robots of flesh and blood trying to become people, killers who would never fully integrate into society, not even if they tried for a hundred years.

      She unbuttoned her shirt, slipped it off of her shoulders, then removed her bra and studied her reflection.

      “This flesh is real, you are real, and you’re a woman now,” Kiera said quietly to herself.  “Not just a killer, but a killer who is a woman.”

      She closed her eyes, ran her hands over the flat of her stomach, and tried to feel life in the velvety skin beneath her palms; she pressed the tips of her fingers in between the muscles and ignored the pain, wanting to be sure there was no evidence of machinery.  And then she placed her hand between her breasts and waited for the pulsing beat of her heart to register.  When it did, her heart didn’t rumble like an engine; it throbbed like a healthy organ operating with purpose, something real and whole and utterly human.  Then she removed the house key from her pocket, pulled her hairline part aside, and cut a line in her skin, waiting for the blood to bead, to gather mass, and to roll down her face.

      She watched the wound weep, and the crimson-red bead run, and then she blinked twice when it dripped down her face, almost as if she was surprised by the action.

      Breathlessly, she stemmed the blood flow around her mouth with a finger, looking at it, examining it, and then tasting it.

      “Blood, not oil,” she told herself.  She always told herself this, and most times she wanted to believe it.

      Her cell phone rang.  She answered it without looking at the caller.  It was Atlas, Scotty, or Leopold.  But when she picked up, she heard the most angelic voice, a voice that seemed to glide over her skin like a silken breeze, producing the slightest hum before burying itself deep inside of her.  She was suddenly at a place of peace.

      “You are real, Kiera,” Savannah Swann said, echoing Kiera’s previous words.  “You are flesh and blood, but you are also violent, unrelenting, and scary smart.  You were given gifts, and a way to pry you from the curse, which means you are free to be whoever you want.”

      “Isabelle said otherwise,” she heard herself say.

      “We can kill her whenever we want,” Savannah said, a slight darkness to her tone.  “You are your own woman now, not a robot.”

      “I know,” Kiera answered, somewhat hesitant.

      “Have you tasted your blood?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Then you know,” she said, “like you’ve always known.”

      “How can I know my brain might be telling me that it’s blood when it could be something else entirely?” Kiera asked.

      “Every lie we tell ourselves with conviction becomes true.”

      “You want me to lie to myself?”

      “I want you to know that you are a woman.  Just like all the little girls and women you’re meant to save.”

      “How do you know I’m here?” Kiera asked.  The impossibly perfect girl breathed into the phone in response.  “So, you know why I’m here?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Then you know what I’m here to do,” Kiera said, resolute.

      “Yes.”

      “Kill people,” Kiera whispered.

      “No,” Savannah said.  “You’re here to save people.”

      Kiera suddenly felt warmth on the back of her neck, almost like a reassuring hand cupping it, and then the line went dead.

      She pulled back and stared at the phone.  Was any of that real?  She checked the call log, but there was no call registered.  It had been erased from Savannah’s end.

      Maybe it wasn’t real.

      It had to be.

      Rather than obsess over the call, she cleaned her head wound, put on fresh clothes, then worked out until eleven o’clock that night.  After that, she went through the guns, ammo, and cash again.

      Everything was there.

      Just before going to bed, she messaged Atlas, giving him the safe house’s address.  He replied immediately with a thumbs-up emoji, and that was that.  She then messaged Leopold in Cape Town, South Africa, letting him know Atlas needed a flight to Phoenix.

      Leopold messaged her back instantly: HANDLED. LET ME KNOW IF U NEED ANTHNG ELSE.

      She messaged: ALL GOOD. THANK U.

      She lay down on the bed and let the day fall away from her.  The darkness and silence were disturbing at first, but then she told herself she was safe, this was not a box, and she was free.  This was what she always told herself, and how she kept from going crazy.

      Another thought occurred to her, one that filled her with peace of mind: even though she was all alone in the safe house without the white noise of loud neighbors, she had her family in play, which meant she had her family near her.  That was the calming thought that allowed her to finally get the deep rest she needed.
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      Kiera spent the next day familiarizing herself with the city, the border, and the general temperament of the people in Nogales.  She saw plenty of law enforcement around town, met a few good people, and saw quite a few more who were a bit suspect.  Fortunately, no one gave her any trouble.  They didn’t even see her.  She was the gray man.  Dressed down in her baggy, thrift-store clothing with her hair slicked back like a guy and her gait distinctly beta male, few people even looked at her.  And if they did, they didn’t look at her hips, specifically where she had her Kimber holstered inside her waistband.

      She ate a late breakfast at a nice diner, then an early lunch a few hours later, and then she did some grocery shopping for the safe house.  When she returned to Rio Rico, she hoped to find Atlas waiting for her, but he had not yet arrived, even though Leopold had sent the jet for him right away.

      She checked the clock on her cell phone and shook her head.  Maybe she should have picked him up in Phoenix herself.

      But then she heard a boisterous engine, and the sounds of someone riding up the driveway.  She peeked through the blinds and saw a big man on an old Harley parked outside.  A smile broke out on her face.

      She walked out front, looked at the bike, and said, “Did you buy that?”

      “It was given to me as a gift.”

      “By whom?”

      “Some dude I laid out at a bar near the airport.  He wasn’t nice, and he’ll miss his hog, but not by much.  It rides like it’s aching to break down.”

      She nodded to her new SUV and said, “So does that pile of shit, but at least it has a roof and semi-comfortable seats.  Well, in the front they’re comfortable.  The back seat is a freaking crime scene.”

      He took a peek inside and said, “Who died in the back?”

      She shrugged and frowned.

      “Was that you?”

      She chuckled and said, “I wouldn’t start the party without you.”

      “Speaking of the party, did you get the party poppers?”

      She nodded and said, “Follow me inside.”

      They went inside where she showed him the guns, ammo, a few grenades, and the knives she’d purchased from The Reptilian.

      He took a deep breath and said, “When we left Caracas, I thought it was over, that I was done.  But damn, I missed this, Kiera.  I really missed it.”

      “You never had a problem with the fight,” she said.  “It was why you were fighting that drove you mad.”

      “I remember,” he said.

      “What did you think you were going to do when you retired?”

      “Maybe relax, travel Europe, or write a book.”

      “Write a book?”

      “I had a pen name and everything,” he grinned.

      She laughed and said, “Okay, I’ll bite.”

      “Slaughter P. Dose.”

      “Slaughter pedos?” she asked with humor in her voice.  “Were you planning on writing an autobiography?”

      “Maybe?” he joked.  “But it’s better to live it than write about it, which is why I’m here.  These feckless maggots have had their run of the land and people far too long.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready to be back?”

      He said, “I can’t stick my head in the sand with the rest of the world, pretend the trafficking problem isn’t happening, and let the media or government or whoever lie to me and tell me everyone is safe and the kids are safe, and that everything bad is a conspiracy when it’s not.  You know it, I know it, and the idiots lying to us damn well know it.  I wanted to escape this life because seeing what we see becomes an impossible burden for anyone to carry.  But the job nudges me, sneaks up on me in my sleep in the form of nightmares, and constantly leaves me restless and on the edge of frenzy.”

      “Is that why you and Cira started the shoot house?”

      “Yes.”

      “But it’s not enough?”

      “Not at all.”

      “We’re in America,” she said.

      “It’s not a third-world country, I know.”

      “Yet,” she said.

      “Yeah, they’re getting there.”

      “Sadly,” she agreed.  “Still, no matter the nation, when you see these animals we’ve come here for, don’t hesitate to put them down.”

      “I won’t.”

      “We’re here for one purpose and one purpose only: to save the kids, sever the trafficking lines, and deep-six these cocksuckers.”

      “The message has never changed,” Atlas said.  “It’s always been the same.”

      “Don’t fuck with kids,” Kiera replied.

      He nodded with a knowing grin.  “Do you have a good camera on your phone?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Never let a few good kills go to waste.”

      “Do you want to start that war again?” she asked.  “We can always broadcast fresh content to the world.”

      Kiera was referring to their time in Prague.  Not only did Atlas cut one executioner in half with a chainsaw, he beheaded another one in a live red room and threatened to come after every one of those miserable, unlovable dirtbags who cast bids on the manner of deaths for children.

      “I’m not sure about restarting that war, but I promise you that I’m ready for this particular op,” Atlas said.

      “I understand.”

      “This is a one-off to see how much I’ve missed the hunt,” Atlas explained.  “It’s a one-off because I may be nostalgic for a past that’s better left behind.”

      “Is it Cira?” she asked.  “Because she’s hot and she loves you.  It’s clear the two of you are a good couple, fit for a long happy life together.”

      “We’ll see what happens when I scratch this itch.  All I know is that everything is on the table—all options, including this, you and me, the hunt, and the kill.”

      “We’ll film it anyway, just in case this is our future,” Kiera said.  She thought about it for a moment then grabbed his hand and held it.  “You’re lucky that you have the life you do, but you’re unlucky too because you might also want to be out here with me, killing human traffickers, kid killers, and pedos.”

      “Some would call that a balanced life.”

      She rocked her head back and forth and said, “I can see that.”

      “These mobs of inhuman filth need a few bullets to the brain, just so society can take a big breath and sleep easy at night,” he said with a knowing grin.

      “That’s an inescapable fact.”

      “Anyone who feels differently can eat my ass.”

      “Exactly,” she laughed, squeezing his hand before letting go.

      “So, when do we get to give some bad people a lot of lead poisoning?”

      She sat down at the table, showed him the map of the three stash houses, and said, “Do you want to rest or recon these places with me?”

      “I was rested eighteen months ago.  I’ve wanted to go hunting ever since.”

      She handed him a few bricks of cash and said, “You’ll need to do something with this.  We both have interests we need to protect in case things go…sideways.”

      “Which they might if we deliver the goods,” he said.

      “There’s also our client to consider.”

      “I thought we were freelance.”

      Kiera said, “We are freelance.  And though I’m Batman and you’re Robin, the CIA is DC Comics, and they’re in the mix.”

      “First off, I don’t know the analogy, but if anything, I’m Batman, you’re Cat Woman, and I’m hungry.  Food will rule us all.  And the CIA can suck a fat donkey dick.”

      “I filled the fridge,” she said, wishing she hadn’t told him about the CIA.  “Eat first and then we can talk about the Agency and our command structure here.”

      “It’s your op, so I’ll be your Robin, but we need to talk about the CIA.  You know they’re gonna do an end run at some point.”

      “I do.”

      “And when those guys pull crap like that, someone is usually dead, suicided, or stuck in prison with no due process of law, which we won’t have since we technically don’t exist, either of us.”

      “You exist, you’re just dead.  And I exist, just as a ghost.”

      “And the CIA still sucks,” Atlas said.

      “Roger that.”
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      Camden Duvall was only in Nogales for a few hours when he received the first text-message alert.  The cartels were officially under attack by the Mexican National Guard, but they weren’t taking the bold moves lying down.  The cartels were hitting back hard, if not harder, than the federales.  The result was massive bloodshed, gunfire in the streets, and bodies now heading for hospitals and morgues all around the state.

      Today held more text alerts, and some answers to certain questions were coming in at a rapid-fire click.

      The Mexican National Guard was so furious about the murders of their agents, the ones Camden covertly killed, that they got immediate authorization to wage an all-out war against the narcos.  They were still hitting the stash houses and safe houses hard.

      Camden tried not to smile.

      The Guard took down narcos in breakfast restaurants, at gas stations, and outside liquor marts.  They took them out on highways, city streets, and in their driveways.  The Mexican government wanted the narcos to know there was no safe place for them to hide.

      More texts came in, along with the kinds of videos that would never hit the nightly news outlets.  The bloodshed was nearly unprecedented.

      One of Duvall’s contacts texted him with two links; both links took him to “breaking news” from broadcasts out of Hermosillo and San Luis Río Colorado.  The video clips showed several heavy exchanges of gunfire in the suburbs, and then the federales hauling dead and incapacitated narco soldiers out of their homes in large numbers.  There were snippets of the criminals lying in the streets as well as several dead police officers and military officials.

      To Duvall, this kind of action was a stark reminder of days past, days the citizens of Mexico prayed they would never see again.  Even to him, this was shocking.  And he’d kicked it all off with a double-cross, a dead narco, and two dead hookers.  Time would tell whether the move was justified or not.

      He sent a text to his closest ally in the region: I NEED BODY COUNTS ON BOTH SIDES.

      He received a quick reply: WILL KEEP YOU UPDATED.

      Then, the bombshell text arrived, causing him to pull his car over despite the sudden eruption of honking horns.

      “Oh, my God,” he muttered.

      Cayetano Rojas, head of Los Escorpiones de Sonora, woke up earlier that morning to find his daughter’s head stuffed under the blankets of his youngest son’s bed.  No body, just the severed head.

      Worse, Rojas’ youngest son was gone.

      Twelve-year-old Pia Rojas had been kidnapped more than 6 months ago, but Cayetano had long since stopped looking for her.  The kidnapping never hit the news and it was mostly kept on the down-low inside his cartel.  It was about to become mainstream news.

      Paloma Rojas reportedly went berserk when her daughter, Pia, was taken.  Cayetano was forced to keep his wife sedated while he put some effort into finding Pia, but contacts inside the cartel told Duvall that Rojas’ best efforts went to protecting his two boys: ten-year-old Fausto and six-year-old Bautista.

      Bautista was small for his age and not as strong or charismatic as his older brother, who was already being groomed to one day take over the family business.  Looking after Fausto as if he was the one who could be kidnapped next had proven to be a tactical error when it came to Cayetano protecting all of his children.

      According to Duvall’s source, the kidnapper who took Bautista left a note stuffed into Pia’s mouth. The note read: JUANITA ROSALES.

      Cayetano’s wife, Paloma, was now dependent on prescription drugs to cope with Pia’s disappearance; that dependency began shortly after the child was taken.  Paloma’s addiction was only made worse when Cayetano refused to look too hard for Pia.

      Now this…

      Everyone knew about Juanita, which Duvall imagined would drive the stake even deeper into the shattered mother’s already broken heart.

      Juanita Rosales was 13 years old when she was kidnapped.  The child belonged to Manuel Rosales, a lieutenant with Rafael Caro Quintero’s Caborca Cartel.  He waged his private war on the CJNG, which was responsible for the kidnapping.  Back then, those kinds of abductions were par for the course with the Jalisco New Generation Cartel, as dishonorable as they were.  Eventually, though, Manuel’s war on the cartel ended with him losing everything, including his wife, who was later raped to death and gutted by the CJNG.

      Juanita’s body was found dumped on the street in front of her house, decapitated, the rest of her body cut into nearly fifty pieces.  Her head, however, was left untouched.  The CJNG wanted Rosales to know exactly who was cut into pieces and left on the street like roadkill.

      Duvall checked the time, swore under his breath, and then got back on the road.  He double-checked the address for the JTFA offices, took a hard right, and ran a red light in front of a stopped car next to him.  After righting his course, he headed to his meeting with FBI Special Agent Hailey Mitchell, thinking he might be there on time.

      The kidnapping of Bautista Rojas bothered him, though.  He had been looking for Pia Rojas and now she had been found.  He shook his head and took a deep breath.  No, Pia was not found; only her head was found.  Where was the rest of her body?  A stab of rage shot through him.  If there was one thing he couldn’t take, it was the cartels killing innocent kids to punish their enemies.  Then again, Cayetano Rojas was no saint.  In his push for power, he had created one of the most ferocious cartels currently operating in Sonora.

      Was someone using Bautista to punish Cayetano or would they hold the boy for ransom?  It was not lost on him that they had returned Pia’s head.  Paloma had to be suicidal by now.  When would she receive her youngest son’s head the way she and Cayetano had just received Pia’s head?

      He spotted the JTFA offices, which looked like someone’s tenement on wheels.  He groaned but wasn’t too surprised.  Why did he even bother hoping for a better change of scenery in America?  It didn’t matter.  Duvall was a case officer in some of the worst parts of Sonora, and a federal double-wide was just another shitty office in a city being overrun by traitors and criminals.

      He buzzed the private gate, waited a moment, and then showed his ID to the keypad camera when prompted.  The gate opened automatically.  He parked in a dirt lot under a big shade tree next to a black sedan that screamed “FBI.”

      For a long moment, Duvall wondered if the cartels would learn about him, what he did back in Mexico, and how he had started a full-fledged war between the cartels and the federales.  He was acting outside of his scope at the Agency and hiding his actions from Kate Butler, but he did what he needed to do to stop this death and killing of ordinary people.

      Would it work, though?

      More texts came in, along with a body count that showed the National Guard killing and arresting scores of narcos.

      Every dead narco was a reason to relax.

      Then a new text came in, one that sent his heart into a fit: C. ROJAS PUT UP $5M REWARD FOR SAFE RETURN OF BAUTISTA + $5M MORE 4 WHOEVER TOOK HIS SON AND KILLED HIS DAUGHTER.

      “Ten million?” he said out loud.  He let out a long, low whistle, then nearly jumped through the roof when someone knuckle-rapped his window.

      Duvall glanced up and saw a halfway-attractive woman dressed in Bureau attire; she was looking down on him in his car and not too happy.  It appeared that she had been in a rather nasty skirmish—was that the reason for the impatient stare?  Frowning, she motioned for him to get out of the car.

      He rolled down the window.  “Mitchell?” he asked.

      “Special Agent Mitchell,” she corrected.

      “Right, what’s up?  I’m Camden Duvall, but you can call me Cam, Camden, or Duvall.”

      “Agent Duvall is fine,” she said.

      “Technically I’m not an agent with the CIA,” he explained.  “I’m an Agency case officer, so Officer Duvall will be fine if you prefer to keep things formal.”

      “Formal is okay,” she said.  She stepped back and he just looked at her.  “You going to get out or are we doing this here, in the dirt?”

      He was making friends already.  He shook his head, rolled up the window, and got out of the car.

      “You look like hell Officer Duvall,” she said.

      “That’s the point of working undercover,” he said.  “Who beat the shit out of you?”

      “Scumbag traffickers blew up a stash house while I was in it, killing my partner, a bunch of kids, and several other LEOs on my task force.”

      “I read about that,” he said.  “Condolences and all that.”

      “You’re sweet,” she said, deadpan.  “Follow me.  And lock that piece of shit.  This isn’t the safest neighborhood.”

      He locked his beater and then followed her inside.

      “Don’t look at my ass,” she said.

      “I was looking at your ugly shoes,” he muttered.

      They went inside the double-wide and Mitchell introduced him as Officer Duvall to everyone, not telling them he was CIA, just letting them think he was a local with Nogales PD.  He didn’t bother to clarify the issue.  When he sat down with Mitchell at her desk, Duvall briefed her on the task ahead.

      “We’re working on tips from down south that kids are being trafficked up here, run through stash houses, and moved into Phoenix where some remain and others are bussed deeper into the interior of the nation, never to be heard from again.”

      “Have you read my file?” she asked.

      He didn’t like her face, even though it was pretty.  He didn’t like it because he saw her looking at the same thing, his face, and acting like she didn’t like it either.  In her defense, he was still coming down from the drug and adrenaline high, which meant he looked like he’d barely survived a major bender.

      “I read your file, yes,” Duvall said.

      “Then you know that I work in human trafficking as a choice.”

      “That was my interpretation.  It takes a special kind of person to see so much tragedy, especially with kids.  And it never ends.  It’s just a constant stream of horror.”

      “Kids deserve advocates, especially when it involves their humanity and their lives.”

      “I agree.  Did you hear the big news from down south?”

      She shook her head and narrowed her eyes.

      “Cayetano Rojas’ six-year-old son, Bautista, was kidnapped.”

      “Rojas…from Los Escorpiones de Sonora cartel?”

      He nodded.  “In his boy’s bed, from where he was snatched, the kidnapper left the decapitated head of Cayetano’s daughter.  Pia Rojas was taken sometime between six and eight months ago.  Her kidnapping was kept under wraps because Cayetano didn’t want anyone to have leverage over him.  The cartel boss sent people out to find her but to no avail.  His wife reportedly went crazy.  She’s a junkie now if you believe everything you hear.  And now the kidnapper delivers her only daughter’s head into the bed of their now-stolen son.”

      “Jesus,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, Jesus,” he replied.  “More like, ‘Jesus help us.’ ”

      “You think the kid was trafficked into the States?”

      “It’s possible,” Duvall answered.  “If the kid is here, I want to find him and deliver him back home.  But it’s not a mission priority.”

      “What if you find him?” Mitchell asked.  “Why not use him as leverage?”

      “How do you know what I’ll use him for?” Duvall replied with a sly grin.  “His father may be human filth incarnate, but Bautista is still a child and the truth is, I don’t want him going through what the kids trafficked into America and elsewhere are forced to go through.”

      “Some of them just go to work without the sexual abuse,” Mitchell said.  “Don’t get me wrong, bad things happen, but the sexual abuse is not a guarantee.”

      “There’s something else,” Duvall said, hesitating.  Should he tell her this?  Ah, to hell with it.  “In addition to leaving the young girl’s head in the bed, the kidnapper left a two-terabyte thumb drive.”

      Mitchell closed her mouth and swallowed as if she knew what was coming.

      “The girl had been whored out to the worst men for at least 6 months straight, fifteen of them a day, going through her, wrecking her, turning her into a non-functioning piece of meat.  And when they finally reduced her to a drooling mess, they cut off her head.  The highlights of all of this were on the thumb drive for Pia’s parents, as well as about eighty days’ worth of raw video.”

      Mitchell’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she covered her mouth and turned away from him.

      “Now you see why I’d like to find this Bautista kid,” Duvall said softly.

      Mitchell couldn’t face him for a moment; Duvall gave her whatever time she needed.  Finally, she wiped her eyes, turned around, and said, “I received limited clearance to escort you on your operation, but no one was really clear on my parameters.”

      “You’re my get-into-the-US-without-getting-arrested card, Special Agent Mitchell.  I gather you are babysitting me, which would normally be annoying with anyone else, but I’m a good time, just ask anyone.”

      “They all said you were a pain in the ass and I was to report all legal improprieties to my direct supervisor.”

      “So I have a long leash?” he asked with hints of sarcasm.

      She spread her thumb and forefinger about an inch apart.  “That’s how long your leash is, Officer Duvall.”

      “I should probably fill you in, then,” he said.

      “It’s either I babysit you or I spend my days looking at the kinds of files from which the human brain will never recover,” she said, slowly folding her arms and crossing her ankles.  On her desk sat a discarded sling, the kind they gave to people with injured shoulders, elbows, or arms.

      Her entire demeanor screamed of annoyance.  She didn’t like him, her tasks, or the job at hand.  Was she being punished for the botched job in New Mexico?  Knowing the Bureau of old, it was possible.  But with the new Bureau, who knew anymore?

      “I have a feeling the kidnapping was conducted by the CJNG,” Duvall said.  “It could also be the Zetas.”

      The Zetas were an offshoot of the Sinaloa Cartel called the Chapitos, which was made up of El Chapo’s four sons.

      “But it could also be the Caborca Cartel if Quintero was the one who killed Juanita Rosales, or even Los Reyes de Obregón, which is run by Donato Vargas—Los Escorpiones de Sonora’s fiercest competitors.”

      “The CJNG are into kidnapping and human trafficking in the region, for sure, two trades that go hand in hand,” Mitchell said.  “But are they feeding the US traffickers the supply of bodies being run into the US through Nogales and the various points of entry in New Mexico and Texas?”

      He shrugged and said, “That’s your field.  I just try to effect change in my region.  I know Cayetano is worried for his son, largely because of CJNG’s reputation for utter brutality, but also because they seem to take even greater joy in torturing children, as evidenced by little Pia.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,” Mitchell said.

      “Things have gotten worse down south, though.  If the coyotes can’t safely transport the women and children into the US, and if they are unable to bribe the National Guard for safe passage—that’s the Mexican Army, Navy, and Federal Police—they have been known to kill their cargo, ruthlessly and mercilessly, and not lose an ounce of sleep.  We’re dealing with some of the worst, most foul creatures humanity has ever shat out of its womb.  These vermin are the true filth of the earth, the pond scum that rots beneath all other pond scum.”

      Mitchell took the information in stride but she didn’t like any of it.  Truthfully, with all of the horrors Duvall had seen, the edges of his soul were all but burned to a crisp.  Still, embattled warriors like he and Mitchell waded into these bottomless pools of fire and brimstone anyway, working day after day until they were nothing but socially comatose, emotionally wasted wrecks.  He wasn’t that far off from going nuts.  But he wasn’t done fighting, either.  He liked that Mitchell was still fresh and that she also had some scars.

      “There’s a war breaking out in your region,” Mitchell said.  “I was hearing about it shortly before you arrived.”

      “Yeah, well, the aftermath of the kidnapping and the killing of nearly a dozen federales kicked off a barbarous and bloody war, one that I fear might be as bad as the one that broke out between the Sinaloa Cartel and the Beltrán-Leyva Cartel in the mid-to-late 2000s.”

      The conflict from that war resulted in horrific violence, including shootings, bombings, kidnappings, and beheadings.  The Mexican government had stepped in to cull the violence, but that backfired spectacularly.  They launched Operation Chihuahua, pitting the Mexican military and the federales into a direct-action conflict with organized crime and the cartels along the US/Mexico border.  The attempt to quell the violence only fueled the bloodshed, which cost everyone, including innocent civilians, their lives.

      The Mexican government tried to spin the conflict as a success because it led to social and governmental reforms that now formed the basis for the Mexican military, but it was a bloody and brutal war where the Beltrán-Leyva Cartel—a fractured arm of the Sinaloa Cartel—splintered off and ultimately joined the vile and ruthless Zeta cartel.  Ultimately, the government changed, the Sinaloa cartel prevailed, and the territories were both defined and protected.

      The end of the war resulted in a major de-escalation of violence, bringing stability to the state of Sonora.  While the drug war continued to press forward, it did not have the same firepower or flavor as it had in prior years.  Recently, demand for fentanyl, human labor, and child sex slavery in the US, along with the porous borders and adjusted US immigration policy, excited business interests among several powerful parties itching to control and capitalize on traffic at the border.

      Two up-and-coming families had straightened their spines enough to risk entering the once-volatile market of drugs and humans: the Vargas family (Los Reyes de Obregón) and the Rojas family (Los Escorpiones de Sonora).  While arms of the Sinaloa Cartel and their offshoots, the Zetas and the CJNG cartels, fought for the largest piece of the pie, the Vargas and Rojas cartels fought for their foothold in the market.

      The two up-and-coming cartels steered clear of the larger cartels’ radar, which allowed them both to live comfortably off their scraps as opposed to entire slices of the pie.  Those scraps were adding up, which Duvall knew would eventually lead to another war, and that was why he wanted to pit the cartels and federales against each other.  He needed to ignite a fire that would cull the mounting forces, identify narco supply lines moving product into America, and satisfy his handler, who said his only directive was to stem the tide of contraband, human and otherwise, into America.  For him, the controlled burn would keep the entire region out of an all-out war.

      His directive was wide, just the way he liked it, but it was also his job to clarify his operations, brief his handler, and his handler’s boss if needed, and then operate within Agency guidelines, which no one felt he would, nor was that expected.

      Results were all that mattered from the cowboy known as Bloody Duvall.  Now, whoever kidnapped Bautista Rojas just dropped dynamite in a gas can, supercharging the violence and cracking his operation in half.  Duvall couldn’t tell Mitchell any of this, nor could he let the growing catastrophe affect him while he picked up an extra two hundred grand for his rainy day fund.  He tried to tell himself he was smart, but the truth was, Bloody Duvall was fast becoming Slimy Duvall.

      Before meeting with Mitchell, he had issued a blanket directive to his local contacts to monitor digital traffic, allowing nothing to go unnoticed or undocumented.

      While the cartels were suddenly operating as a kicked hornet’s nest, Duvall was preparing to dig his heels in there in Nogales.  For those reasons, it was good that he crossed the border into the United States.  This move kept him out of the lines of fire—of which there were plenty—and focused on Mitchell, Kiera, and this side operation.

      If he could somehow control both sides of the fight down south, maybe tie it to the action about to go down in Nogales, Arizona, he might survive this nightmare unscathed, perhaps even emerge as a hero to the Agency with a few extra bucks in his pocket.

      Suddenly, Mitchell was snapping her fingers in his face.  His eyes cleared, he looked at her, and said, “Don’t do that.”

      “Where’d you go?” she asked.

      “I’m trying to imagine a scenario where I do what I need to do here without adding fuel to the fires down south.”

      “Why exactly are you here, Officer Duvall?” she asked.

      “I have a line on three stash houses in Nogales that are doing an unprecedented amount of human trafficking, and they need to be shut down.  What I find here in your city, you can run with as you see fit.  And as soon as I’m done here, I’ll chase the network down the line, into Sonora.”

      “Who’s running these stash houses?”

      “That’s what I need to know.  But we need a controlled burn so we don’t pull the war in Mexico into America’s backyard.”

      “Yeah, that would be nice,” Mitchell said, finally relaxing for the first time since they met.

      While Duvall spoke, and while he studied Mitchell’s every reaction, he thought about the internal report he’d received from a friend regarding Mitchell’s botched raid in New Mexico.  She had likely killed one of the traffickers in cold blood, a man who was either trying to overwhelm the sheriff, or kill her.  Duvall wasn’t a hundred percent clear on what happened, but he would ask Mitchell about that situation if and when he felt more comfortable with her.  For now, he didn’t want her shadowing him around town like a yard monitor with pen and paper, and he wasn’t sure how to handle her if she decided to report him for his ways.

      “So, what next?” she asked.

      “Let’s get some fresh air.  It’s stuffy in here.”

      “Yeah, I agree.”

      They walked outside and away from the trailer and the windows.  Mitchell leaned against her car, put on her sunglasses, then stared at him with tight-lipped curiosity.  “What’s your real play, Duvall?  Because you aren’t supposed to do this shit.  We are.  This is our job, our jurisdiction.”

      “You guys only have your jobs up here because the piles of crap we’re dealing with are so unbelievably big, they overflow into the US.  You would get your asshole turned inside out playing games on the other side of the fence, Special Agent Mitchell.  They’d rape you until their balls were so dry and empty they were dusty, and then they’d cut off your head, and hang you naked from a bridge.  That’s what they do down there.”

      “Nice imagery,” she said.

      “You’re here to babysit me, make sure I adhere to the law.  It’s cute and sweet and very American.  Down south it’s Hell with the lid ripped off.  It’s a nightmare you will never wake from and it’s now racing headlong over the southern border.  You can’t do fuck all with these people, and while you try, they’re destroying thousands of kids’ lives.  No, tens of thousands.  Putting another pebble in the cracking dam is my play, Mitchell.  It’s not good and it won’t stop much, but it’s all I have and I’m committed to it.”

      “If you’re coming into my jurisdiction like some kind of one-man assassination squad…” she said, having ignored everything he just said.

      He cut the distance between them in half, the cords in his neck standing out, his eyes so cold and hostile that, only then, did he realize how short his fuse had become.  Still, that didn’t stop him from giving this young woman a bitter, truthful taste of reality.

      “The second you pledge your life to stop these criminals by any means necessary, the instant that commitment takes root at the dead center of you, and you live every waking minute in the shadows, slogging through the gray area, putting your life on the line twenty-five hours in a twenty-four-hour day, then you’ll be ready to stand a day in my shoes.  It’s not pretty, I’m not nice, and my methods are eccentric at best and psychotic at worst.  But this is what you must do to have an effect, and it’s this mindset that will push these motherfuckers back.  So, until you’re ready to start and end your day like that, feel free to report any infractions to your supervisors, but do it after I’m done and gone and these stash houses are wiped off the freaking map.”

      “This is why people like me are here to watch people like you,” she said, cool, calm, and collected.  “You’re the hyenas we won’t let in the back door.  Your war down south isn’t ours here in the land of milk and honey, which is why our laws are explicit about CIA operations.”

      “Just you wait, Mitchell,” he growled.

      “Special Agent Mitchell.”

      He had to cleanse the stash houses this side of the border in one fell swoop, take his cut of the money he’d received from the DEA’s highly controversial black budget, and get back to his own dark life before Mitchell crawled too far up his ass.  That much was now clear to him.  At least in Mexico, he didn’t have anyone second-guessing him or telling him what he could and couldn’t do.  Well, he had Kate Butler, but he was used to her.

      “What you need to know about me is that I am a results-oriented officer,” he continued.  “Participation trophies are for slackers and pansies.”

      She cleared her throat and stood up straight, but didn’t say anything else.

      More alerts were coming in via text.

      “Excuse me,” he said, opening his phone to read the messages.  It seemed the cartels were taking advantage of the raids.

      “What?” she asked when she saw the expression he wore.

      “All hell is breaking loose in Sonora.  I know you know that, but I’m getting on-the-ground reports.  The CJNG is under assault by the federales, and the death toll for the day is already running in the high thirties, with most of the casualties being cartel members.  But an innocent family was just caught in the crossfire and a toddler was killed.  Even worse, with the CJNG on their heels, the other cartels are now hitting CJNG safe houses.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, wow,” he said.

      “Do you think it’s the Sinaloa?”

      “I’m not sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say Rojas from Los Escorpiones de Sonora is out for blood.  He wants his boy back, and he’ll cut a bloody swath through anyone standing in his way.  With Rojas’ enforcers scouring the city, his infrastructure will be vulnerable, so I expect them to get hit, too.”

      “By whom?”

      “Sinaloa maybe, but most likely Los Reyes de Obregón.  The Kings of Obregón.”

      “That’s Donato Vargas’ cartel, right?”

      He nodded and said, “The Kings and the Scorpions have been rival cartels since the beginning.  Vargas has his family running large parts of the cartel, half of which are women, but Cayetano Rojas is as ruthless as they come and getting worse by the day.”

      “So, who runs the stash houses here, the ones we’re going to hit?” she asked.  “That’s the question, right?”

      “We’re not hitting them,” he said.

      “Then what the hell are we doing?” she asked, kicking off the car.  “Because you just gave me this big ballsy speech…”

      He knew what he said and he read her reaction.

      “I suspect Vargas is trafficking the kids up here, and that Rojas might be making a move on Nogales, and Vargas’ piece of the territory.  I’m here to find out who these houses belong to and the routes they took to get here—specifically the Arizona tunnel network, the coyotes, and the crooked NGOs funding them.  Where you can benefit, Special Agent Mitchell, is that you can trace the trafficking network into the country, and maybe begin to dismantle the network now thriving, thanks to the morons in charge of this country and their lax, undefined policies.”

      “Opinionated much?” she said under her breath.

      “This is my war, so I get to be as opinionated as I want.”

      “While you’re here,” she said, “calmer heads should prevail.”

      A ferocious eruption in his chest turned him from a human being to a bomb, and he saw red.  He all but launched into her personal space with something to say on the matter.  “You look into a dead kid’s cloudy eyes, a girl or boy who had their guts fucked out of them, and then tell me they’re doing it right in America.  Because this is the marketplace, Special Agent Mitchell, not Mexico.  RIGHT HERE!”

      She ripped off her sunglasses, pushed him back with her good hand, and said, “Get out of my face, Duvall.”

      He held up his hands and backed off, but he grunted like a mutt, and his eyes cut holes in any goodwill they could have had between them.  Finally, he said, “I’m sorry, Special Agent Mitchell.  I’m too close to this thing.  Much closer than I thought I was.”

      “It’s hard not to be,” she said, trying to calm down.  “I’m going to support you on this operation because, like you, I value human life, especially the lives of kids, and I know that results must trump policy.  Half my job is me trying to thread that needle.”

      He stared at her for a long minute.  “Sometimes I feel like I’m trying to stop the rain by putting my palm into the air.  Is it that way up here, too?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I need to call my handler and check in with her.”

      Duvall was trying to figure out how to tell Butler that he was about to start another war, one that, if worked properly, would clear the board of a few more chess pieces.

      “I’ll start running forensics on Los Reyes de Obregón and Los Escorpiones de Sonora,” Mitchell offered.  “How many stash houses do you have to check out?”

      “Three for now, but I suspect there are more.”

      She nodded and said, “I’ll check with the task force, but I’ll also see what I can find on my own.  I also need to make sure I’m cleared for fieldwork, and if not, I’ll double-check my parameters.”

      “In my line of work, I do first and apologize later.”

      “We’re not cowboys up here.”

      “That’s why I’m here, to show you how,” he said without thinking.  “Find out your parameters and I’ll make sure I don’t push you over your operational boundaries.”

      She nodded; then she headed back inside.

      He called Kate Butler.

      “Are you Stateside?” Butler asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied.  “Thanks for the clearances.”

      “Are you going to tell me what you’re doing there?” she asked.  “I got the emergency approval on the budget because kids were involved, but I don’t think you’re playing straight with me, and that chaps my ass.”

      “I’m about to get my black hats involved in the operation here, dismantle a trafficking network, then run these cockroaches south where they may trip and fall and hurt themselves so much they can’t recover.”

      He heard her draw a breath and then release a long, contemplative sigh.

      “Can you farm the falling-down and getting-mortally-hurt part to a reliable third party?” Kate asked.

      “Way ahead of you, boss.”

      “I want to know what’s happening every step of the way so I know how to cover you or clean up after you,” Butler said, sternly.

      “Thanks for telling me two plus two equals four.”

      “All right,” she said, miffed.  “But if you blow the budget without results, we’ll both be sitting in front of a metaphorical firing squad, and you know how much Congress loves the Agency these days.”

      “I know,” he said.  “Don’t worry about me.”

      While Special Agent Mitchell was working on putting together forensics on the Kings, the Scorpions, and the CJNG, Duvall reached out to his black hats and began feeding them intel to bleed into the cartel chat groups they had recently infiltrated.  He also connected with a couple of guys in the field, freelance guys like Talon Fog whose mission was to stop the trafficking lines as private citizens working with local law enforcement.

      Talon was not his real name, but the guy was a beast when it came to dismantling cartel networks.  He was a former Green Beret responsible for dozens of arrests this last year, and the dismantling of an up-and-coming sex trafficking ring with ties straight to D.C.  Both connections were a guaranteed death sentence, and yet the Special Forces man was still above ground, running these shitbags through the meat grinder.

      “What’s your end game?” Talon asked him.

      “Depopulation,” Duvall answered.

      “That business down south…?”

      “I think they might have the same idea as me.”

      “Well, whoever that was,” Talon said in a knowing voice, “he had the right idea.  Twenty more CJNG and a half dozen Scorpions just checked into the morgue.”

      “Well, considering the escalating events down south, it’s time for me to effect some change up here.  I need to know everything you know about the hidden problems in Nogales.”

      “Settle in then, my friend, because that’s a big play that could blow back hard if it’s not a controlled burn.”

      Controlled burn, Duvall thought with a grin.  He and Talon were like the same guy in two different bodies.

      Kate Butler called back just as Duvall finished with Talon.  He picked up the call and said, “If you want a field report since we last spoke, I moved 4 feet and scratched my ass twice.  But at least no one is shooting at me.”

      “What are you doing right now?” Butler asked.

      “I told you, I’m running down a lead.”

      “I need more detail so I don’t have to look at my boss and try to offer up some half-assed explanation as to why you’re operating outside your jurisdiction.”

      “You already got me clearances, Kate.  Tell him to get some coffee or take a valium, that real work takes time.”

      “You know how scared they are of blowback from our operations, especially now that most people in this country have seen our dirty laundry and hate us for it.”

      He shook his head and hissed out a breath.  “Okay, fine.  I’ll give you a headline for the pansy-ass fucktards you answer to.  I tracked what I believe are Los Reyes de Obregón’s trafficking lines through a series of tunnels at the Arizona border just outside Nogales.  Border Patrol is virtually nonexistent as a force where this tunnel sits.  There are the occasional drone runs, which are predictable, but mostly the good men and women of BP are overrun.  Los Reyes de Obregón now has eyes on both sides of the fence, and more tunnels have yet to be found, but eyes can be closed, or paid to close, which is the case here.”

      “You’re saying the cartel is paying Border Patrol agents to look the other way?”

      “Some of them, yes.  But, as a whole, not yet.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “So you say, from your cushy ivory tower or your couch,” he said, bitter.  “You’re cheerleading this op from your air-conditioned home, Kate.  Don’t forget that, because I haven’t forgotten.”

      “I’ll need exact locations on the tunnels,” Butler said, ignoring the jab.

      “When I find these tunnels, they’re staying open so the FBI and Border Patrol can see who uses them.”

      “What about the people and drugs coming through?”

      “It’s mostly people, but it could be they’re humping in the drugs, too.  I need to see.  As for now, there are reportedly two main tunnels, and both belong to the Sinaloa cartel.  Fees are paid to them for the use of the tunnels, fees meant to protect human cargo and the coyotes from violence.  The coyotes don’t want their heads cut off and the cartels want to continue running their businesses in America, free of hindrances.”

      “Thanks for wasting my time telling me what I already know, Cam.”

      “The Sinaloa are digging other tunnels as we speak.”

      “How many?” Butler pressed.

      “Dozens, I would imagine,” he said, recalling what Talon had said.  “The point is, if we shut one tunnel down, the rats will dig ten more that you won’t know about.”

      “Again, this is time I can’t get back.”

      “We know about this one, Kate.  So, we’ll backtrack movements from here into Sonora while Special Agent Mitchell rides the rail up into America, if that’s what you want.”

      “It’s a sweet story,” she said.

      “I’ll hand whatever info I get over to my FBI liaison, Hailey Mitchell.  The JTFA can take it from there, without a word of my involvement, unless you say otherwise.  We can call it interagency cooperation and someone can get an award for the busts.”

      “Just get your shit handled and get back to your assigned tasks south of the border.”

      “I assigned myself those tasks in Sonora because I felt that would be the most effective state in which to concentrate my efforts.  This is merely an extension of those efforts, which means I am working on my assigned tasks.”

      “Okay, let me rephrase.  Hurry up and get your belligerent ass out of America, because each minute you’re there takes ten minutes off my life.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”  Mitchell stepped outside the trailer and waved to him.  Did she have something?  “I have to go,” he said.  Butler had already hung up.

      He and Mitchell met halfway in the dirt parking lot under the shade of what now looked like an old, rotting tree.  Across the street, a guy with a big belly and an Orange Crush t-shirt was working on an ‘80s Dodge pickup.  His brown-haired mutt was sitting nearby, licking his balls.  The other houses were quiet.  It was the weight of the silence surrounding them that scared Duvall the most.

      Mitchell said, “Things just ratcheted up.  Cayetano Rojas unleashed his enforcers; they just destroyed a restaurant full of cartel.  There are reportedly twenty CJNG narcos, five or six of Rojas’ men, and a dozen patrons dead.  President Obrador is about to speak.”

      “We need to activate this op now while Rojas is spread thin and distracted down in Mexico.”  He was thinking of Kiera and her team.

      “I’m doing a full workup on both the Vargas and Rojas families now because I think you’re right.  One of these families is likely filling these stash houses, but we could be wrong, too.  Do you think the Sinaloa cartel or CJNG would keep kids in a town full of state and federal police?”

      “You’re going deep, right?  Full forensics?”

      Mitchell indicated that she was.

      “Okay.  The answer is I don’t know.  We need to know what we’re dealing with, though, and quickly.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “If things don’t cool down, this could not only destroy the hard-fought balance in Mexico, which is quickly eroding anyway, it could also pull the whole conflict up here, dragging Mexico’s worst problems into our cities and suburbs.  We need to smoke out these ingrates as soon as possible, hope they choose suicide-by-cop over deportation, and then take possession of whatever kids or families they’re currently holding, and it has to be done stat.”

      “You’re juggling dynamite, Duvall.”

      “I know.”

      If Nogales in America suddenly became a war zone, the US military would have no choice but to go after the cartel, there and down south, eventually stepping on the toes of the Mexican National Guard, which was nothing like the US military.

      Highly–trained US soldiers would eviscerate everything with a cartel connection, no matter the age, gender, or job affiliation.  And since there were still dual allegiances among men serving in the Mexican National Guard—loyalties to the state, but financial arrangements with the narcos—there would be all-out war in the streets, affecting the government, narcos, and civilians alike.  Invariably, this would bloody the ranks of the military, which could easily spiral into an international incident with our southern neighbor.  There was no better way for America to get a black eye on the world’s stage than to goat-fuck this entire situation, one Duvall had created in the dark.

      “I need those forensics, ASAP,” Duvall said to Mitchell.

      She didn’t move right away, which irritated him.  Finally, she said, “How can you be on this team, hunting for stolen children, if you don’t even know who the thieves are?  These are people who come from your region, for heaven’s sake.”

      “What’s your job, Mitchell?  Besides critiquing everything I do?”

      “My directives are clear,” she said, matching his nasty tone.  “When I’m not babysitting Agency deviants like you, I’m developing sources, setting traps, and spearheading tactical operations.”

      “Like that tactical catastrophe in New Mexico?” he asked.

      She flinched but didn’t take the bait.

      “Sorry, that was uncalled for.”

      “No, it was warranted,” she said.  “But you’re a cocksucker for saying so.”

      He let out a sigh and pulled back.  He couldn’t be this guy on day one, with a woman in America, no less.  “I’ve done a lot of questionable things in my career,” he confessed, “but sucking cock has not been one of them.  Either way, I read your hurt feelings loud and clear, and they’re noted.”

      “Hurt feelings,” she spat, unamused.

      It was high time they move past this, he thought.

      “I have some sources here with working intel of the sector.  I’ll let the FBI in on what I have if you promise to try to get along with me because I’m going to try with you, starting right now.”

      She frowned as she started to say something Duvall knew would cut deep, but then she thought twice and closed her mouth.

      Was this her trying to be civil?

      Duvall said, “I should have the info in the next hour or so.  Let’s grab a super late lunch, maybe cruise past a couple of the stash houses on the way back, and compare our findings.”

      “Lunch isn’t productive,” she said.

      “There are things you need to know about the cartel that’ll keep us from getting blown up on your watch,” he said, going back to his usual self.

      “If you say so,” she replied.

      “When this kicks off, Special Agent Mitchell, things will move quickly, and we’ll be too busy for food.  We should fuel up now.”

      While they were waiting for take-out burgers, Duvall sent a text to Kiera with Tomás Navarro’s contact information.  He said she needed to visit him.

      Kiera texted back saying that her team was boots-on-the-ground and that they would make contact with Navarro ASAP.
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      Atlas and Kiera followed Duvall’s directions to Tomás Navarro’s house.  Kiera had texted him and said they were set to arrive shortly.  He asked her to call when they were finished.

      Navarro answered the door with huge, grateful eyes, but the way he ushered them into the house was like he was trying to hide them from the world.  When they were safely inside, he seemed to relax and find his most hospitable self.

      The three sat around the kitchen table having settled on cold glasses of water and a bowl of pub pretzels.  Atlas noticed the drapes were closed, giving the house a dark, almost gloomy feel.  It was not hard to be that paranoid when you thought people might want to kill you.  Navarro sat down, took a sip of his water, and then changed completely.  Gone were the friendly host, the kind older man, and the former lawyer; now present was a person so shocked by the horrors that had unfolded, it was impossible to clock the quickness of the change.

      “That house across the way,” Navarro said, stricken.  “That’s the house.”

      “Really,” Atlas said, not as a question, but as a statement.

      Kiera sneaked a look at Atlas.  She frowned and he knew why.  She was unaware that the stash house they were supposed to hit was facing them directly, with only the beaten dirt road and a few bushes between them.  Atlas stood and peeked out the curtains, studying the large house.  He returned to the table and saw Kiera chewing on her lower lip, which caused him to stare at her even harder.  She stopped when she realized Atlas was watching her.

      “I have photos of the kids,” Navarro said, relieved by their company.

      The former lawyer showed them photos from his iPhone, pics he had taken of the children, and then a few of the home’s adult occupants.  Some of these were permanent occupants, while others had come and gone over the months.

      “I wrote down everything for you,” he said.  “There are several NPD officers’ names there—including the officers who came out here but didn’t do their damn jobs.”  He handed them a sheet of notebook paper with a list of names, but he kept it to himself for a moment, as if releasing the names meant their death sentence and he wasn’t ready for that just yet.

      Then he showed them a picture on his iPhone again, this time a photo of a sad, broken girl.  She was walking barefoot down the road, heading toward the main street.

      “That’s her,” Navarro said.  “I call her ‘The Martyr of Nogales.’ ”

      The former lawyer spoke with an aching heart and huge, mournful eyes.  Atlas saw the toll the girl’s death had taken on him.  But he also saw how hard it was for Tomás, knowing what was happening across the street while having no way to put a stop to it and save the kids.

      As Tomás spoke, his eyes bore the shine of sorrow, and he fought back tears.  “She sacrificed her life so that people would know what was happening there.  People need to know about these soulless cockroaches, these vile human traffickers.  They need to pay with their lives for what they’re doing, for all the things they’ve done.”

      “Oh, they will,” Atlas assured him while staring at the photo of the girl.  In that one photo of what Navarro called “The Martyr,” Atlas saw his daughter, Alabama.  It wasn’t because of the way the girls looked, but because of this one’s heartbreaking situation.  Where his daughter had been found and freed, this girl had to free herself by paying the ultimate price.

      “That’s the other thing, something I didn’t tell the guy who hired you, Duvall,” Navarro said.  “I don’t have proof of wrongdoing, but these names I have for you, they’re local law enforcement, cops who have been dispatched to the house several times while children were present.  They left without taking the kids, ever.  I believe they’re either on these people’s payroll or they’re being paid off as needed.”  He slid the paper he had been holding close their way, then tapped it with his index finger.  “These guys, I’m telling you, I believe they’re part of the problem.”

      “You said you don’t have proof they’re dirty?” Kiera asked.

      “As a former prosecuting attorney, I am proficient at reading people.  I can only tell you what I know in my gut.  You’ll have to prove it yourselves if you want to prosecute them.”

      “We don’t have to prove shit to anyone but ourselves, and they won’t be prosecuted,” Atlas said, his voice gravelly from being choked up.

      Seeing a picture of the Martyr and knowing how she died…he couldn’t stop seeing her in his mind, and he couldn’t break the link he had created, the one that tethered her to Alabama.

      “If they were involved, they’ll be executed, Mr. Navarro,” Kiera replied.

      His face went pale, but he didn’t voice a complaint, or pick up the phone and dial Duvall to put a stop to this thing.

      “We’re not here to be the police,” Atlas clarified.  “If things have changed on your end, you need to tell us, because our job is to stop this kind of activity using the most efficient means possible.”

      “What exactly is your assignment?” Navarro asked.

      “To take down the stash houses by all means and with extreme prejudice,” Atlas answered.

      “It’s so much bigger than that,” Navarro admitted.

      “We know,” he replied.

      “The cops, though…”

      “Let us deal with the police,” Kiera said to the older man.

      Navarro’s hands were wringing themselves to death, and then the older man’s jowls began to shake, letting Atlas know this was personal, and the stress of it was exacting a physical toll.

      Navarro pulled his hands into his lap.  “These people, if you can call them that, are murderous and evil, and they’re completely devoid of emotion.”

      Atlas said, “This isn’t our first trip to the zoo.”

      Navarro nodded.  “Will you do it quietly, or will you make a point of this?”

      Kiera shrugged; Atlas remained tight-lipped.

      “All right,” Navarro said, quietly.

      “If you hear noise next door, keep your head down and stay away from the walls and windows,” Kiera said.  “Please, do yourself a favor and take our advice on this.”

      Navarro nodded.  “Thank you both for what you’re doing.”

      Atlas said, “I can’t speak for my colleague but, for me, if you mess with kids, it’s deeply personal and we will handle it accordingly.”

      Navarro studied Atlas with appreciative eyes, almost like the lawyer saw him and read him right.  “You’re the right people for this,” he said, his countenance changing again, returning to the less-frenzied human he was when they first met.  “But I have to ask, what will you do about the children you save?”

      Kiera said, “We vetted a local NGO that will care for them.  We’ll make sure they get the help they need to start over here in America, or get safe passage home if they were taken from their parents rather than sold to the cartel by them.”

      Navarro said, “It’s all about the kids.”

      “We’ll come back after dark, put a tracker on the van out front, and make sure that, no matter what, we have all our bases covered,” Atlas said.  “If they’re moving kids, and if they try to get away, we’ll have an invisible leash on them, and we’ll yank it when the time is right.”

      “Hopefully, though, we won’t need it at all,” Kiera said.

      “When are you hitting them?” Navarro asked.

      She said, “Tomorrow night.”

      “Why not tonight?” he asked.  “Why not now?”

      “We’re taking out three houses in a single evening in a series of back-to-back raids,” Kiera said.  “We have to hit them fast, which means we need to plan for that.  We also need to consider the kids.  The last thing we want is collateral damage or a hostage situation.”

      “Where’s the rest of your team?” Navarro asked.

      “We are the team,” Atlas said.

      Navarro looked back and forth between them.  “But there are only two of you.”

      “Either one of us could do this on our own,” Kiera said.  Neither she nor Atlas said another word, and Navarro got the point.

      When they left the house, Atlas turned to Kiera.  “Is it smart to do this on our own?”

      She waved him off.  “We’ve got Duvall and Special Agent Hailey Mitchell we can put into play if we need to.  Duvall knows this; he asked for this.  Plus, Duvall is the handoff man for the kids and he knows only to use our NGOs.”

      “You want to get the spook and his fed directly involved on this?  What happens when this Mitchell lady figures out who we are?”

      “She’s a mess from her last raid, and now she’s riding a desk here in Nogales, of all places.”

      “I don’t know,” Atlas said.

      “Mitchell’s partner and some local LEOs were killed, along with the kids she was tasked with saving.  Worse, several of the kids were murdered in front of her.  She’s not in her right mind, trust me.  This means we move while she’s unbalanced and we disappear before she figures out any of this.  And Duvall is paying us, so I’m not worried about him yet, not until the job is done.”

      “This is all very risky, Kiera.”

      “We can manage the risk just fine,” she said, reassuring him.  “The FBI gets to take credit for the bust and they’ll keep our names out of the reports for fear of hearings, committees, and scrutiny by the suits above.”

      “Again, I ask you, is it smart for us to do this alone?  We don’t have good optics, our scope is narrow, and we’re not accounting for potential blowback on us by these people.  If we do this wrong…”

      She fired him a look.  He raised his hands in mock surrender.

      “Fine, it’s your op,” he said.

      “No, it’s our op,” she replied.  “But you have to stop being so soft.  Remember how we ran things under Leopold?  Move in fast, hit hard, and get out fast.  That hasn’t changed.  So, by the time the dust settles, we’ll be ghosts, and safely out of the reaction blast.”

      “With Leopold, there were six of us, seven with Ethan, and eight when you consider Codrin as part of the larger team.  Now, it’s two of us, three if you involve Codrin.  And with some shady-as-fuck spook and a mentally-unbalanced fed who may or may not be apprised of our details.  If this isn’t a really heavy risk to manage, I don’t know what is.”

      “Trust me on this, Atlas,” she said.

      He had no choice but to trust her, because he knew the second he saw those kids, when he made that internal shift from man to beast, he wouldn’t give a damn if he was killed, as long as he saved the kids and dragged a whole slew of assholes right down to Hell with him.

      “Okay,” he conceded.  “I trust you.”
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      Mateo Estrada had been moving the kids from stash house to stash house, using the smaller towns and a smattering of bribes where he needed to get safe passage to America.  He was terrified by what he had done and what he was being paid to do, but he also knew that if he could get to the border tunnels in time, he could buy his way into the US without encountering a snitch.  From there, he could collect his fee and disappear deep into the heart of America.

      Mateo looked at the boy, six-year-old Bautista Rojas, and saw him trying not to cry.  He had shaved the boy’s head and stuffed him into filthy clothes and small shoes to affect his appearance and gait.  He also told him to hang his head low, because the moment another cartel found out who the boy was they would cut off his head to make a point to his father.  He had said the same things to Bautista’s older sister, Pia, when he’d taken her.

      When Bautista looked up at him with those wet, terrified eyes, Mateo almost felt bad about what was going to happen to him.  He knew what was done to Pia, how she had ended up with a lopped-off head, and what was on those 80 days of video he left in Bautista’s bed for Cayetano Rojas.  Similar abuse would happen to this boy, and soon Mateo would be tasked with delivering a head again, but he wouldn’t do it, not this time.  When he was gone, when he slipped into the interior of the country, he would change his name and never return to this house, this trade, this foul world.

      He looked at the kid and suppressed the urge to shake his head.  With his narrow shoulders, small head, and fragile body, the little fella didn’t stand a chance.

      Bautista was a rival cartel’s youngest son, a privileged child, a boy who—by all rights—could inherit his father’s or older brother’s kingdom, maybe even grow it in a way that he could stamp his mark upon Mexico.

      But not now.

      The boy was about to get turned-out by perverts and scumbags.  He’d be photographed for child porn that would be circulated everywhere, all across the globe.  And when someone realized Rojas’ son was now a bitch getting raped daily by the world’s worst filth, it would not only scar Cayetano and his family, the Rojas empire would crumble, and Cayetano would end up alone—a shattered man.

      Leandra’s plan was truly sinister, one only a vengeful woman could concoct.  That puta was angry, downright fucking hostile.  But she was also focused.  Taking the boy was a power play, no doubt.  But was it the only play she could have made, and would Mateo live long enough to escape the inevitable fallout?

      Already, there were whispers of the war that had started over this boy…

      Mateo pushed the group of kids through the desert.  He feared one or more would die of thirst before they could get to the stash house in Nogales, and then, relieved, he spotted the tunnel ahead.  He paid the fee, which was exorbitant, then managed to get bottled water for the kids, water from the cartel gatekeepers to America, the Promised Land.

      When the kids entered the long tunnel, when the last of them passed by the gatekeeper, a soldier for the Sinaloa cartel, Mateo withdrew his punch dagger and plunged it into the side of the man’s neck.  He gasped, so Mateo stuck him again, seven or eight more times in the throat like a prison shanking.  Blood spurted from his neck, matching his heartbeat, and then his legs buckled and he dropped.

      Mateo fished through the man’s pockets, grabbed the money he and others had paid for safe passage, then shoved Bautista into the tunnels.  The boy looked shaken; his eyes were as large as dinner plates.  If he’d seen men killed in front of him before, Mateo wouldn’t know it.  He quickly wiped his face and arms with a handkerchief, getting most of the blood off his skin, and then he was ready to proceed.

      “Let’s go, boy,” the seasoned coyote said with his hand on the kid’s head to guide him.

      When they reached the other side, when all of America lay before him, Mateo saw the other gatekeeper holding up the kids.  He quickly moved through the throng of children to talk to the man.

      “Why can’t I reach Miguel?” the gatekeeper asked.

      Mateo shrugged his shoulders and said, “There were more people behind me, so maybe he’s with them.”

      The gatekeeper picked up his two-way, keyed the mic, and then took his eyes off Mateo.  The second he made that mistake, Mateo pulled his pistol and fired two rounds into the man.  The cartel soldier staggered backward, slack-jawed and afraid.

      “Move!” Mateo shouted at the kids.

      The children ducked their heads and ran into the Arizona desert.  Mateo hustled through with them, getting to higher ground as the cartel soldier finally collapsed against the tunnel wall.

      The guy was not dead, though, and he grabbed a pistol from his boot and shot Mateo three times in the back and once in the right shoulder.

      These were shots surely meant for his spine and heart.  Had they missed his most valuable organs?  He hoped so but, still, the pain was substantial.  Mateo staggered sideways, turned, then walked back and emptied his entire magazine into the dying gatekeeper.  The first shots pummeled the man’s chest; the last one cut a trail through his left ear, because Mateo’s body was now just registering the damage done to it, and his aim was off.  He wanted to pulp the man’s head, but now he was out of rounds.

      Mateo took the dead man’s revolver and checked his person for money now that he was going to need medical attention.  The gatekeeper didn’t have a dime on him, only the gun.  He checked the magazine, saw brass, then looked at the kids, who were watching him intently.  They loathed him, and yet they needed him.

      He put a round into the dead man’s forehead, then returned to the kids, moving much slower now.  He instructed them to follow him as he headed to the coordinates provided to him in a text from Leandra.  When he arrived at the location, he saw the small gray baggie mostly buried in the dirt.

      “I need that,” he said, pointing to the baggie.

      A young girl retrieved the plastic baggie, then handed it to him.  He opened it and removed a two-way radio set to the right channel.  By now, he felt unbelievably weak; his legs were heavy and awkward, and his breath was short.

      He keyed the mic.  “I’m here.”

      “On my way,” a distinct male voice said.

      A few minutes later, a van arrived, the kids were pushed inside, and the driver looked at Mateo’s bleeding torso.

      “How’s the cargo?” the driver asked.

      “All safe.”

      “And the boy?”

      Mateo nodded and pulled Bautista close.

      The driver acknowledged him with a grin, then put the van in gear and took off.  They were stopped by a border patrol agent on a four-wheeler not five minutes later.  Mateo’s heart skipped a beat, raced, and then fell back to a low pulsing rhythm.  He was losing blood fast, and this stop was bound to cost him his life.

      The driver rolled down his window, handed the agent a stack of bills, then nodded and took off.

      Okay, Mateo thought, maybe there’s a chance.

      They drove the speed limit through the streets of Nogales, following all the rules of the road, and then he saw the high school bleachers, the stadium, and the dirt street cutting up the low hillside.

      The van turned left onto the road, the suspension working overtime to handle the natural ruts and divots.  When at last they arrived at the house, he let out another sigh of relief.  He was feeling lightheaded and feverish, his arm hurt so badly it was numb, and his shirt was soaked through with blood.  The warmth had drained from his face and he was sure he was dying.

      But not now, not yet.

      When he all but fell out of the van, he met with the woman, Leandra, who saw the boy and said, “That’s him?”  Mateo nodded.  “You look like hell.”  He nodded again.  “Go inside to the back bathroom; I’ll have one of the boys look at you.”

      “I think I need a doctor.”

      “We’re all doctors here,” she said callously.  It was a lie, but also a diversion.  She might as well have told him to shut up and go to the bathroom.

      He swallowed and fought to stay on his feet as he stumbled up to the house.  There, he saw dozens of kids packed inside only a few rooms.  They were wall-to-wall and he hated them—all those empty, wretched eyes.  Those scared little girls and once-brave little boys dared to look human and woefully innocent, a sight that would haunt him later for sure.  He practically fell into the bathroom, leaving bloody handprints everywhere.  Was this his ending?  Was he dying?  His breathing was high and labored, and he was spraying bloody mist all over the place with every breath.

      He held himself up in front of the mirror.  What he saw made him blanch.  Then he thought of the kids, those stupid kids.  They would get no education, no playtime with friends, and they would never fall in love, marry, or have kids of their own.  They were living his life—a worthless life full of obedience and suffering, and for what?  The hope for a good, fast death?

      “What are you little shits looking at?” he barked at the mirror, his voice slurring.  He couldn’t even see them and his brain was reacting on some sort of delay.

      His weakest leg didn’t hold him, and he toppled over, driving his right shoulder into the wall.  The van’s driver came from the back room and helped him stand.  He looked down and saw that Mateo’s shirt was red and completely soaked, and he was panting like a summer mutt.  Mateo refused to look in the mirror again.  But when he did, because he couldn’t help himself, he was as white as a ghost, dirty, and too fucking ugly to breed.

      His mother would not have been proud of him; he was an asshole, just like his father.  Mateo had tried to live a better life, but he hated himself for the life he lived, and he wondered if he was truly dying, or if there was a scenario in which he could survive.

      It didn’t matter, though.  Did he mind the idea of death?  Not really.  But would he embrace it or fight it in the end?  Was this the end?  Truly?  He almost hoped it was because there was no good place in this world for a misfit like him.

      The driver lifted Mateo’s shirt, saw the wounds, and turned him around.

      “Clean through?” Mateo asked.

      “They went through but they did some damage.”

      “Will I be all right?”

      The man nodded.  “Of course.  Empty your pockets and sit down.”

      “Why do I need to empty my pockets?”

      “Because we’re throwing your clothes away.  There’s blood all over them.”

      “Oh,” he said.

      “You’re a walking, talking crime scene.”

      Painfully, using the last of his energy, Mateo removed the bundles of money from his pockets and tossed them into the dry sink bowl.  He took several deep, labored breaths; that hurt him in places he never knew could feel pain.

      The man then said, “That’s a lot of cash, Mateo.”

      For the first time, he saw a different look in the driver’s eyes.  Whereas before he had a concrete stare—a cold, empty, hard gaze—now there was the glint of opportunity.

      “No,” Mateo whimpered.

      He could live, couldn’t he?  If he wanted?  He had already suffered the worst of the shots.  These were wounds he could recover from and, afterward, he’d collect his money and live his best years in peace.  All of a sudden, he didn’t want to die.

      The door opened and the woman, Leandra, was standing there.  She could have been pretty had she not lived this difficult life in exile.  As a result of her decisions, she was as ugly a woman as he was a man.

      “I always wondered about you,” Mateo heard himself say, although he didn’t know what he was wondering, or if he even cared about her.

      He didn’t care—fuck her.

      Leandra ignored him, glanced down at the boy by her side, and then gave the big man behind her a nod.  He moved around Leandra, grabbed Mateo off the toilet, and circled a huge arm around his neck.  He started to squeeze.

      Mateo felt his eyes bug out, the pressure making his face swell.  Gagging, spitting noises erupted from inside him as he clawed at the man’s arms.  This beast didn’t budge, though; fighting him was useless.

      Mateo’s hands fell to his sides, and he felt every bulging vein in his head and how it was now throbbing with explosive pressure.  Tears leaked from his eyes and all he heard was the man’s grunting, and maybe the small, choking sounds of his impending demise.

      His attacker sat him down on the floor, then seemed to fold his chest over the top of Mateo, which drove his chin to his chest, causing an unreal amount of pressure on his neck and spine.  He thought he might get out of this life easily, but that wasn’t going to be the case.  Mateo’s airway closed completely, his clenched teeth cracked and broke, and his eyes were thrust so far forward he wondered if human eyeballs could explode like party poppers.  Worse, the pressure on his spine was off the charts; more odd, uncontrollable grunting noises escaped his mouth and nose.  And then the huge pop startled him and a heady rush of cold, damp darkness flooded in.

      After that, nothing.
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      Tomás saw the kids being rushed out of the van and into the house; he photographed them, and then he saw the woman and the big man who had threatened him earlier.  They were walking a severely injured man into the house.  Tomás tracked them using the long lens of his Canon camera for as long as he could.  When everyone was inside the home, he set the camera on the table and tried to catch his breath.

      “Hold on,” he whispered, thinking of the kids.

      A few hours later, just after the sun had set and darkness spread across the land, the big man appeared again.  He walked with a shovel out into the desert behind the homes and there, he began to dig.  For the next couple of hours, he dug what Tomás could only assume was a shallow grave.

      When two more guys hauled a dead body out into the dry field, Tomás sneaked out into the night and photographed them shoving the corpse into the ground.  The woman came out of the house and watched them with her hands on her hips.

      Tomás ducked and pulled out his cell phone just as she was starting to turn his way.  He paused.  Breathless, his heart racing, he wondered if she saw him, if she knew he was there.  And then he wondered what they would do to him if they caught him spying on them, or worse, filming them.  They’d take his camera, see his photographs, and bash in his skull.  If he was lucky it would be a quick death, and, if his luck continued, someone would one day find his body and give him a proper burial.

      He activated his video feature and filmed the scene as best he could.

      The men stretched their backs; one of them spit into the grave.  Tomás knew about men like these, and the woman—he knew about the women, too.  They were worse than the men, this one especially.  He saw her and recognized her, not in her actions, but in her eyes.  The woman was pure evil.  She finally went back inside her house and closed the door.

      Tomás watched the men bury the body.  When they finished, they used their shovels to smooth out the dirt, and then they walked back to the house to rejoin the woman.

      Tomás waited 15 minutes before going to the grave.  He found the fresh soil and placed a dull penny on top as a marker.

      When he was about to return home, one of the guys walked out with a second body tossed over his shoulder.  This was the body of a child, a little girl with long hair and limp arms flopping beneath her.

      Tomás backed up into the darkness, moving as quietly as he could for being terrified; frantically, he found refuge at the bottom of a small hill.  He tucked himself against a wooden fence and the dirt until he was safe.

      He heard the digging sounds again, the noises going on for nearly an hour.  Then they stopped.  Tomás crept up the hillside, staying low and out of sight.  Just over the crest of the small hill, he saw the man pulling himself out of a second grave.  He stretched his back, then he picked up the child and tossed her into the grave like she was trash.  Tomás clenched his teeth and fists.

      Those demons would not be at that stash house much longer.  If they left before getting their just desserts, the cycle of abuse would never end, and The Martyr would have died for nothing.  He couldn’t let that happen.  Then again, regardless of the outcome of these particular monsters, the already-established human trafficking trade was on a meteoric rise.  As long as the world had perverts, opportunists, and governments and politicians who turned a blind eye to these types of abuses, the barbaric and satanic treatment of children and humans would persist.

      Sickened, feeling helpless, he wondered if he should try taking matters into his own hands.  Then again, when he saw the men, these thugs who possessed a significant size and age advantage over him, he thought about Kiera and Atlas and wondered where the hell they were.  He was mad, horrified, and on the verge of tears.  Had he not hired Duvall to prevent this?  Had he not asked his hired killers to move faster?

      When the child was finally buried, Tomás went and placed a rock on the grave, one he’d later recognize.  After that, he returned to his home, slipped inside, and called Diego Morales.

      “It’s eleven o’clock, Tomás,” Morales said, groggy and irritated.

      “These monsters just buried two bodies in my backyard,” Tomás growled.

      He thought he heard his friend sitting up in bed.  “I’m going to my den, hold on,” the congressman said.  “Two bodies, you said?”

      “One of them was a child!”

      “Things are already in motion, aren’t they?  Just let them play out.  And don’t call this phone again, not for a while.  For God’s sake, what’s the matter with you?”

      Tomás leaned into the phone and said, “The child was a little girl, not yet ten—”  The tears followed his shaky voice.  He finished his sentence, but his voice was weak, so unsteady it was almost a sob.  “—and so small, so very small.”

      “I am sorry, Tomás,” Diego said.  “I understand your guy greenlit the operation.”

      “Yeah, he’s greenlit.”

      “Good.”

      Morales sounded like he had something to say.  Tomás was seeing red, but he composed himself long enough to wait.

      “When they come to do their thing, your…cleaners,” Morales said, “if they see you watching them, you have to assume you’ll join that little girl.  You need to understand the very nature of these people.  Do not get involved.”

      “I met them already; I know the drill,” Tomás said.  “I won’t see anything, which means I won’t remember anything.”

      “Good, your life now depends on that.”
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      That night, after his exhaustion did him in and he somehow managed to drift off to sleep, someone broke into Tomás’ house, got ahold of his camera, and looked at his photo gallery.  At least, that’s what Tomás thought when he arose from a difficult sleep.

      Startled by what he thought might have been a bad dream, or perhaps some physiological change brought on by stress, he lay there, panicked, listening, sweating.  As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he turned and was startled by the shadow of a man standing in the doorway of his room.  He sucked in a sharp breath, too scared to speak.

      The intruder realized he had been spotted, so he turned on the overhead light, causing Tomás to wince and shield his eyes.  At that moment, he wished he owned a gun, or had at least gone to bed with a knife.

      “It would seem that someone likes to watch others work,” the brute from next door said with a cruel smile.

      He held up Tomás’ camera, and then he turned it around, revealing the digital screen and the photo of the men burying the first body.  Rather than punish him for this transgression, the intruder reached over and shut out the light, pitching them back into blackness.

      “What are you doing?” Tomás asked, terrified.

      He shoved himself up in bed, managing to sit against the headboard.  The tremors hit him so hard and fast, he felt breathless, lightheaded and bowled-over by them.  Could he move?  Could he find a way to run?

      But then something sharp stabbed him in the side, and he cried out, the noise weak and old-sounding.  Adrenaline shot through him and he tried to crawl off the bed.  He didn’t get very far.

      The brute ripped the blankets and sheets off him, and big beefy hands grabbed his ankles in an iron vise.  He paused, knowing he was caught.  He stole a breath, and was then jerked so hard three or four times that his shocked body dropped flat onto his back on the bed.

      Before he could scramble or cry out again, or even curse the intruders, a meaty hand cupped his mouth.  Two more sets of hands then held him down, and then someone else turned on the overhead light.

      Suddenly, a woman’s face appeared over him, the look on her face more ruthless and hateful than any face he’d ever seen.

      Speaking very calmly, as if she had everything under control, the woman from next door, the soulless bitch, said, “First, we’re going to bleed you dry, then we’re going to skin you from head to toe, using your flesh as a body suit.  Think of it as a onesie you can wear to scare the children into compliance.”

      He wanted to speak but the hand covering his mouth pressed down so hard, he couldn’t even utter a word.

      The woman continued.  “When we have your skin, we’ll cut off your arms and legs, and then we’ll saw off your head.  You will be pieces of meat, thrown around town like garbage, and this life you lived—this retirement you made for yourself—will be worth exactly nothing.  And do you know why?”

      The hand was removed from his mouth.  Tomás drew a labored breath and managed to say, “Because I was nosy.”

      “That’s exactly right,” she nodded.  “I understand you were a lawyer before you became the nosy Nellie you are today.”

      He acknowledged her with a painful nod.

      Laughing to herself, she said, “And here I thought we were the shittiest people on the block.”

      He clenched his jaw but refused to speak.  He wondered if she would let him get out of dying, if maybe this was just a nasty game meant to scare him.  But there was a spreading wetness along his side, the wound so sharp and fiery, he knew that he’d been stabbed.

      “Well, my nosy, nosy Nellie,” she said before he could try bargaining for his life, “the bill always comes due, and it’s your turn to pay.”

      Before he could protest, someone pressed the tip of a blade into his throat, piercing the soft skin between his Adam’s apple and the underside of his chin.  His entire body clenched and he tried not to squirm.  It didn’t matter, though.  Before he could fully comprehend what was happening, the blade was shoved slowly but firmly into the flesh.  With painful clarity, he felt the knife slide through the flesh as it headed into his mouth; it split his tongue but ran into resistance against the hard palate above.  The meaty hand cupped his mouth, stifling the scream building in the back of his throat.

      The edges of Tomás’ vision trembled and sizzled, and his assailant changed his position, looking for better leverage.  By then, he was hyperventilating.  He knew what was happening, what was coming next, and that there was nothing he could do to stop it.  That was when the brute put his shoulder into it, shoving the knife even farther into him.

      Tomás screamed into the fleshy hand, tears leaking from his eyes, and then the knife was jerked out and he felt a hot rush of blood filling his mouth and throat.

      They didn’t cut his Carotid artery, which meant they weren’t trying to kill him just yet, but how long would he have to wait to bleed out?  He prayed it would be fast, but this wasn’t fast, and it was incredibly painful.

      The fiend with the knife went again, driving the blade into Tomás’ skin right next to the first wound.  He did this over and over again while the others watching, bearing witness to the torture the same way students dissecting their first frog looked over each other’s shoulders to study the process.

      Tomás lost count at five quick and merciless stabbings, and then he started to lose consciousness.  When all he knew was the promising embrace of darkness, something sharp pierced his senses and he woke back up.  Were they using smelling salts or something else, maybe a drug, to keep him conscious?

      The pain persisted, screaming and sharp, unrelenting and suddenly electric, and then the woman said, “He’s had enough.”

      He was in shock, but not so deeply that he couldn’t question his fate.  Were they going to let him live?  His neck was slick with sweat and blood, he felt nauseous and cold, and his tongue didn’t work—it had been cut into ribbons.

      He swallowed, gagged, and then slowly turned his eyes to the woman.  She took the knife from the man and sliced into Tomás’ neck, sloppily cutting deep into the meat, far enough down to sever the Carotid artery.

      Tomás’ mouth hung open, too damaged and useless to scream, and everything hurt so much that he felt himself fading away again.

      “Not so easy, Counselor,” the woman said.

      The Neanderthal hit him with more smelling salts, denying him yet another dignified exit.  Instead of dying, Tomás remained alert, feeling the wet pulsing heat, and the blood spurting out of his neck.

      He moved to cup a hand over the wound in his neck, which was little more than a twitch, but the woman pinned his hand to the bed and let him bleed freely.

      “Do you feel your life leaving you, Counselor?” the woman asked.  She looked at him and smiled sadly.  “I know you do; I can see it.”

      Blackness crowded his vision and spots began to appear.  They say your life flashes before you in the end, but for Tomás, all he could see was the girl, the Martyr of Nogales, and he thought she was so much braver than he was or had ever been.

      A pinpoint of light formed in the sea of encroaching darkness; it was then he realized that going against monsters of this sort had repercussions.  He only wished he could have lived long enough to face them on his terms, survive them, and reign victorious over them.  But, alas, he was going to expire in his bed as yet another victim of this foul, demonic trade.

      The last thing he saw was the woman rearing up, the knife in her hand, her eyes locked on his eyes like some wild banshee.  Screeching like a stuck hog, she drove the knife into his eyeball, splitting the orb in half.  His body gave a mighty jolt, but did not die.

      She then reared up and heel-struck the top of the weapon, driving the blade deep into his brain.  He knew more pain for but a moment.  And then he felt a welcome release.
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      Diego Morales called Duvall sometime after midnight to relay the conversation he’d had with Tomás Navarro.  Duvall sat up in bed and wondered about Kiera.  Was she there yet?  Did she have something to do with this?  If not, could he call her and dispatch her before more lives were lost?

      “I tried to call him back,” Morales said, panicked.  “We talked a little over an hour ago, and now he’s not answering.  He would have answered if he could.”

      “What if he put the phone on silent mode?” he asked.

      Duvall pushed the blankets aside, stood up, and tried to get his bearings.  He was in a cheap motel, as evidenced by the neon lights of the motel’s sign penetrating an otherwise unimpressive set of thin draperies.

      He had liked Tomás Navarro, and it hurt him deeply to think he might be dead.  Duvall said, “Let me call you back.”

      “Don’t leave me in the dark, Cam,” Morales said, panicked.

      “I won’t.”

      He hung up and dialed Kiera.  The assassin answered immediately, sounding awake and on mission.

      “I think our benefactor is dead,” he said.  Tomás was not their benefactor, but Kiera didn’t need to know that.  Not yet, anyway.

      “Really?” she asked, shocked.

      “I need you to confirm this for me, because if the people in the stash houses know something’s up, then they’ve likely escalated their timelines, and could dip out in the middle of the night.”

      “We’ll leave in three minutes,” she said.

      “I don’t know exactly what you have planned, but if Tomás Navarro is dead, then this shit just went kinetic and we need to respond in kind.”

      “What exactly are you thinking?” she asked.  It sounded like she was getting ready for something big.  What was she doing?

      “I’m like you, so I’m thinking we wipe these clowns off the map, but I’m also worried about a war breaking out in the States.  I can’t have my name on that play, nor can the JTFA.  I sent you a text about Special Agent Mitchell with the FBI.”

      “Yeah,” she said.  “My guy is deep-diving into her.  I hope she understands the big picture here.”

      In the background, he heard her say, “We’re going, right now.”

      He said, “Mitchell will know the big picture, because this is the world, and the big picture is this: if we plug one hole, five more appear.  If we don’t go scorched earth, Kiera, then it’s just rinse and repeat for the foreseeable future.”

      “Is she in this for the paycheck?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, Officer Duvall, we earn our money the right way.  Do you?  Because you have a cut in this, too.”

      He stopped pacing, his brain now hyper-focused.  Did Isabelle tell her about their deal?  No one could know what he was up to.  But Kiera did.  She sure as hell knew.

      “I’m young, Duvall, but not naïve,” Kiera said.

      He decided to come clean.  “Circumventing our employers while being able to claim plausible deniability is damn near impossible, but we’re trying.  Mitchell will either try, or she’ll bury me.  You won’t suffer the blowback though, so stay focused.”

      “I never lost focus,” she said.  In the background, he heard a deep, gravelly voice say that he was ready.

      “As much as I can’t stand the by-the-books bullshit, Mitchell serves a purpose, which allows me to be here now, running this op, and lining you and your team’s pockets with greenbacks.”

      Kiera was on the move.  She went through a door, said something to her team, then closed the door and asked, “If we don’t bleed these scumbags en masse, will we have accomplished anything?  Because I want to sever the trafficking lines, work our way to the source, and tear this whole thing down.  I was clear on that in the beginning and nothing has changed.”

      Duvall scrambled to put his go-bag together.  “You won’t do shit to the source, so stamp out that pipedream—it’s too big of a dream, even for you.”

      “You don’t know that,” she hissed.

      “This isn’t some humanitarian charge forward, Kiera.  We’re slowing these assholes down if anything, and that’s it.”

      “I get that,” she replied.  “But maybe we can make enough noise to slow them down a lot longer.”

      The engine in Kiera’s SUV turned slowly, then caught and came to life.

      “Yeah, but to what end?” Duvall pressed.

      He sensed that he was upsetting Kiera, and he tried to care.  Was it him slowing her down, or was it that Tomás Navarro was possibly dead and the kids were in danger that upset her most?

      “If Tomás is dead, we’re not leaving here feeling like his death was a hazard of the job and we didn’t do shit about it,” Kiera said.  “We need to make a mark, Duvall.  We need to cut this entire operation down to the ankles, and it had better end with us saving a lot of kids or, so help me, I’m going to lay waste to anything and everything in that town that bears even the faintest whiff of corruption or cartel influence.”

      Now, Duvall was upset.  He took a deep breath and tried not to yell.  “We can do whatever we want at this point,” he said in a lethally calm tone.  “If you want to go scorched earth, then fuck it, let’s go there.  As long as you smoke the stash houses and free the kids, you’ll get the other half of your money.”

      “Good,” she said.

      “I may live on the edge of moral bankruptcy, but in our dealings, I’ll be honorable.  So, do what you want to do.”

      “And after that?” Kiera asked.  “After we smoke these stash houses?”

      “When that’s done, whatever you do going forward is up to you.  Same deal as before.  If you want to run some crusade to save the kids and try to break the back of the network feeding them to the perverts of the world, be my guest.  Just don’t get caught, and forget you ever heard of me.”

      “So, if I wanted to push my way up the trafficking lines, decapitating the shitbags, one by one, that would be fine with you?” Kiera asked, locked on the issue.

      He envisioned the dark side of her unleashed.  If she could pull this off and keep his name out of it, he could very well make the kind of dent the Agency would appreciate.  But she could also get him killed.  The cartel didn’t take well to betrayal.  If they found out who he was and what he did, they’d saw off his head and then hang his naked body from the nearest lamppost.

      “Just wait until I’m south of the border before you start your war,” Duvall said.  “I want to have an alibi ready when your whole fucking world implodes.”

      “Just remember you said that,” Kiera replied.

      He finally grabbed his things and said, “I’m headed to the house now.”

      “We’ll be there before you,” Kiera replied.  He heard the SUV’s engine moving at a dull roar.

      Before hanging up, Duvall said, “When I told Isabelle that you had taken the contract, when I thanked her, she told me you were a pretty monster.  I pray to God she was understating the facts, because we’re about to walk neck-deep into the fiery center of a rather hellish abyss.”

      Duvall sensed Kiera was smiling on the other end of the line.  Then she lowered her voice to a low rasp and said, “You have no idea what we’re about to do—the pretty monster and her unhinged beast.”

      A chill shot through him and he couldn’t help but sigh.

      “Okay, then,” he said.  “Let’s do this.”
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      Atlas turned the corner and, in the distance, saw the dark shadows of the high school stadium standing out against a moonlit sky.  He then saw a pair of headlights making their way down the dirt road.

      “That’s the van,” Atlas said, pulling the SUV over and killing the lights.

      Kiera nodded, opening the app on her phone.

      “Is the tracker still active?”

      Kiera watched it for a second, then nodded and said, “Yes.”  She covered the light of the phone, dialed Duvall, and activated the speakerphone app so Atlas could listen in.

      “Yeah,” Duvall said.

      “They’re leaving with the van, but we’ve got a tracker on it.  We decided because of this that we’re starting early, right now.  I’ll call you after each house.”

      “What about Tomás?”

      “We’ll check on him later,” she said.

      “I’ll divert to the second house on your list and call Mitchell,” Duvall said.  “The feds need a win if we want to maintain operational stability.”

      “This is about more than operational stability, Duvall.  This is about saving the kids.”

      “Saving the kids is a win, and it’s my gift to the FBI for allowing me to operate here,” he said, firmly.  “But the job was to take out the traffickers.”

      “Getting the feds in on this now is a mistake,” Kiera said.

      “We’ll see,” Duvall replied.

      “Call Futuros Brillantes,” Atlas said into the phone as he pulled the SUV under the shadows of the stadium, just across the street from where Tomás’ martyr died.  “They’re a nearby non-profit NGO.  I’m sure Kiera mentioned them earlier.”

      “Yeah, she did,” Duvall said.  “Brilliant Futures.  Who am I speaking to?”

      “Atlas,” he said.

      “Call the NGO, put them on alert,” Kiera said.

      “And you’re sure we can trust them?” Duvall asked.  “Because a lot of these NGOs are fronts for human traffickers, many of them funded with dark money.”

      “We’re not new to this,” Kiera barked.  “If my guy vetted them and said they’re good, then they’re good, end of story.  Now, do you need me to forward you their contact information again?”

      “I got it the first time,” Duvall said, referring to the name and number Kiera gave him on their first meet.

      “We went over this, Duvall.  Plans don’t change now that we’re in the game.  Run the op the way we agreed and don’t second guess me again.”

      Duvall paused, then said, “I’ll call you when we wrap up the second house.”

      “Roger that,” Kiera said and hung up.

      Atlas was already moving quickly.  He handed her the rifle and two spare mags.  She put on her tactical vest, stuffed the extra magazines in her mag belt, and slipped out of the Suburban as quickly and quietly as she could.

      They were halfway to the house and on the move when they heard the sounds of automatic gunfire.  They broke into a run.

      Atlas was first through the front door, kicking his way in with force.  He killed the first guy he saw with three shots to the chest; a woman was coming out of the back room with a rifle in hand.

      “Put the rifle down!” Atlas roared.

      Kiera walked up to the ugly woman fast, pressing the barrel of her rifle into her head.  She let a cunning smile loose, then said, “You’re too late.”

      Atlas wanted nothing more than to pump her chock full of lead, but they needed info to make something more of this operation.  If Kiera didn’t feel the same way, she would have eighty-sixed her already.

      “Stay with her,” Atlas said as he moved past Kiera to the bedroom.

      The second he walked into the illuminated room, he saw the scores of dead children.  Inside his head, deep in the gray matter of his brain, he felt meat and flesh start to tear apart, to shear, and then he suffered an unreal spiking pain in his chest—not a heart attack, a nuclear bomb.

      He walked out and drove a fist into the woman’s kidney so hard that her knees buckled and she collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.  He fired three rounds into the dead guy beside her because he needed the outlet, then he ripped up the back of the woman’s shirt and pressed the smoking hot barrel onto her torso, just beneath her floating rib where the skin was most sensitive.

      She screamed bloody murder.

      Kiera peeked into the bedroom in question; she returned looking like she was going to burst out of her skin at any moment.  Instead of taking out her anguish on the woman, she walked to the window, pulled the blinds aside, and said, “Lights on in other houses, but not Tomás’ home.”

      Atlas pulled the barrel back, leaving a red, rising welt on the woman’s skin.  She deserved so much worse for killing more than a dozen kids, execution style.

      “We have to move,” Kiera said.

      “Where’s the safe?” Kiera knelt and asked the woman.  People like this took cash payments and didn’t have bank accounts.

      The woman moaned.

      “If you don’t answer me right now,” Kiera warned, “I’m going to cut off your tits and staple them to your face.”

      “The back room,” she wept.

      “Combination lock?”

      “It’s open.”

      Kiera looked up at Atlas and he knew the drill.  He grabbed the nearest garbage bag, found the open safe, then stuffed stacks of bills, keys of cocaine, and bricks of heroin inside.

      “Ready,” he said.

      “Give me that,” Kiera said, taking the bag.  “Take this broken bitch to the rig.”

      Atlas stood her up, drove a fist into her stomach, doubling her over.  He then hauled her up and threw her over his shoulder.  The two of them walked the woman and the loot down to the SUV, eyes on their surroundings.  Kiera opened the Suburban’s tailgate; Atlas shoved the wailing woman inside.  She scrambled to get free, but Atlas hit her in the face so hard, she flopped down, unconscious.  Kiera closed the tailgate and put the bag of loot in the back seat.

      They climbed into the SUV with Atlas driving and took off.  Whether Tomás was alive or dead, they would have to find out later.

      Kiera called Codrin first, not Duvall; he picked up right away.  She quickly explained the situation.

      “How can I help?” he asked.

      “You have the tracker, right?” Kiera asked.

      “The van is on the move.”

      “I need you to grab the numbers of any operational cell phones inside the van.  Can you do that?”

      “Yeah,” he said, hesitating.  “No problem.”

      “If they find the tracker, I need backup tracking devices,” Kiera said.  “Their phones are those devices, meaning that lives depend on you, Codrin.”

      “I know,” he said as if he was offended.

      She hung up, told Atlas to stop the rig, and dialed Duvall.  The officer picked up immediately, none of them bothering with pleasantries.

      Kiera said, “They killed maybe a dozen kids at the house, but a van full of kids got away.  I think they have whatever kids they could fit inside, and the rest were collateral damage.”

      “Good God,” he breathed.

      “It’s a blood bath, Duvall.  The bitch running this place—she executed the kids they left behind.  She just lined them up and pumped them full of lead.”

      “For the love of Christ,” Duvall growled.

      Atlas leaned over toward the phone and said, “We’re taking the woman to the safe house.  She’s going to tell us everything.  We’ll call you when we know what’s what.”

      “What about the van?” Duvall asked.

      “We’ve got a tracker on it, but we’re also grabbing the driver’s cell phone, just in case.”

      “Good,” he said.  “Mitchell’s on the way.”

      “Divert her to the first house and meet her there,” Kiera said.  “We’ll head to the second house and take it from there.  Oh, and let Mitchell know what she’s in for.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” Duvall said.

      “I’m not saying that lightly,” she said.  “It’s really bad.”

      “Are there any survivors?”

      “No, not at the house.  But maybe in the van we saw earlier.  I don’t know how many kids there were, so I can’t say how many escaped.”

      “What about the woman?”

      “We’ll hit the second house and re-assess,” Kiera said.  “I’ll keep you posted as to our progress.”

      “Roger that,” Duvall said.

      When they dropped Duvall’s call, Atlas said, “We need to see where that van goes.”

      Kiera said, “We’ve already got eyes on it.”

      “So, why are we stopped?”

      “Tomás house,” she replied.  “We need to see it.  We just have to be quick about it.”

      “What about the woman?”

      Kiera clenched her jaw, thought about it, and then replied, “Zip-ties.”

      They got the restraints, bound the moaning, drooling woman’s wrists, then headed up through the desert floor and scratchy scrub brush, making a bee-line right for Tomás’ house.

      The windows were dark, which gave them cause for concern.  Kiera got inside in under a minute, and they walked into a crime scene of epic proportions.

      “What the fresh hell is this?” Kiera asked.

      The man lay in his bed, blood everywhere, a knife sticking into his eye, right down to the hilt.  Tears gathering in Kiera’s eyes.  She turned to him, choked with emotion, and said, “What the fuck, Atlas?”

      Atlas touched her shoulder and said, “This is the cartel.  Use it.”

      She nodded and they left, heading back to the SUV.  Atlas said he’d drive; Kiera got into the rig, punched the dash three times, then took a breath and called Duvall.

      “Yeah,” Duvall said.

      “We just left Tomás’ house,” Kiera said, her voice shaky.  “They murdered him.”

      “Murdered?” Duvall asked, swallowing hard.

      She took another stabilizing breath and forced herself to calm down.  Atlas grabbed the phone from her and spoke to Duvall.

      “They turned his head into a pin cushion then buried a knife into his brain,” Atlas said.  “They drove it down into his eye.”

      “How far are you from the second house?” Duvall asked, breathless.

      In the rearview mirror, Atlas saw headlights.  That had to be Duvall.  “We’re on our way now,” Atlas said.  “Is that you in our rearview mirror?”

      “I’m pulling into the driveway.”

      “We’ll give you a heads up on the second target,” Kiera said.  “Someone spooked the people in this house, which means the others might be spooked enough to clean out their houses and leave, too.”

      “Mitchell is half a mile behind me,” Duvall said.  “She found out who’s running these houses.  It’s Los Reyes de Obregón.  Donato Vargas’ cartel.”

      “All right,” Kiera said, visibly sweating bullets.  Then, “Can we steer this?  Maybe make it look like Los Escorpiones de Sonora ran the hit?”

      “I’m not sure the Scorpions would make that move, but we can try to steer the story in that direction.  I’ll feed the story back to Mitchell, but I’m pretty sure she won’t buy it.  The coincidences would have to be off the charts for this.”

      “It’ll buy us time,” Kiera said.

      “Okay, but the second that Mitchell and the NGO arrive, I’ll vacate the scene, and head up to where you’re going.”

      “I know you have to stay below the radar,” Kiera said, “but at this point, we need to think about the children.”

      “I haven’t stopped thinking about them, Kiera.”

      “We’re on the same page then.”

      Atlas saw a wide-open dirt lot that went deep and backed up to the desert floor.  He pumped the brakes and steered the SUV into the lot.

      “What are we doing?” Kiera asked.

      “We need to determine who this woman is and if we’ll be walking into a hornet’s nest at the next house.”

      “Agreed,” Kiera said.

      Atlas parked at the back of the lot, killed the lights, and dragged the woman out of the back of the SUV, letting her body fall into the dirt.  She grunted when she landed.  She tried to breathe but couldn’t seem to find air.

      Atlas knelt and said, “This is the least of the worse things that will happen to you tonight.  Now, you’re going to tell me everything I want to know and you’re going to do it quickly or I’m going to put you through the absolute worst kind of death a piece of shit like you can imagine.”

      She managed to catch her breath but never looked away from him.  “Okay,” she finally said.

      “First, your name,” he said.

      “Leandra Vargas,” she said.  Atlas pulled out his pistol and placed the side of the barrel against her ear.  “Give me the truth or I fire the first round right now and you start to understand true pain.”

      She swallowed and said, “My father is Donato Vargas, head of the Los Reyes de Obregón cartel.”

      “What about Los Escorpiones de Sonora?” Atlas asked.

      “The Scorpions don’t operate this side of the border, but not for lack of effort,” she managed to say.

      “How many stash houses do The Kings operate here?” Atlas asked.

      “In Nogales?”

      Atlas nodded.

      “We have five here,” she said.

      “Including the one you just burned?” Kiera asked.

      “Yes,” she said with pain in her voice.

      Atlas looked up at Kiera and nodded; she got on the phone with Duvall right away.

      “I’m confirming that The Kings are running this operation,” she said when he picked up.  “Leandra Vargas is our woman, the one we took from the first house.”

      “You’re sure?” Duvall asked.

      “Positive,” she said.  “Tell Mitchell good job.”

      “I will.”

      Kiera hung up.

      “You’re going to give us those addresses,” Atlas growled, grabbing her by the front of her hair and cranking her head back.  He wanted the woman looking into his eyes to know he was deadly serious.  “But if you stop talking before we get those other four addresses, I’m going to dig your tongue out with a rusty knife and show it to you, and then I’m going to let her finish you.  In case you think my size makes me the more nightmarish of us, trust me, she’s far worse.  She understands the body, where to cause the most pain, and how to drive you mad with it.”

      Her eyes turned to Kiera, whose eyes had gone dark.  The young assassin pulled out her knife, held it beside her, and twisted the blade.

      Over the next few minutes, Vargas told them the addresses and everything else they wanted to know, which Kiera recorded with her iPhone.

      “Alright, we’ve got ‘em,” Kiera told Atlas when Vargas was finished.

      Atlas grabbed her body, shoved her back into the filthy SUV, and said, “You beg, you cry, or you scream, and your tongue comes out.”

      When Vargas was stowed away, Atlas said, “This is not a three-house job, and it’s about to get much larger than a two-person takedown, especially if the NPD is involved in a cover-up.  I guarantee you they’ve already been alerted.”

      “I know,” Kiera said.

      “I’m thinking you should make some calls, and get some friends in on this.”

      “I planted some seeds already,” she admitted.

      “Yergha and Esty?” Atlas asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You’ve developed some new assets?”

      “I’m freelance, same as you.”

      “We’re talking about four more safe houses in one night,” Atlas reiterated.  “The one we just hit, that was the most important, and it’s full of dead kids.  Worse, we’ve already lost our benefactor.”

      “I know.”

      “Breaking News, Kiera, we’re losing so far.”

      “I said I know!” she snapped.

      “We need to find out if that bitch in back called to warn the others.”

      Atlas opened the tailgate and asked the question.  Leandra didn’t answer, so he grabbed his blade and pressed the tip into the back of her head, pressing in a non-lethal but deeply painful move.

      “Not all of them!” she screamed.

      He withdrew his knife, sheathed it, and slammed the tailgate shut.  Atlas then drove like a madman to the next house, knowing lives were on the line.

      Duvall called when Atlas and Kiera were five minutes out.

      “Yeah,” Kiera said.

      “We’ve got the first dicks and techs out here, but you’re right, it’s a freaking bloodbath.”

      “Dicks and techs?” she asked.

      “Detectives and crime scene technicians,” he answered.  “A few of the guys are already puking, and Mitchell, my God, that woman…if her face was any whiter, she’d be a ghost.  Either way, anyone working this scene will need their heads put back together.”

      “Is that why you’re calling?” Atlas asked.

      “It’s something else,” Duvall said.  “I might be overreacting, but I saw a car that I think stopped so the driver could scope out the house.”

      “Description?” Atlas asked.  Duvall provided the car’s description.

      “I know the car,” Kiera said.

      Atlas’ heart sank.  He looked at Kiera, panicked.  Then he told Duvall, “Get me the names of the first officers on the scene the moment they arrive.  Not the detectives, the officers.”

      “Tomás said there were NPD officers that let this racket go unnoticed,” Duvall said.  “He thought they were being paid to look the other way.  Do you think…?”

      “It’s possible,” Atlas said.

      “Do you have those names?” Duvall asked.

      “Tomás gave us two names before he died,” Atlas said, “but we need to see if he gave you other names.  We need to know everyone involved in this.”

      “What are the names?” Duvall asked.

      “They’re all just cartel to me,” Atlas answered, bitter by now.  “Same as these other fuckers we’re about to deep-six.  Get the names, then call us back.”

      Kiera hung up and turned to Atlas.  “We have to assume the second house knows about the first.”

      “I’m already working on that assumption,” Atlas said.

      “We have to assume they all know.”

      “Why do you think I’m driving like this?” he asked, rounding the last corner like the brakes were out and he didn’t care.

      If they were lucky, they would be able to stop the other traffickers from leaving with the kids and killing those they couldn’t transport.

      But if they weren’t…God help them all.
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      Duvall looked at the second address of his three stash-house addresses, the nearest house, and wondered if the driver he saw at the first house was headed to the second stash house.

      “You got this?” Duvall asked Mitchell.

      “What?” she asked; she was horrified.  “You’re not leaving, are you?”

      “I’ll call you in a few,” he said, taking off.

      “That’s not how it works, you son of a bitch!” she yelled, heading after him.

      Duvall got into his stolen sedan, the Impala, fired it up, and took off.  Mitchell trotted after him for a quick moment; then she slowed to a defeated walk when it was clear she would not stop him, or catch him.

      “It’s better this way anyway,” Duvall mumbled to himself.

      He broke every law written to keep the roads safe in his attempt to meet Kiera and her team at the second house.  His conscience could not suffer any more dead children.

      When he arrived, he saw a panel van pulling out of a nearby driveway.  On closer inspection, though, it had cut across the neighbor’s lawn with its lights off and was driving away.  Duvall killed his lights, too.  He glanced over and saw Atlas and Kiera charging up the driveway.

      If they saw the van, they couldn’t stop it.

      But I can.

      He suddenly swerved to avoid a dead girl lying in the street, which sent a shock of sadness and revulsion through him.

      The driver of the van saw him and sped up, turning on his headlights.  Duvall turned his lights on, too, and stomped on the accelerator.

      “No, you don’t,” he grumbled.

      He caught up to the van with the Impala, and before the van could veer into him and force him off the road, he cut across its front end, catching the corner of the bumper and forcing it to stop on the side of the road.

      The driver leaned out the window and lit him up with shots from a cheap pistol.  Duvall dropped down, nudged open the door, then grabbed his rifle and pushed himself onto the asphalt.  Lead was skipping off of everything, hot rounds digging into leather and smacking bare metal.

      He scurried to the side of the road, then stood and shot the driver twice using three rounds from his personal AR-15.  The passenger tried to lean over and shoot him, but Duvall kept the van’s A-pillar between them.

      When the timing was right, Duvall inched to the left, just enough to let the AR rip.  The passenger shook and danced, dropped his weapon, then collapsed face-first into the dash.

      Wasting no time, he tore open the door, pulled the dead passenger out, and popped his head inside the cab.  Gunfire tore across the seat and dash in front of him, but he was only halfway in the van, so he dipped back and avoided being shot.

      He ducked and circled around the back of the van; full rips of gunfire blew out the rear windows, glass landing everywhere.  Kids were crying and screaming.

      How long until he starts shooting them?

      Duvall popped up and fired a round at the only target he could see: the man’s head.  The bullet blasted the shooter’s cheek, shattering bone and blowing a meaty flap of skin off of his face.

      The guy paused in shock, but he wasn’t dead.

      Duvall stood taller and aimed cleaner but panicked when the shooter suddenly opened fire on the kids in front of him.  Duvall saw kids flopping backward, which opened things up for a cleaner shot.

      Duvall fired three times—neck, neck, nose.  The man dropped the gun and collapsed, dead.

      “FUCK!” Duvall roared.

      How many kids just died?  He opened the rolling side door, found the survivors huddled far away from him, and checked on the wounded.  Four were dead and one was bleeding from a neck wound.  Shattered glass and shell casings were everywhere.  He jumped inside the van and covered the injured boy’s wound with his hand.  His mind was splitting, and odd sounds were coming from his mouth.

      He felt himself starting to cry for the first time in his adult life.  Part of him wanted to scream hysterically for what he was seeing while the other half erupted in a ferocious growl.  The animal inside of him needed to claw and tear his way through as many of these demons as he could.

      When the child finally died, Duvall sat back and pawed at the tears in his eyes.  His heart was racing like a thoroughbred at full gallop, so loud that he could barely hear the sobbing children around him.

      Kiera was right.  She had been right all along.

      He looked up and their eyes were wide, scared, and wet with tears.  “You’re safe,” he told them in Spanish.  “It’s okay now, you’re okay.”

      He called Mitchell, told her what happened, and asked her to dispatch an ambulance.  She started to yell at him, but he said, “Shut up and listen, Mitchell!”  She did, so he gave her the location of the dead kids.  “Got that?”

      “Yeah, I got it,” she said.  “This cowboy shit—”

      He hung up on her and then called the NGO Kiera gave him.  The woman who answered said, “We’re at the house now, but none of the kids…”  He thought he heard a sniffle.

      “There’s another van loaded with more kids,” he said, audibly wounded.  “Not all of them survived, but a lot of them are alive and need you.”  He gave the approximate location of the van.

      “We’re on our way,” she said, her voice filled with sorrow.

      When he finished with Brilliant Futures NGO, he called Kiera; the man he knew only as Atlas picked up and said, “What?”

      Duvall heard gunfire in the background.  “I got the kids in the van,” he said.

      “We’re taking heavy fire,” Atlas whispered.  “Call you back.”

      The line went dead.
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      A few minutes ago… Atlas ran the rickety Suburban hard while Kiera prepped to hit the second stash house.  The minute they arrived, Atlas tapped the brakes, then pressed them fully.  They slid to a stop when they saw a girl of maybe fourteen or fifteen years of age running down the driveway.

      Kiera said, “Cover me.”

      The girl had broken away from the house to flee whatever nightmare was unfolding inside.  When she reached the road and saw Kiera and her weapon, she froze, panicked.

      “It’s okay,” Kiera said.

      The second Atlas got out of the SUV, another car rounded the bend behind them, the headlights illuminating the Chevy and the three of them.  Atlas turned toward the car as it screeched to a stop.

      Atlas had Kiera’s MP5 in hand, but he didn’t point it at the driver because it could be anyone, and he didn’t want to scare innocent people.

      “Atlas!” Kiera said.

      He turned and saw the girl’s face.  She was just eyes in a smear of blood, and she couldn’t stop crying.  Kiera was trying to coax her into the SUV, but she wasn’t coming.

      Then a gunshot cracked off and a puff of pink spray funneled out of the back of the girl’s head.  Her knees buckled and she dropped like a boneless doll.

      Kiera scrambled for cover, putting the SUV between her and the mystery car.  Atlas spun, dropped to a knee, and opened fire.  The shooter was hanging out of the passenger side, scrambling to pull back on his rifle and duck into the car.

      Atlas’ first shot caught the shooter in the upper chest; the second struck his chin.  The shooter’s body jolted hard, and he dropped the rifle.

      Kiera opened up on the driver, and said, “Quit messing around.”

      The driver had been shot, but still, he managed to get the car into reverse and back up.  Atlas zeroed in on him, fired a round, and watched the headrest splash with red.  The driver’s skull bounced off the headrest and then flopped forward as the car backed into a ditch on the side of the road.

      Atlas turned and trotted after Kiera, catching up to her where she’d dropped down behind poor cover to scope out the scene.  The second he arrived, Kiera started up the driveway, keeping low with her rifle at the ready.

      There, inside the windows, beyond the slight parts in the drapery, were men fighting with the kids.  Gunfire broke out, shredding Atlas’ nerves.  And, to their right, a van took off across the neighbor’s yard.  Behind it, another car, a classic Impala, took chase.

      “We have to get inside,” Kiera hissed.

      She and Atlas rushed the house, kicked open the front door, then backed off as they took heavy fire.  It was better that they had the shooters’ attention rather than unarmed, helpless children.

      Kiera moved around back while Atlas waited out the storm of bullets.  As soon as the shooter’s mag ran dry, Atlas cut in and stitched a line of bullets up the front of his chest.  The short, fat Mexican man in a dirty wife-beater stood there a moment as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him.  His long hair framed his face and trailed down his back, and his mouth hung open with a line of red-tinted drool draining off his lower lip.

      The gun fell from his grip and his eyes rolled toward the top of his skull, despite trying to hold his focus on Atlas.  The kids in the room were silent, holding their breaths, crying but daring not to make a noise as their captors were being dealt a losing hand.

      With no other threats he could see or sense, Atlas raised the barrel and put a bullet through the middle of the man’s forehead, just to be sure.

      But gunfire from an unseen shooter had him ducking for cover.  The action was quick, however, it came to a sudden stop.  Atlas sneaked a peek, only to witness the shooter staggering backward, awkwardly, with both hands up.  He held a pistol in his right hand, refusing to let go of it.

      “Drop the gun or I drop you!” Kiera said, appearing in the same hallway, her rifle at the high ready.  The shooter had nowhere to run.

      Atlas stepped left, out of the line of fire, and Kiera put two rounds through his chest and one through the center of his head.

      In another room, Atlas heard a fresh magazine hit home; then he heard the unseen shooter rock the charging handle.  He knew what was next: more dead kids.

      He bolted across the living room, raced to the nearest room, and charged the closed door like all of Hell was chewing at his heels.  He turned his shoulder into the door, catching it near the hinges.

      A half-second before he crashed through, he heard the barking sounds of semi-automatic rifle fire.  He and the broken door hit the man like a truck, slamming down on the body of the shooter.  The gunfire stopped as soon as the man fell.  Atlas was down, too, lying on the door, which was broken and half lying on the shooter.

      Kids were screaming, some trying to run out the open doorway, others cowering in the corner.

      The shooter was already moving, his hand on the gun.  Atlas ripped the rifle from his hands, spun it around, then stood and used the barrel to viciously lance the shooter’s eyeball.  He screamed and thrashed about; then he covered his pulped eye.

      Atlas turned and saw three dead children lying on the floor, blood seeping into the filthy carpet.  He stood over the top of the trafficker, eyes flared hard with rage.  Kiera rushed into the room and tried to stem the bleeding in two of the children.

      The remaining kids were in the corner, terrified, and sobbing.  Atlas had seen such horrible death in the first house, so it was not hard to draw forth a tsunami of rage.  The abuse of these kids, and the absolute lack of value for their young lives, started an inferno inside of him that would not flame-out anytime soon.

      He tossed the man’s weapon aside and pinned him down with his fiery, psychotic gaze.  He ducked out of the MP5’s 3-point sling, tossed his holstered weapon aside, then forcefully rolled the man over onto his belly and started punching him in his ears—one vicious blow after another.  Each was more ferocious than the last as he warmed up his hands.  He found that dark, vengeful, beastly side of himself that demanded recompense and he released any inhibitions.

      When the man was reduced to a sobbing, begging mess, Atlas rolled him over again, this time on his back.  He went to work again, his fists on target and righteous, a rushing river of blood charging through his ears like a freight train.

      Each shot rocked the man’s head left then right as he beat the sweat, blood, and tears off of him.  He envisioned each punch connecting like a sledgehammer, knocking the evil out of his face and brain.  Five, ten, fifteen shots, then twenty.

      More sweat appeared; the blood did not stop flowing.  Each shot was a splash of the man’s squeezed-out juices.

      When Kiera touched his shoulder, he paused, like someone hitting the Emergency Stop button on his brain.

      The man lay beneath him, his face sopping wet and red, one eye ruined and the other drowning in blood.  His jaw sat crooked, his teeth were broken, and his nose had buckled to the left.  He was still alive, his body unwilling to die.  He looked up at Kiera, who now stood over him.

      Rocking back, pushing himself up, Atlas stood, heaved a deep sigh, and looked at her with a question in his eyes.

      Kiera’s cheeks shook with a surge of adrenaline; Atlas had never seen that side of her before.  She looked hostile, violent, and ready for mass slaughter.

      “How many?” he asked.  He looked down and saw the chipped part of a tooth embedded in his top knuckle.

      “Two,” she said.

      For a moment, he couldn’t look at them, the kids; but then he forced himself to look because this was what he was there for, and he had failed these kids like he’d failed the last ones.  Swallowing hard, he studied the dead: two kids laid out on the floor, both bloody.  And then he saw the others, with their horror-filled, terrified expressions.

      A soft mewling sound boiled out of his throat, a pained gag.  He turned away from them, unable to bear witness to their fear, their sorrow.  Then he nudged the broken piece of a tooth from his knuckle and wiped the blood on his pants.

      Without a word, he reached down and picked up the beaten man’s weapon, checked the magazine first, and then the chamber.  He saw brass.

      When he gave the trafficker a swift kick to see if he was still conscious, his good eye looked over at Atlas, and his mouth twitched.

      Atlas then emptied the magazine into the scumbag’s face, turning the beaten blob into a ragged, jerking mess of blasted flesh and bone.  When he was done, he glanced over and saw the kids.  They weren’t crying anymore; rather, they were covering their ears and watching.

      “Head count?” Atlas turned to Keira and asked.

      “Fifteen to start, three dead.”

      Of the kids the now-dead asshole attempted to murder, twelve had survived, two had died, and there was one dead girl lying in the road.

      Atlas bent and picked up his pistol; he shoved it into his holster.  He was about to reach for the MP5 when Kiera froze, her head whipping sideways.  It sounded like someone was racking a shotgun.

      Everyone dropped to the floor as the sound of a shotgun blast crashed through the house.

      Atlas heard the load punch into the wall behind him.  He glanced back and saw the damage done by the discharge; the shooter was using slugs rather than double-aught or birdshot.

      Kiera looked up at him, startled, then moved for her weapon.  Another thunderous boom shook everyone; the moment Atlas registered the sound, the hair framing Kiera’s face whipped up, the slug missing her face by centimeters.

      The mass of compressed lead alloy put another hole through the back wall.  Kiera shot to her feet and bolted out of the room.

      Atlas grabbed his MP5 and ducked below a third shotgun blast, but the slug hammered the buttstock of his rifle, violently kicking it out of his hands.  Despite the painful rattling in his hands, he charged forward, grabbing his holstered Sig Sauer in the process.

      He heard the unmistakable sounds of a scuffle, specifically those of a fist pummeling flesh, followed by the sounds of several pained grunts.

      Atlas charged through the hallway but stopped when a door across the family room opened and a gun barrel appeared.

      Kiera was putting a beating on the shooter, but she couldn’t free her gun hand to address the threat in the room.

      Atlas fired three rounds into the door where he knew the shooter would be standing.  The 9mm slugs hammered the door, but it was a steel-core door, so the bullets ricocheted, and the door slammed shut.

      The heavy sound of a bolt being thrown into place told Atlas they had a safe room.  Were there kids in there, or just the shooter?

      He rushed to help Kiera, but she was kneeing the woman in the ribs rapid-fire fast.  She hooked the shooter’s right arm, pressed down on the back of her left shoulder, and flipped the bitch onto her back.

      Before Atlas could say word one, Kiera tore out her knife, dropped, and drove the blade into the woman’s neck four or five times before standing up.

      Atlas would have done the same.

      Instead of standing over the dying woman, Kiera grabbed the shotgun, checked the chamber, then walked up to the metal-core door and fired several slugs where she expected door hinges.  She then shot the hardware twice, shattering the door knob.

      Kiera tossed the empty shotgun aside and drove two savage kicks into the door.  The force shoved it off its hinges, creating a four-inch gap of opportunity.

      Atlas had his pistol in front of him, ready for action, when his phone rang.  He tried to silence it, but fat-fingered it and answered anyway.

      “Got the kids in the van,” Duvall said.

      Gunfire broke out as two shooters fired at them through the door’s slender opening.  He and Kiera ducked back.

      “We’re taking heavy fire,” Atlas whispered.  “Call you back.”

      Instead of weathering the storm, Atlas took a few steps back, then charged the door with a mighty roar.  When he hit the door, it flew open and he crashed to the floor, the impact so jarring he couldn’t even consider the way he landed.  As it was, his landing was not optimal, which was exactly what the shooters expected.

      They turned their weapons on him, lightning-quick; he couldn’t swing his pistol around fast enough.  As a result, they fired and he took two bullets to the chest, which felt like two mule kicks straight to the heart.

      Kiera flowed in behind him and fired a shot from her Kimber into the nearest shooter’s chest, and another into the remaining shooter.  Her grip had been less than stellar as she pushed into the room, so she limp-wristed the second shot, causing the pistol to jam.

      The shooter turned to face Kiera as she ran for the dead man’s rifle.  She wasn’t going to make it but, by then, Atlas had his sights set on the last shooter.  He fired twice, punching two clean holes into the man’s chest.

      Neither shot was lethal, but both gave Kiera the time she needed to procure a functioning weapon and get the upper hand.

      Atlas tried to sit up, but he could hardly breathe.

      With the action stalled and Kiera armed once more, Atlas watched Kiera fire three rounds into the man’s chest, dead-center, killing him.  Kiera stood and turned, then looked down at Atlas with some concern.  “You all right?”

      “Vest,” he said, finally able to breathe again.

      “I’ll clear the rest of the house.”

      Atlas sat up and called Duvall.  “This is Atlas,” he said.  “We’re inside the second house.  Three of the kids didn’t make it, but we’ve got twelve alive.  Also, there are more than a few dead shooters.”

      “You all right?” Duvall asked.

      “Took two to the vest,” he said.  “I just need a minute to stabilize.”

      “Okay, good,” Duvall said.

      Atlas heard the sounds of activity in the background.  “The NGO—?”

      “I called, they’re on their way.  I’ll head to the second house as soon as they get here.  I’ll call Mitchell, too.  You clear out of there as soon as you can.  And tell the kids to stay put.”

      “Roger that,” he said.

      Atlas hung up, stood, then texted Duvall: LEANDRA GAVE US 2 MORE SITES IN ADDITION TO YOUR 3.  COME HELL OR HI-WATR, WE’RE HITTING ALL 5 TONIGHT.

      He walked out of the room, into the front room where Kiera was talking to the kids in Spanish, trying to calm them.

      A text alert came through on his phone.  Duvall had texted back: ROGER. TEXT OTHER ADDRESSES.

      He sent a thumbs-up emoji and then forwarded the voice file of Leandra Vargas telling them the addresses.

      Speaking to Kiera, he said, “Three more houses to go.  Duvall is about to meet with the NGO.  He stopped the van of kids leaving here.”

      Kiera told the kids that help was coming, and then she and Atlas went outside where they ran into a group of neighbors who had gathered around the scene.  In the distance, they heard the sounds of sirens.

      The neighbors saw the weapons he and Kiera were carrying, but none shied away from the pair.

      “Are they dead?” one man asked.

      “The kids or the assholes trafficking them?” Atlas asked; his voice was husky, mean, and chock-full of piss and fire.

      “The traffickers.”

      Atlas nodded.  “They’re dead.”

      “And the kids?” another woman asked, appearing behind him.

      “We lost three, including the girl on the street, but saved twelve,” Kiera said.

      “A van left here,” a young girl said coming from the street where the dead girl lay.  There were several adults at the scene of that crime.  The girl had blood on her hands but didn’t seem aware of it.  Did she touch the dead girl?  Did she try to save her?

      “Our partner stopped the van,” Kiera announced.  “Most of the children lived.”

      “Thank you,” a woman with a shaky voice said.  “Thank you on all of our behalves, and those of the children.”

      Atlas and Kiera nodded.  “The children are inside, and an NGO that we vetted is on the way.  Make sure they’re safe.”

      “Is it even safe to go in there and help them?” a man asked, climbing the chain link fence between his property and the stash house.

      Kiera nodded and said, “It’s bloody in there.  There are a lot of dead adults and two dead kids.”

      The man swallowed, then said, “We need to help the kids.  We should have earlier, but the cops aren’t helping any of us.”

      “I’d heard that,” Atlas said.  “We need to stand together as a community.”

      Even though he wasn’t one of them, he was a human being in a community of other human beings who had a duty and an obligation to look out for the children, to protect them from the predators of the world.

      “Where are you going?” the girl with bloody hands asked them.  They were on the move, heading toward the SUV; the girl had fallen in beside them.

      “There are three more houses like this one we’re hitting tonight,” Atlas told her.

      Kiera nudged him.  Atlas didn’t care if the child knew.  These people needed to know there were people out there looking to save the kids at all costs.  The message the girl would take to the community was important.

      “Are you going to kill them?” she asked.

      Atlas stopped and turned to face her.  The girl looked at him, startled.  Staring deep into her eyes, unblinking, Atlas said, “We’re going to kill every last one of them.”

      “Good,” the girl said, charged by the news.
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      They could not get to the third stash house fast enough as far as Atlas was concerned, but he was sure going to try.  That meant pushing the junky-ass Suburban to its absolute limits.  He rode the accelerator hard for as long as he could.  The balding, back tires skipped and screeched across the asphalt on tight turns, and the brakes were soft.  He took out two trashcans and a parked motorcycle along the way, all the time praying no one would call the cops.

      When they finally arrived at the house, Kiera was locked and loaded with Atlas gearing up for action.  He cut the lights and the engine.  They were heading up to the stash house when they saw the last of the house’s kids being shoved into two large vehicles.

      “We have to block them!” Kiera said.

      They sprinted back to the Suburban, fired it up, and then launched forward.  Atlas worked the wheel, turning them into the driveway, then he smashed the accelerator.  They barreled into the driveway and he jerked the wheel sideways, slammed on the brakes and blocked the driveway exit.  Right when he went for the door, the first van revved its engine and powered forward, smashing into Atlas’ door, and breaking out the glass.

      He scrambled across the seat, grabbed the closest weapon—a semi-auto shotgun Kiera had readied on the way there—and hustled out the passenger-side door, covering Kiera.

      A hedge of large, scratchy-looking bushes separated the stash house from the nearest property.  The Suburban’s single, dim headlight bathed the scrub brush in amber light, but it also revealed piles of strewn-out garbage, much of it kids’ clothes and old shoes, along with fast-food wrappers, and a busted-open kitchen bag.

      Kiera fired four rounds into the van, taking out the driver and passenger with precision, but the second van was backing up fast, desperately trying to escape the assault.

      Atlas racked his shotgun and bolted past Kiera.

      “You’ve got slugs!” Kiera yelled, meaning he didn’t have to worry about scatter.

      The second van was out-of-control; the frantic driver slammed on the brakes right before it crashed into the garage.  The driver frantically shoved the transmission into DRIVE and stomped on the accelerator, but not before Atlas fired a slug into the adult male passenger.  The glass blew out and the slug pulped his skull, showering the driver with gore.

      The large transport van roared off but was quickly slowed down as it cut through the hedge and bounced over the uneven landscape and several large rocks.  Then the driver locked the brakes and the van skidded to a stop.  Atlas saw Kiera standing before the vehicle in the wash of headlights, rifle up, firing into the van’s windshield.

      He hustled through the red taillight glow and the dry, dusty landscape, nearly twisting his ankle twice before reaching the van.  He tore open the sliding door to the faces of a dozen terrified, little children.

      “It’s okay,” he said, relieved.  He made sure the threats were neutralized.  “You’re safe now.”

      Kiera said, “Heading to the other van.”

      “Roger that.”

      Atlas turned his attention to the driver.  From his vantage point, he could see the man moving, albeit very slowly.  Strings of blood and saliva drained from his open mouth.  A soft, pained groan starting low in the back of his throat, but never quite materialized.  The kids saw Atlas looking at him, which caused several to back into the farthest corner of the van.  They seemed more afraid of the driver than of Atlas and his shotgun.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      Atlas circled the back of the vehicle and approached the driver-side door from the rear.  With his shotgun at the high ready, he cut small angles, making sure he was not shot for dropping his guard.

      When the driver’s head came into view, the man turned Atlas’ way.  He had droopy eyes and pain-stricken features.  Kiera had shot him several times, but he hadn’t died, not yet.

      Atlas carefully closed the distance between them, seeing even more detail in his face.  In the lights of the dash, the man appeared pallid, and blood stained his lips and dripped down his stubbly chin.  He deserved to die for his crimes against humanity, but he wasn’t dying fast enough.

      Atlas yanked open the door and angled off, just in case the man had a gun.  The sound of the weapon’s discharge was deafening; the bullet missed Atlas by a foot or more, in his estimation.

      The driver’s body sagged with the failure.  His grip on the gun loosened, and the weapon slid off his thigh, hit the door sill, and landed in the dirt.

      “Hablo Inglés?” Atlas asked.

      The man nodded, indicating he spoke English.

      “This is what you get for messing with kids, you miserable cockroach,” Atlas growled.  He stood back and fired the shotgun without hesitation.  The slug made a mess of the driver’s head as well as the other side of the van’s already filthy cabin.

      He walked back around the van, looked inside at the kids, and found most of them huddled together, crying.

      “Stay here,” he said.  “You’re all safe now.”  The kids stared at him blankly.  Did they understand English?  “Ahora estás a salvo.”  Did he say it right?

      You are all safe now.

      The fear bled out of the eyes of the older children, who turned to the younger ones with messages of hope.  The children looked at Atlas with hints of gratitude in their eyes.

      Atlas smiled and nodded encouragingly to them, and then he joined Kiera at the first van, which they had successfully blocked with the Suburban.

      The passenger in Kiera’s van was both screaming and dying; Kiera had her arm inside the broken window, with her finger shoved into one of the passenger’s bullet holes.  She was asking pointed questions he didn’t want to answer.  The trafficker howled and sobbed, and he had a loose grip on Kiera’s wrist.  He wasn’t strong enough to remove her offending finger.

      Kiera asked her questions again; the trafficker shook and shivered, either refusing or unable to answer her.  He was perspiring heavily now, the ends of his hair sweat-soaked and dripping in places from the tips.  Had he not been so close to death, he would have sounded like he was hyperventilating.

      Kiera finally removed her finger, ripped the door open, and then shoved her already-bloody finger three knuckles deep into another bullet hole in the man’s torso.  The man bawled, which only made her shove it in even harder, wiggling it about.  If he didn’t answer her, she would bleed him of energy and life, and he would die screaming.

      “Answer the question and I’ll make the pain stop,” she said.  “Is there an alert out to the other stash houses?  Do all of them know we’re coming, or just a few of them?”

      The man’s eyes fluttered and his body sagged, and then he stopped breathing.  Kiera shook her head, disappointed.  She pulled her finger out of the man’s stomach, which made a popping-sucking sound Atlas could not un-hear.

      She wiped her finger on the dead man’s shirt, and then said, “Text Duvall.  Tell him to call our NGO and have him pick up these kids.”

      Atlas looked past the dead passenger and saw a similar scene to the one in the other van: scared children huddled in the back.

      He opened the back slider and said, “Is anyone hurt?”

      The kids shook their heads, letting him know they were okay.

      He pulled out his phone and texted Duvall: THIRD HOUSE HIT; BAD GUYS DEAD, ALL KIDS SAFE. 20+.  He sent a second text confirming the address, then turned his attention back to Kiera.  She was telling the children in Spanish that good people were coming to care for them and keep them safe from bad men looking to hurt them.

      The oldest kids had several younger kids pulled into their arms, protectively, and the little ones’ scared eyes were drying, with only a few sniffles and a few wayward tears among them.

      They turned to head out when an NPD unit pulled up.  The driver wasn’t running with lights and sirens, which was strange considering the circumstances.

      “Kiera,” Atlas said.

      “Yeah, I see.”

      Before they could move more than a foot from the van, the cruiser flipped on its lights and both officers got out of the squad car with their guns drawn.

      “Drop your weapons and put your hands over your head!” the lead officer ordered.

      Atlas and Kiera lowered themselves, set their weapons down, then stood and raised their hands just enough to show compliance.  The second officer covered the first, his weapon drawn, his stance revealing his intention to shoot, if needed.  They expected a firefight.  Did they think Atlas and Kiera were just randomly killing people?  Fortunately, both Atlas and Kiera still had their pistols in their inside-the-belt holsters.

      “We’re working with the JTFA to round up human traffickers,” Kiera announced.

      “On whose authority?” the lead officer asked.

      “We’re private,” Atlas said, unamused by their flexed authority.

      “The feds are hiring mercenaries now?” the second officer asked, refusing to lower the weapon even an inch.  He was a smaller man, less confident than his partner.

      “There are more than twenty kids alive in these vans,” Atlas said, chewing on his temper.  “They’re safe now, and a clean NGO is on the way to pick them up and protect them.”

      “Check the house,” the lead officer told his partner, ignoring Atlas.  The junior officer trotted past them while the lead officer approached with caution.

      “We’ve already lowered our weapons,” Kiera said.  “You can put yours down, too.”

      “No way,” he said.

      Atlas reached back and opened the older van’s sliding doors.  The lead officer threw a fit, and barked orders at him, telling him to put his hands back up and to back away from the van.

      When Atlas complied, the officer moved in fast.  Was he afraid there were no kids in the van, but something else?  Something lethal?  Then, one of the kids got out, thinking she was meeting the people who would save them from the hell they were experiencing.

      “Get back in the van!” the officer roared.

      The instant the officer lost his cool, Atlas struck, drilling the cop’s wrist with a fist.  Atlas ripped his weapon away so fast the man was startled.  Kiera followed Atlas with a lightning-fast kick to his chin, causing him to stagger backward on unstable knees.

      Not wasting a moment, and working in tandem with Kiera, Atlas rushed in and pistol-whipped the officer in the face.

      The first shot dazed him; the second put him out.

      Atlas grabbed the officer and dragged him behind the SUV, hiding him from his partner when he finally decided to come back out.

      “Is that who I think it is?” Kiera asked, studying the man’s name badge.

      Atlas nodded and said, “Name says, Pérez.”  He found the officer’s wallet and pulled out his license.  He read the name aloud.  “River L. Pérez.”

      “This is one of the crooked officers Tomás warned us about,” Kiera said.

      Atlas grabbed Pérez’s handcuffs and subdued him while Kiera stood vigil, waiting for the second officer to return.  If Tomás was right about the officers, then the second cop was Officer Declan Salazar.  They would find out soon enough.

      The moment the junior officer emerged, he said, “The house is clear.”

      When he didn’t see Pérez, he went for his weapon; he froze when Kiera flanked him with her Kimber aimed directly at his head.

      “Easy,” she warned.

      The officer lowered his weapon, resigned to the shifting tides of power.  “Is he dead?” the officer asked about Pérez.

      “Drop your gun and kick it away,” Kiera ordered.  The officer refused to surrender his gun, but he didn’t point it at Kiera or Atlas.  It was a matter of principle.

      “Are you Declan Salazar?” Atlas asked, walking up to the man, his weapon drawn.

      “Yes, I’m Officer Salazar.”

      “Who pays you?” Kiera asked.  She ripped the gun from his hand and shoved him backward.

      Atlas moved with him, pressing the barrel of his Sig Sauer to the officer’s head.  “If you answer her questions and don’t try to be the hero, you will survive this night.”

      “Nogales PD pays me,” Officer Salazar said.

      “Who else?” Atlas asked.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You and this jackoff both overlooked the stash house by the high school while kids were being trafficked through there by the dozens.  Tomás Navarro called NPD multiple times to report suspicious activity, trafficking specifically, and you and your partner ignored him.”

      “We did welfare checks,” Salazar said.

      “And?”

      “Everything was in order.”

      “Fifteen kids were killed at that house tonight, executed at gunpoint like rabid dogs, you fucking nitwit!” Atlas growled.  “Worse, a van full of other kids left in the dead of night.”

      Pérez started to come around, moaning, his eyes fluttering open.

      “I got this,” Kiera said.

      Atlas returned to Perez, bent and felt the man’s chest and stomach.  Satisfied, he stood and turned to Salazar.  He took a few steps in his direction, then fired three rounds into the officer’s chest.  The man staggered backward and dropped to a knee, wheezing; Kiera grabbed him and cuffed him.  Then, he turned to Pérez and fired three rounds into his vest as well.  The man’s eyes bulged, his mouth open so wide, you could almost park a car in there.

      They dragged both officers to the Suburban and stuffed them in the back next to Leandra, who had zip-ties cutting into her wrists.  It was a tight, uncomfortable fit for all three, but only Leandra was complaining, and she was complaining mightily.

      “Remember them?” Kiera asked Leandra.  She looked away—a confirmation.  “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “We’re dealing with them the same later?” Atlas asked.

      Kiera nodded.

      All three prisoners were hurting, but Pérez had suffered the worst injuries.  He was bleeding badly from a head wound where Atlas had pistol-whipped him.  Atlas looked at Salazar, whose vest also caught a trio of 9s, and frowned.

      Kiera went and addressed the kids in the van, who were scared of the gunshots.  “Bad police.  Good people are coming.”

      She and Atlas re-loaded their weapons and extra mags, knowing the traffickers running the last two stash houses were likely rolling up their operations that very moment.

      Atlas sent Duvall a quick text: GOT 2 DIRTY COPS. CRUISER AT 3RD HOUSE.

      “Time to go,” Kiera said.

      Atlas tossed the cell phone into the custom center console of their SUV and did his best to brush the shattered glass off the front seat.  When they finally left the scene, they bounced out of there, leaving the kids and an empty police cruiser with its flashing lights behind.

      Duvall, Mitchell, and reps from their NGO would be there shortly.
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      They were afraid there would be dead kids at the fourth house.  Atlas felt it in his bones and didn’t know how much more he could take.  He already felt the pulling apart of his brain, the restless agitation tearing its way through him, and the mounting need to step outside and scream at the sky just to purge his body and brain of all of this horrible, helpless energy.  But that would come later.  They still had two more houses.  So, if Kiera could hold her shit together, then so could he.

      “I’m not familiar with this neighborhood or anything here,” Kiera said, dragging him back to the moment.  The house was a brand new location to Kiera, one of the stash houses Leandra had given up earlier.

      “I know,” Atlas mumbled.  “I’ve got my eyes peeled.”

      When they arrived at the fourth house, there were no cars or vans or other forms of transport in the driveway or nearby.

      “Did they roll it all up already?” Atlas asked.

      “We lost time with the cops.”

      Atlas drove into the driveway and parked up front.  Kiera got out and checked on their passengers, who were secure and not going anywhere anytime soon.  She slammed the tailgate and joined Atlas.

      They made their way to the house, their weapons at the high ready, keeping their footfalls quiet.  For a second, Atlas wondered if that was even necessary.  They hadn’t arrived in stealth, and Kiera could have awakened half the neighborhood by shutting the tailgate on the SUV.

      Maybe she was losing it, too.

      They checked the doors and windows.  The doors were locked and the blinds were closed tight, leaving them blind to possible threats.  Around the back, the drapes had been pulled together to keep out prying eyes.

      “I can’t get eyes on anything,” Atlas whispered.

      Kiera pushed on.

      Around the house, the backyard was torn up, and piles of dog shit dotted the yard like land mines ready to blast stink everywhere if you stepped on them.  The foul odor permeated the air.  On the side of the yard, they found a dead pit bull.  Atlas clenched his teeth, knelt, and felt the dog’s body.  He located the blood-slicked fur, his fingers finding two entry wounds.

      “Motherfuckers,” he growled.

      He stood and joined Kiera, who was working on the lock to a side door to the garage.  When she got it open, they crept into an empty garage.

      “We’re too late,” Kiera said.

      The door leading into the house was open.  They moved through it, but Atlas knew in his gut that Kiera was right: they were too late.  There could still be booby-traps or other ways to wire the house for explosives.  They moved carefully because that wasn’t uncommon.

      “All good here,” Kiera said, moving into the house.

      Atlas paused and then rolled in behind her, checking for traps while working to clear the house.

      Only when he and Kiera finished securing the home did Atlas take a breath and consider the God-awful surroundings.

      The residence was an appalling mess.  In the common areas, there were mattresses everywhere, most of them stained with blood spots and other fluids.  Some had dirty linens while others were bare, filthy looking, and pissed on.  The house smelled like feces and body odor, and Atlas found himself wanting to puke.

      Upstairs, in the smaller bedrooms, were single beds.  They had linens on them, a radio for music, scented candles, and lube on each nightstand.  Atlas had also seen tissue boxes and wrapped hand towels.  In the garbage cans were wadded tissues, some bloody, others likely filled with dried semen from former patrons.

      “I want to set fire to this place,” Kiera said.  “Burn it to the ground.”

      “Yeah, same,” he said.

      “Did you clear that closet?” Kiera asked about the coat closet near the front door.

      “I thought you checked that already.”

      Both raised their weapons and headed for the small closet.  The closer they got, the more they began to smell something bad—no, something worse.

      When Kiera opened the door, Atlas had his finger on the trigger and was ready for anything.  Well, almost anything.  There were four dead kids stuffed inside the closet, their broken bodies stacked on top of each other.

      Atlas immediately began to shake, his brain hard-charging with thoughts of torture and murder.  A long, agitated grunt left his mouth.  He turned and punched a hole in the wall.

      “Yeah,” Kiera said, swallowing.

      Atlas’ veins flowed with adrenaline and thunderous indignation as he shook and paced the main room; the kids in the closet were executed.

      Executed!

      He returned to the closet, the edges of his vision pulsing, his skin searing hot and trembling.  Three of them looked like young teen boys; the fourth was a girl with a broken jaw.

      Atlas grabbed his phone and called Duvall.  He picked up right away.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Where are you?” Atlas growled.

      “The NGO reps are here, Mitchell already arrived, and I’m coming up on the next scene.  Mitchell wanted to get there early and be first to secure the kids.  What’s going on?  You okay?”

      “Is she asking about this operation?” Atlas asked.  “Is she asking you about us?”

      “Non-stop.  She’s pissing out of her eyes right now, that’s how hot she is.  And she’s not just wondering about you, she’s standing so hard on my nuts, it’s difficult to keep her from running this up the chain of command.”

      “What’s stopping her?” Atlas asked.

      “The horror of this whole night, the dead kids, the slaughtered traffickers.”  Duvall paused for a moment, and said, “Isabelle undersold the two of you.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s not over.  We just cleared the fourth house.  The traffickers are gone, but they left a four-pack of dead kids in the coat closet.”

      “Freaking hell,” Duvall groaned.

      “It’s bad,” Atlas said, tears glistening in his eyes.  He swiped them away, angry that they would show up when he was so enraged.  “All these kids…” There was a sudden quiver in his voice; he cleared his throat, embarrassed that his body was betraying him.

      “You okay?” Duvall asked quietly.

      “Fine,” Atlas lied.

      “What about the cops?” Duvall asked.

      “Are you talking about the dirty cops Tomás mentioned?”

      “Yeah, Officers Pérez and Salazar.”

      “That’s them,” Atlas said.

      “Dead cops weren’t part of our deal,” Duvall said.  “I know Kiera has a hard-on for cutting the head off of this snake—”

      “We both do,” Atlas said.  “You should know we’re the same in that regard, completely indistinguishable from each other.”

      “All right, I just arrived at the third address,” Duvall said.  “Mitchell’s with the kids.  I’ll have someone send units to the fourth location.”

      “Roger that,” Atlas said.

      Duvall didn’t end the call, though.  He had something else on his mind.  “Pérez and Salazar, what did you do with them?”

      “It’s not what we did with them,” Atlas said, “it’s what we’re going to do with them, and it’s best that you don’t know about it—plausible deniability and all.”

      “If they disappeared for good, it would be better than if they were murdered and dumped in the streets,” Duvall said.

      “Don’t tell me how to get my vengeance, Officer Duvall,” Atlas hissed.

      The line went dead.  Did he just hang up on Atlas?

      He pocketed his phone and looked at Kiera.  “What’s with that guy?”

      Kiera thought about it; then she said, “He’s trying not to feel, but I think he’s feeling for the first time in a long time.  I can hear it in his voice.  This whole thing is changing him and he doesn’t like it.”

      “This is changing all of us, Kiera,” Atlas replied.

      The phone rang; Atlas picked it up, noting the time.  It was close to 3:00 a.m.  Soon, it would be dawn, then sunrise.  If they were still in Nogales by then, they could very well find themselves without an exit.

      “Hey,” Codrin said.  “I have the driver’s cell phone tracking now.”

      Atlas felt the tightness squeezing his chest loosen at the prospect of good news.  He said, “Great, text me his location.  We’re heading to the SUV now.”

      They hustled to the Suburban; Atlas checked on their prisoners, and Kiera hopped into the driver’s seat.  A moment later, new coordinates appeared, care of Codrin’s state-of-the-art geolocation software.

      “Good job, Codrin,” Kiera leaned over and said to the hacker.

      “How are the two of you doing?” Codrin asked, hesitantly.  He could hear the tension in their voices.

      “A lot of dead kids and not enough dead traffickers,” Atlas said.  “It’s not a good night, Codrin.”

      “Let me know how else I can help,” Codrin said.

      “You’re the best part of the operation already, my friend,” Atlas replied.  “Stay by the phone.”

      “I will,” Codrin said before hanging up.  “And thank you.”

      Kiera glanced over at Atlas through the darkness and the soft glow of the dash lights.  “What you do for Codrin, for his spirits, it’s pretty amazing.”

      “Yeah, well, I mean it.  He’s integral to every operation we’ve run.”

      “Yes, but you’re genuine,” Kiera said, taking his hand, “and it comes through loud and clear.”

      Atlas squeezed her hand, then nodded his gratitude.

      “Where are those coordinates Codrin sent?” Kiera asked, back to business.

      Atlas tapped the link and studied the location, watching the dot move north on I-19 south of Tucson.

      When he told Kiera where they were headed, she said, “I think we need to call Scotty Chase for this.”

      Atlas dialed the number.  A very tired-sounding Scotty answered the phone.  “What in the hell are you doing calling this early?” he said.

      Atlas explained the situation.  The man didn’t sound groggy for long.

      “Let me call Jackson,” Scotty said, now alert.  “It’s dangerous to wake him at this hour, but I’ll fill him in on the situation.”

      “You’re the best, Scotty,” Kiera said.

      “What’s our ROE if we encounter these freaking maggots?”

      Kiera said, “First off, we need to see where they land.  Then, if you can get to them, the primary mission is to contain them and protect the kids.  We’re in Nogales right now, cleaning up the stash house problem.  I’ll text you their location when they arrive.”

      “Your job in Nogales,” Scotty said, “how’s that going?”

      “Five houses are networked, all part of the Los Reyes de Obregón cartel.  Leandra Vargas was running the first house we hit.  Before we took her down, she tipped off the other houses.  She said she didn’t reach all of them, but now I’m not so sure.  Anyway, they’re killing the kids they can’t transport and abandoning the stash houses as if the entire world is closing in on them.”

      “How many kids?” Scotty asked.

      Atlas wasn’t sure if Scotty was asking how many were alive or how many died.

      “Just stay frosty and we’ll be in touch,” Atlas said.

      “Roger that,” Scotty said.  “You headed our way when you tie things off down there?”

      “I’ll keep you updated,” Kiera said.  “We have a police problem we need to solve, and one last stash house to take down.  After that, we’ll caffeinate and head north.”

      “Good luck to both of you,” Scotty replied.

      “Oh, and Scotty?” Kiera said

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You bet.”
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      The fifth stash house was just as quiet as the fourth, but this time there were cars in the driveway, and bodies in the beds from what they could see outside a few of the windows.  Not every window had gaps in the blinds and draperies, so they knew they were going in somewhat blind.  As long as they could control the action, they had to move.

      Kiera and Atlas picked the locks and bypassed a cheap home security system, the do-it-yourself kind you buy at a discount warehouse and install in a few hours.  When they were inside, they moved like wraiths through the house.

      To Atlas’ relief, everyone was asleep and all the kids were alive.  They counted eight children and four adults—two women and two men.

      Atlas looked at the bigger of the two men where he slept next to one of the women.  His snoring was loud, allowing them the cover of noise.  Atlas watched Kiera move through the glow of a small nightlight toward the woman.

      He pulled his blade, looked at her again, and waited for her signal.  She nodded, with her eyes deadly serious.

      He moved to the side of the bed, stood over the snoring man, then gripped the knife and lifted it over his head with both hands.  Without hesitation, he drove the blade into the right eye of the man so hard that it shook the entire bed.  The man’s mouth flew open in surprise, emitting a strangled gasp.

      Atlas hammered the bottom of the hilt with a focused palm strike, then yanked the blade out and thrust it into the dying man’s armpit.  The only noise the dead or dying creep would make would be the nearly imperceptible noise of him bleeding to death.

      The minute the woman’s eyes flashed open Kiera stuffed a sock into her mouth, then daisy-chained zip-ties around her head to hold the gag in place.  The plastic was so tight it was already cutting into the corners of her mouth.

      She started to move, to resist, but Kiera said, “Fight me and you die badly.  Cooperate and you get to live.”

      “Just kill her,” Atlas said.

      “This one and the others live for now,” Kiera told him.

      She hauled the woman out of bed.  She was wearing panties only, her saggy breasts flopping around like half-deflated water balloons.

      Atlas nodded and took the lead.

      He sheathed his blade, unholstered his weapon, and entered the other bedroom.  He flipped on the light, waking a skinny-looking Hispanic man and a trashy white woman.  He loathed the sight of them, not because of the way they looked, but because of what they were doing to the kids.

      “Get up,” he said, pistol aimed at the man. They saw the blood that had splashed up on his wrists and face and complied.

      The second couple was more presentable than the saggy-breasted woman in her underwear, but neither he nor Kiera cared about that.  The three joined Kiera in the living room, where she had shoved the first woman to her knees on the hardwood floor.  She was embarrassed and clearly in pain.

      “I’ll check on the kids,” Kiera said.  “You watch them.”

      Over the next few moments, Kiera woke the kids, gathered them in the largest room, and told them in Spanish to be quiet, that they were about to be free.  At least, that’s what it sounded like to Atlas whose Spanish was passable at best.

      Kiera appeared again, her eyes as cold and dead as he’d ever seen them.  He knew deep down that things were about to get ugly.  Atlas didn’t mind.  He wanted this for Kiera, himself, and the kids.

      No, he didn’t want this—he needed this.

      For all the dead kids they had seen that night, if these cockroaches were even remotely connected to Los Reyes de Obregón, the rubber was going to meet the road in the worst possible way.

      Kiera walked up to the woman with the zip-tied gag, cut the plastic, and removed the sock with which she’d gagged her.  “You’re going to tell me everything I want to know, or I’m going to do far worse to you than any enforcer or sicario would do.  Am I clear?”

      Insults, racial slurs, and threats poured forth.  When Kiera had had enough, she slugged the woman so hard, a rope of spit jumped from her mouth and landed on the floor.

      Kiera then said, “I want to know how your operation works here, who brings you the kids, and what cops you have working to keep your operation off the radar.  I also want to know where the kids go after they leave here.  Spare me no detail.  Your life depends on it.”

      The surviving man spoke up, calmly.  “If you’re going to kill us anyway, why should we tell you anything?”

      “These kids have a chance to live, to heal from this, which will clear your conscience,” Atlas said.

      “We have no consciences,” the half-naked woman said, spitefully.  She spat blood on the floor before continuing.  Kiera was not impressed.  “These little rodents are just a paycheck to us, to everyone involved, and they’re an exciting fuck for guys who would otherwise never get laid.  They are a commodity.  So, we don’t have consciences.  We only have jobs, profit margins, and human product to consider.”

      Atlas swallowed past a lump in his throat and the edges of his eyeballs sizzled, the pressure behind them mounting.  When they decided it was time to kill all three, she was going to die the worst; Atlas would make sure of it.

      “Be that as it may,” Kiera replied, calmly, “you’re going to tell us everything.”

      “You can eat my ass,” she said, then she spat at Kiera.

      Kiera moved around the back of the kneeling woman, pulled out her blade, then reached over her shoulder, and grabbed hold of the vile woman’s nipple.

      “What the—?”

      She pulled her breast up and slid the blade underneath.  “I’m taking the whole thing off,” Kiera said.

      After that threat, the information began to flow.

      When they had what they wanted, Atlas said, “We believe you, but now you need to come clean on video.  Do that and we’ll let you live.”

      “Can I at least cover my tits?” she asked, stricken.

      Kiera said, “From here, if you’re honest, and if we let you go, you and your two friends will cross the border tonight and never, ever come back to America.”

      “I need a shirt,” she said.

      “I’ll film you from the neck up,” Kiera said.  “Your breasts will be sagging far below the frame of the video anyway, so don’t worry about preserving your modesty.  Just repeat what you said earlier, all of it, including your contacts at Border Patrol, the NPD, and the courts.”

      “I’ll tell you what I said earlier, but I also told you we’re compartmentalized.  I get the kids, I hand them off, I get paid.  Simple, easy, and perfect for times like this.”

      “Perfect for you, but not for the kids, or us,” Atlas said.

      “These children go out tomorrow morning and I get a new batch in exchange,” she said.  “That’s all I know beyond what I’ve already told you.”

      Kiera caught Atlas’ eye.  “Back up the SUV as close as you can to the front door.”

      He did as she asked, then returned to the living room.

      Kiera grabbed the woman by the hair and stood her up.  She had a hard time standing after kneeling on the hardwood floor for so long.  Kiera moved her along, holding her up when it looked like the fifty-something woman wouldn’t be able to endure Kiera’s wrath.

      “Open the tailgate,” Kiera told Atlas.

      He did.

      “Do you recognize these two officers?” Kiera asked.

      The woman nodded and then pointed to Pérez.  The officer’s eyes went wide; then he started to shake his head and fidget.  He had been stuffed in the back with Leandra and Officer Salazar, which was only making matters worse for the two; both grunted out a host of complaints, kicking and making all kinds of racket.  Kiera closed the tailgate and walked the half-naked woman back inside.

      The moment they got into the house, Atlas’ phone rang.  It could be Duvall, Codrin, or Scotty.

      “Yeah,” Atlas said.

      “It’s me,” Duvall replied.  “Did you get to the fifth house?”

      “We’re here now,” Atlas said.

      “And?”

      “The kids are safe,” he said.

      “What about the traffickers?” Duvall asked.

      Atlas looked at the three of them, then at Kiera, who nodded.  He said, “That’s up to them.  Either way, by the time you get here, a decision will have been made.”

      “That’s an easy decision.  Just smoke ‘em.”

      Atlas hung up.

      While Kiera took her video confession, Atlas checked on the kids in the back room.  There was a total of eight—four boys and four girls.  They were huddled together and scared, but they were all awake and anxious, some to the point of shivering.

      “Are the people holding you here good or bad?” he asked as simply as he could.

      The oldest boy said, “Bad.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      They looked around at each other, but none wanted to speak.

      “They can’t hurt you anymore,” Atlas assured them.

      “What about us?” a girl asked.

      “You will be saved by good people here in America.  You will not have to live this life anymore, I promise.”

      The looks exchanged between them were different now.

      “The older woman likes to touch us, the boys, and she makes the girls touch her,” one of the boys said in the smallest voice Atlas had ever heard.

      He felt his temperature rising fast.  “What about the other woman?”  Everyone nodded.  “And the men?”

      The girls turned their heads down, but one of the boys said, “The one out there makes sure the girls’ private parts are ready.”

      Atlas clenched his jaw, the tension squeezing his temples tight and making the backs of his eyes burn with anger.  The image the young boy painted for him filled his brain with horrors, making his stomach turn.

      He said, “Does the other woman know?”

      The boys nodded and then one of the girls, in just as small a voice as that of the boy who spoke earlier, said, “She likes to watch.”

      Another girl added, “They all watch, but the older lady touches herself.  She likes that we watch her doing…that.”

      Atlas couldn’t take any more of this.  He stood, grabbed his blade, then walked into the other room and stabbed the man to death.  The second woman, the one the man was sleeping with, tried to back away from the bloody mess Atlas was making of her man, but Kiera stopped her and made her watch the frenzy of violence.

      “Atlas,” Kiera said.

      He turned and his eyes were wild, the edges of his vision pulsing.  There was blood on his face, all over his hands, and in his hair.  He expected her to stop him, but instead, she was letting him know it was okay, to get it out of his system, to unleash his inner psycho.

      He grabbed the woman and gutted her.  He drove the blade in just below the breast bone, pushed it with force down to her belly button, then turned it sideways and jerked it to her floating rib.

      By then, the Beast had him; it was in full control.  But Atlas was not just the passenger to this blistering assault, he was riding shotgun to the beast and wanting every bit of this, not for himself, but for all the children who had been trafficked, sexually abused, and possibly even killed by this group.

      When he reached into the bloody hole and grabbed the squirmy mass of guts and started to pull them out before the dying woman, he did not stop the beast—he didn’t even try.

      People like her ripped the guts out of these children, and ruined them for life, and for what?  Money?  A life of abuse?  Whatever perverted sexual gratification they could garner?  He hated them.  He hated every last one of them and felt they had to die.

      The bomb in his chest finally exploded; his hands showed the woman a squeeze of her intestines, and his mouth said, “That’s what you’ve done to too many young souls.  You gutted them.  You fucking KILLED THEM!”

      He watched the woman fade from the world, the lights in her eyes going out, and then she was gone.  He dropped her guts and punched her face until she fell out of her chair, dead.

      Turning to the half-naked woman, he felt his eyes narrow.

      “You!” he growled.

      The second he turned his psycho on her, her body began to wobble with fear, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed forward, her face landing on the hardwood floor.  She pissed herself and let out a few soft farts.  She was unconscious—a vasovagal response to her crushing fear.

      That, of all things, stopped the beast cold.

      Atlas screamed.
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      At six-thirty that morning, they had the final location of the van that got away.  It was just outside of Phoenix, surrounded by lots of desert and empty space.

      Scotty texted Kiera with a simple message to let her know he and Jackson had eyes on the scene: TWO MORE VANS ARRIVED.  KIDS SAFE.

      She texted him back, telling them to hold their position.  Leopold called at seven; she picked up.

      “Morning,” she said.

      “Kiera, my dear, how are things?” Leopold asked.

      He wanted to know how the op was going.  Did he distrust her abilities to handle it, or was he mentally checked into the op?  She was sure he missed this world.

      “Everything is messy,” she admitted.  “My client would say I’m doing well, but the network was warned about us ahead of time, which meant the rats scurried.  We took down all five safe houses, but a lot of kids are…and more got away.

      She couldn’t say “dead.”  The word refused to form in her mouth.  What was happening to her?  Like Duvall, was she changing too?

      “So, messy bad, right?” Leopold asked.  “Not messy good?”  He was now speaking about Atlas’ penchant for losing his shit and slaughtering their targets.

      “Both,” she said.

      “Worse than Prague?” he asked.

      She looked at Atlas and said, “No one brought a chainsaw this time.”

      Atlas frowned and looked away.

      “Well, it’s less interesting that way,” Leopold said, “but I’m sure it’s satisfying nevertheless.”

      She wasn’t sure anything was satisfying about this.  But, it was a hell of a lot better than shopping for clothes, doing her hair and nails, or struggling to figure out how to fit into a brain-dead world full of unwitting slaves and weaponized parrots.

      “Thank you for allowing us the use of Scotty and Jackson, as well as Codrin.”

      “I’m glad I’ve kept them on retainer,” Leopold admitted.  “They’re the second-best investment I ever made.”

      “And the first?” she asked.

      “You and Atlas.”

      She smiled and Atlas went quiet.  Then Kiera said, “I’ll call you when it’s done.”

      “Call me for any other reason in between, even if you’ve got an ask.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said.  “And thank you again.”

      She hung up and looked at Atlas, who was staring back at her.  She didn’t have to say a word—he knew.  Leopold, even semi-retired, still had their backs and still liked the action, even if he watched it from afar.

      When the woman with the saggy boobs woke up, they briefed her on the plan and told her how to save her own life.

      She looked at Atlas like he was going to kill her at any moment.  The truth was, he might, and Kiera wouldn’t stop him.  No one would if he decided that.

      Shortly after eight o’clock that morning, the now-dressed woman was ready to receive the new shipment of kids, the shipment she told them about hours earlier.

      “Are they ever late?” Kiera asked at ten minutes after the hour.

      “Yes,” she said.

      The courier knocked at the door just before 9:00 a.m.  The woman looked nervous, but then she composed herself and answered the door to an ugly white man who said, “Get that heap of shit out of the driveway.”  He was referring to the Chevy “Sentra.”

      “My guy will move it,” the woman said.

      Atlas grabbed the keys to the Suburban, opened the garage door, and vacated the driveway, careful as he navigated around a large Sprinter van hogging the exit.

      Discreetly, he opened the rear tailgate, saw the weary passengers, and noted the pleading in their eyes and the way their bodies were hurting and expiring.  He didn’t care.  They were as good as dead to him anyway.

      The men in the Sprinter backed the van into the driveway, right up to the open garage, and then they offloaded a fresh batch of children into the house.

      The woman was there to usher them inside.  When the drop-off was complete and twelve more kids were added to the eight, the Sprinter’s driver snapped his fingers and said, “Let’s go, lady.  Time is money and you’re burning our daylight here.”

      He wanted the eight other kids.

      She walked him back to the room where the kids were waiting.  Kiera watched Atlas walk up behind the man, circle an arm around his throat and squeeze, all before the woman could open the door and startle the kids.

      Kiera went after the other man.  She found him in the garage, waiting.  She smiled at him and he smiled back.  Then she palm-struck his chin, fired a shot into his solar plexus, and followed up with a clean right hook to the temple, which put him out cold but shocked her wrist.

      When she was finished, she looked down at his unconscious body on the concrete floor and took a breath.

      “Let’s go,” she whispered to herself.

      She dragged the man up and hauled him over her shoulder—which was no easy feat—then walked him in a fireman’s carry to the kitchen where chairs were set up and ready to go.

      Atlas dragged his man to the kitchen and sat him up on a chair next to Kiera’s guy.  For the next hour, she and Atlas worked the men over like professionals.  At one point, they beat them straight for about fifteen minutes.  They left the two men so boneless and bloody after that walloping, both slid off the chairs repeatedly, their legs and arms like rubber.

      When she and Atlas finished, when they had what information they wanted, Kiera called Duvall and said, “We stopped eight kids from being trafficked, and picked up twelve more en route.”

      “All alive?”

      “Yeah, all alive,” she said.

      “And their handlers?”

      “Speakerphone,” Atlas said.

      Kiera activated the feature and handed the phone to Atlas to hold.  They were standing in the living room with the kids and the woman who ran the house.  She was listening intently but had eyes on Saggy Tits and the injured men.

      In the background, they heard Special Agent Hailey Mitchell saying, “I want to talk to him.”

      “Right now,” Atlas said, “we’ve got three dead traffickers out of four.  The two delivery boys who showed up, they’re coming with us.”

      “You working up the line or down?” Duvall asked.

      The FBI had been promised the right to work up the trafficking line, into America.  Kiera knew this, even though she had pacified Duvall earlier.  Duvall needed to get his agent to fall in line, which was crucial to running this op.  Even though Mitchell was supposedly onboard, she didn’t sound onboard.

      “We’re working it up,” Atlas said.

      “That’s beyond your scope,” Duvall said, formally for Mitchell.

      “Let me talk to them!” Mitchell barked.

      “Hang on,” Duvall said.

      There was the shuffling sound of a phone being handed over, and then a woman said, “This is Special Agent Hailey Mitchell, who is this?”

      “The man,” Atlas said.

      “What the hell are you really?” she roared.

      “The scumbag clean-up crew.”

      “Yeah, well you’re making one hell of a mess, son.”

      Kiera watched Atlas’ jaw flick; the blood rushed to his cheeks quickly, and he gripped the phone a little tighter.

      “This is the problem with you W2 employees,” Atlas said, a jagged edge to his voice.  “All you see are the deaths in front of you, not the lives we’ve saved.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell that to the cameras later on.”

      “Well, you’re getting three more dead, but twenty more saved, you fucking ungrateful twat.”

      Kiera stifled a laugh, but Mitchell sniffed hard at the affront.  “I don’t know what to say to a thug like you,” the FBI agent finally said.

      “Then PUT DUVALL ON!” Atlas roared.

      A moment later, Duvall came on the line.  “Jesus, man.”

      “You’d better keep that broad away from us.”

      “Did they kill the cops?” Special Agent Mitchell asked in the background.

      “Did you hear what she asked?”

      “Yeah, I heard,” Atlas said, breathing heavy.  “And no we didn’t do that, not yet.  But I told her we’re a clean-up crew.  That means that whoever is guilty, including those who wear a badge, will get wrapped up.”

      “Wrapped up?” Mitchell asked, having heard him.

      “They get dead, you freaking knucklehead,” Atlas said.  It sounded like Mitchell had grabbed the phone from Duvall and started to say something, but Atlas cut her off.  “You and Duvall want to know my scope?  That’s my scope.  Destruction of the network in Nogales.”

      Kiera heard the woman scoff, and then Duvall said, “Hang on a second.”  After a five-second pause, he continued, this time speaking in a lower voice.  “Okay, she’s gone.  Making a call or something.  I’m not sure what she’s saying, but quit antagonizing her.  This dragon is ready to breathe fire.”

      “We did our job,” Atlas said, “which means you owe us the rest of the fee.”

      “Put Kiera on,” he said.

      “I’m here, Duvall,” Kiera said, leaning into the phone.

      “I’ll make good on our deal,” he said, reassuring her.  “Just let me know when you’re ready to receive payment, otherwise we’ll try to stay out of your way.”

      “The hell we will!” they heard Mitchell say from a distance.

      “Dammit,” Duvall muttered.

      Atlas hung up and tossed the phone to Kiera.  “You play politics.  I just want to choke them both out.”

      When they got the two traffickers into the back of the Sprinter, they brought the woman of the house inside.  She was terrified and crying, her whole life imploding.

      Atlas stood behind her and presented her to the kids.  Kiera wasn’t sure if he had secured her personally yet, or if the threat of him so close to her was enough.

      “Did this woman harm any of you specifically?” Kiera asked the eight kids who had spent time with her.

      The eight looked around, scared, unable to meet the woman’s gaze.

      Kiera said, “It’s okay, I promise, she won’t hurt you.”

      A few hands went up, then all of them went up, and then the woman started sobbing.

      “You promised I could live if I cooperated,” she said, sniffling, trying not to melt down completely.  “I cooperated!”

      Kiera looked at Atlas and said, “You’re the muscle.  Prove it.”

      A chill broke out over Atlas’ arms and all emotion fell from his countenance.  He spun the woman around to face him and gut-punched her hard enough to fold her in two.  He grabbed a fistful of hair on the back of her head with his left hand, and her chin with the right in a controlled grip.  She started to cry, to beg, to wail.  She put her hands on Atlas’ arms, smart enough to know not to scratch him.

      Atlas looked up at Kiera again, who turned to the kids.  Then, eyes back on him, she nodded and knew the beast would want in on this.  Atlas the man, the father, the protector of children, was in the driver’s seat now and his beast would just have to watch.

      Mustering as much force as he could, Atlas stepped out and spun the woman’s entire body, throwing the weight of her one way while viscously cranking her head the other.  The action created a mammoth pop, a breaking sound so loud, half the kids jumped.

      Atlas dropped her limp body on the floor like the garbage heap she was, the break in her neck clean.  He stood back and looked at Kiera without saying a word.  She saw him beaming with pride.

      “Say it again,” Atlas said.

      Kiera studied the odd angle of the woman’s neck.  It was impressive, something even she could not do.  She knelt and felt the dead woman’s neck.

      She looked up in awe and said, “Cervical transection.”

      “What does that mean?” Atlas asked.

      “You broke her neck in half inside her skin.  It’s an internal decapitation.”

      “She’s dead, then,” Atlas said.

      “Deader than Elvis.”

      Atlas looked at the kids, who didn’t know how to take him.  He said, “My friend told you that you were safe.  Now you are.”

      The phone in Kiera’s pocket suddenly rang.  She looked at it and then handed it to Atlas with a frown.  “It’s Duvall,” she said.

      Atlas picked up using the speakerphone.  “Yeah,” he said.

      “Special Agent Mitchell here,” she said.

      “What do you want?”

      “The NGO you brought on board is overloaded with kids.  They want to talk to you.”

      “Put them on.”

      “Hi,” a soft voice said.

      “You’re just the person I wanted to speak with,” Atlas replied, his tone changing completely.  “Are the kids safe?”

      “Yes, thanks to you and your team,” she said.  For being grateful, there was a lot of tension in her voice.

      “What else can I do for you?” Atlas asked.

      The woman then told Atlas that their facilities were overwhelmed and they needed to reach out to other agencies for help.

      “That’s not part of the plan,” Kiera said, speaking into the phone.  “We only vetted you, which means you’re the only agency allowed to collect them.”

      The woman said, “We have to resettle these kids, get them healthcare, education, and food.  That takes time, people, and resources, all of which are going to be taxed with the influx of children tonight.”

      “How much?” Kiera asked.

      The woman paused; then she said, “It’s more complicated than that.  We need space for them, keepers to watch over them, etc.”

      “Can you rent another house?” Atlas asked.  “Hire extra staff?”

      “Yes, but all of that takes money.”

      “How much?” Atlas asked.

      “A hundred thousand,” she answered before her embarrassment took over and she fell silent.  Then, “I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.”

      “I’ll cover it,” Kiera said.

      “Really?” the woman asked, dumbfounded.

      “We’ll split it,” Atlas turned and told Kiera.

      She shook her head; it was not his responsibility to split his cut.

      “I’m not asking,” he said.

      She nodded, knowing that was what made Atlas Hargrove the force he was today: he did God-awful things to the worst people, but he did so for the kids, and for those who could not defend themselves.

      “You’ll have to figure out how to take a cash donation,” Atlas said.

      “I’ll contact our accountant when the kids are safe.”

      “Good,” Atlas said.  “And thank you.”

      “It’s because of people like you that these kids will be safe,” the woman said, appreciative.

      Mitchell was back on.  “Did you just…?”

      Atlas said, “As difficult as it is to measure us by our actions, we are good people who care only for the children.  We exercise our rights to act outside the law, which is the most efficient way to save the children.”

      “I won’t disagree,” she said, almost so quiet Atlas didn’t hear her.

      “Well, then, perhaps we agree on this one thing,” Atlas said before hanging up.

      A text came in from Duvall a moment later: THANK YOU.

      Atlas showed Kiera the text from Duvall, and then he held Kiera’s eye and said, “Say it again.”

      “No.”

      “Say it.”

      “Fine,” she said.

      “Go on…”

      “You’re the muscle.”

      Atlas grinned and said, “Thank you.”

      “You earned it, Atlas.”

      “Yes, I did.”
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      Atlas and Kiera loaded the Sprinter with the two couriers, and then with Officers Pérez and Salazar, and Leandra Vargas, who were not in good shape.  Atlas cuffed the cops and couriers together, and then he got into the van and kicked them all into submission.

      When he set his sights on Leandra, when he thought of her father being the head of the cartel in charge of trafficking all of these children, he wanted to kick her and not stop.  For that reason alone, he refused to touch her.  She had the bad sense to look grateful.

      “You almost died,” Atlas snarled.

      “I did?” she asked.

      “Just now.”

      He hopped out, closed the rear doors, and walked around to the front, getting into the driver’s seat.  “Back to the safe house?” he asked.

      Kiera nodded.

      She followed Atlas in the Suburban, driving north to Rio Rico where the safe house was tucked away just outside of Nogales.  They made it out of the city without incident, which gave him enough room to breathe.

      When they arrived at the safe house, they muscled the scumbag parade inside; none of them were quiet, but the second courier was the loudest.  They used duct tape to shut them up, and then they cuffed them together in a circle that went all the way around one of the vertical support beams in the living room.  Atlas put his weight against it; it didn’t budge.  He looked at the five and thought, unless they pulled down the entire house, or chewed off an arm, no one was getting free.

      There was mumbling all around, one of them pissed his pants, and then they all pissed their pants.

      “It’s a rental,” Atlas said.

      He walked into the bathroom, turned on the light, and took off his shirt and vest, wincing at what he saw.

      “Wow, that’s not pretty,” Kiera said from the hallway.  She stepped into the bathroom and looked at his bloody knuckle where a piece of a tooth had been lodged earlier.  “Clean that, too.”

      He nodded.

      Standing beside him, she took off her shirt and vest as well, and that’s when Atlas saw she’d been shot, too.  When did that happen?  She hadn’t said anything, let alone flinched.  Was her pain tolerance that much higher than his?

      It had to be, and that pissed him off.

      She stood there in her bra and pants, studying what would become some nasty bruises in the days to come.  To his dismay, her war wounds also looked worse than his, which was even more annoying.

      “Do I win?” she asked.

      He frowned, and then he rocked his neck from side to side, cracking it.

      “Well?”

      Still looking at her, he popped his fingers and elbows, rolled his shoulders, and begrudgingly said, “Yes.”

      She smiled victoriously.  “More bruising, fewer shots.  That’s an uncontested win.”

      “Rub it in already,” he said, giving her a little shove.

      Kiera slipped on a new shirt and clean pants and then returned to the kitchen to put on a fresh pot of coffee.  While she did that, Atlas removed the cuffs from Leandra, pulling her out of the circle.  He put her in fresh zip-ties and walked her to the Sprinter van.  There, he used another set of zip-ties to bind her wrists to a reinforced eyelet on the side of the panel van near the back doors.

      Leandra mumbled something through the duct tape, something Atlas thought he might have understood.  He turned and said, “Did you just ask where you’re going?”

      Leandra nodded.

      “To Hell,” he said just before he slammed the doors shut.

      He and Kiera loaded the rest of their guns and ammo into the Sprinter van, stowing them closer to the front seats, far away from Leandra’s possible reach.  Inside the house, he and Kiera sipped coffee and didn’t speak.

      Kiera finally said, “Did Scotty call yet?”

      He shook his head.

      “Phone.”

      He handed her his cell phone.

      She called Scotty, who gave them an update on the stash house and the children that had since arrived.

      “They’re safe so far,” he said.

      That was what Atlas needed to hear.  They were about two to three hours away, depending on their route, which meant there was nothing they could do quickly.

      “Describe the vans,” Kiera said; her phone’s speaker was on.

      “There are two Nissan NV300 cargo vans, a single Sprinter van, and a few windowless Econoline vans of the date-rape variety.  If you guys are coming out here, we’re out in the middle of nowhere with almost no cover, so they’ll probably see you coming.”

      “Send us 360-degree images,” Atlas said.

      “Roger that.”

      “As soon as we power up, we’re headed your way,” Kiera said before abruptly ending the call.  She dialed Duvall and waited for him to answer.

      “Duvall,” he answered.

      “Tell me about the fourth site,” she said.

      “Mitchell has local crime scene techs onsite to collect the kids’ bodies and gather any evidence they can to tell them who ran the stash house.”

      “Are you hopeful they can build a case?” Atlas asked.

      “I don’t care,” Duvall said, unabashed.

      Kiera shook her head.

      Atlas felt the mother of all frowns pulling at his face.  If Duvall didn’t care, then what the hell was he doing there?

      “I’m heading to the fifth house now,” Duvall said.  “Mitchell’s already a hero for saving all the kids, but no one is asking about me, you two, or the dead traffickers yet.”

      “I trust your creativity,” Kiera said.

      “You should.”

      “As for the fifth house, make sure our NGO is over there, collecting the children.  They are not to go into federal custody.”

      “Mitchell may sound a bit stiff, but she’s been through a lot.  She’s not bothered about the dead traffickers, or how they died, which was spectacular, I might add.”  He laughed the way someone overwhelmed with joy might laugh.  “I mean, my God.”

      Atlas took a mock bow and then sipped his coffee.  “Where’s the grouch now?” he asked Duvall.  He was referring to Mitchell.

      “She’s about to give a press conference near the fountain at city hall.  You can catch it on the stupid-making box or some of the larger a.m. radio stations if you want, but it’ll be routine.  Kids were saved, traffickers thwarted, and no civilian casualties.  It’s the ‘blah-blah-blah’ routine that the nightly news outlets absolutely devour.”

      “I remember,” Atlas recalled, thinking back to his days in California with Vacaville PD.

      “Why would you remember?  Were you a fed?”

      “SWAT,” Atlas said.

      “Good for you, tough guy.  Looks like it all ended well with you and the kid.”

      Kiera shook her head at his reference to her being “the kid,” then leaned in and said, “Leave the rest of our money at the safe house in Rio Rico.  I’ll text you the address and drop location when you’re en route.”

      “Sure thing,” he said.

      Kiera ended the call, found Atlas’ eyes, and said, “Enough sitting around.  My adrenaline is an unlit fuse right now.  I don’t want to waste it pacing this shithole.”

      “Same,” he said.  He looked at the four scumbags tied in their circle; each of them was cuffed together, and each looked miserable.

      “We’re heading out, then?” Kiera said.

      Atlas nodded.

      They drove the Sprinter van north on I-19 toward Tucson and then took I-10 to Phoenix where Scotty and Jackson were on overwatch.  If all was well, they would find the kids from the first and fourth stash houses, and maybe even more.

      “I think I need you to drive,” Atlas said.

      Kiera nodded, so Atlas pulled over and they changed seats.  He was suffering a bit from coming down, and he feared the adrenaline dump would leave him with less energy than he wanted when it came time to take down the rest of those furry turds.

      He turned on the radio and found an a.m. station broadcasting the press conference.  He sat back and listened to Nogales’ Chief of Police as he praised JTFA’s efforts, specifically the FBI’s representative, Special Agent Hailey Mitchell.

      Mitchell took to the podium to speak.  She cleared her throat and said, “With the cooperative efforts of local law enforcement and our various sources working with the Border Patrol, Homeland Security, and JTFA, we were able to save the lives of dozens of young children today.  And though this gives us a reason to celebrate, there is a sad side to this story, too, as there always is on raids like these.  Dozens of lives were also lost today, many of them children.”

      “What about the traffickers?” one member of the press asked.

      Normally a professional would not address this, but Mitchell was a professional who went through too much in too short a time to have her wits about her.

      “Most were killed today, some while trying to execute the kids they couldn’t stuff into their vans and whisk off to God knows where.  And the others stupidly engaged in gunfire with our agents.  If any of you ask me how I feel about it, I’ll tell you right now, I feel that dead traffickers are a win for humanity.  And it’s vindication…for…the children.”

      Kiera and Atlas exchanged looks.  “Is she crying?” Atlas asked.

      “Sounds like she’s about to,” Kiera said.

      “Maybe she doesn’t suck a lot of ass after all.”

      “Not our problem.”

      “Maybe a future resource, though?”

      “I don’t know,” Kiera said truthfully.  “We’ll see.”

      Atlas dozed off for an hour or so, then woke to the sounds of the radio.  Kiera was listening to some talk-show host speaking about the escalating war between the Mexican National Guard and the cartels down in Sonora.

      President Obrador had called a state of emergency earlier and had given a speech asking for calm, but also vigilance by the public.  Then, Obrador asked that whoever took Bautista Rojas return the boy unharmed.  He said that if there was a way to stop the war, it would be to consider that this was a six-year-old boy and that any father would move heaven and earth to get his son back.

      The transmission ended shortly thereafter, but only after the host listed off the staggering number of dead cartel members and federales, as well as the civilian death toll—which now numbered in the double digits.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, the same host provided an estimated damage total for both personal and private property.

      Kiera shut off the radio, looked at Atlas, and said, “But no one’s talking about the girl.”

      “What girl?” Atlas asked, yawning.

      “Pia Rojas.  She was twelve years old.  She was also trafficked for close to a year, enduring the worst kinds of hell, and then returned to Rojas.”

      Atlas was so confused.  “Wait, Cayetano Rojas’ daughter was kidnapped, trafficked, and then returned, only to have his son kidnapped, too?”

      “Yes,” Kiera said.

      “At least she’s alive?” Atlas asked.  “Because, damn.”

      “You and I haven’t talked about this,” Kiera said.  “But I think it’s time we do.”

      “Okay,” Atlas said, rubbing his eyes and turning to face her.

      “The people who took Rojas’ daughter returned just her head, along with a thumb drive with thousands of videos of her getting raped by men who bought a half-hour with her.”

      Atlas sat up and said, “When did this happen?”

      “Recently,” Kiera said.  “That’s part of why Duvall is here.”

      He sat back, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.  “Okay, so that makes sense.  Does he have a lead on the boy?”

      “Not that I can say for sure,” Kiera said.  “But since Pia was stolen and trafficked to make a point, Duvall might be thinking Bautista is now in the trafficking lines into America.”

      “Good luck finding him,” Atlas muttered.

      “There are tons of chatter,” Kiera explained.  “Codrin has several sources in Mexico and they’re spilling the beans on Cayetano Rojas’ problems right now.”

      “Bottom line?” he asked.  “Because, the way I see it, none of this affects us.”

      “Not right now it doesn’t.”

      “Okay…?”

      “The bottom line is that if Rojas doesn’t get his kid back, he’s going to make every other war in Mexico look like a kindergarten scrap.”

      “Again, I’m not sure this affects us,” Atlas said.  “Still, it’s sad for the boy and his father, even if his father is a piece-of-shit drug dealer.”

      She then showed Atlas a photo of the boy on her phone and his heart sank.

      “Cute kid,” he said, trying to shove the image out of his head as fast as possible.  He didn’t want his PTSD triggered, not after what he went through to find Alabama and bring her home.

      “You know what that means to sex traffickers like Leandra, right?” Kiera said, motioning to the woman still cuffed to the wall in the back of the Sprinter.

      Dear God, he wished she hadn’t said that.

      She said, “As far as earners go, that makes Bautista Rojas a whale, the most valuable kid on the sex trafficking market.  It also makes him a hot potato to other, less savvy traffickers.”
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      Scotty Chase and Jackson Burke lay on the desert floor, prone, their eyes locked on the house.  Even though they were charged with what amounted to babysitting the scene until Atlas and Kiera arrived, they were armed and starting to see some heinous shit unfold.  Scotty had never seen a human trafficking operation in real time before, nor had he seen so many stolen kids being gathered in one place.

      With his eye pressed to the Leupold scope, Scotty said, “I want to hit these guys so badly.”

      “Are we going to get the chance?” Jackson asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “Are we getting wet on this one?”

      Scotty gave the question a moment of consideration.  “I don’t like even thinking like that, but in this case, yeah, if we can get wet, we’re getting wet.”

      “Good,” Jackson said, his eyes glued to his binoculars once more.

      They watched the house despite the growing heat, and then they saw another vehicle approaching from the highway.

      Jackson turned and watched its advance through his binos.  “Male, early- to mid-thirties,” he said.

      “Trafficker?”

      “He doesn’t have the look.”

      They backed up and took what cover they could as the guy drove past them.  He continued to the main house, parked, and waited.  A moment later, he made a phone call, talked to someone, then hung up.

      “What’s this shit?” Jackson asked.

      A woman opened the front door and walked outside.  She waved for the man to come inside, but the new arrival seemed hesitant.  The woman took a few steps outside, laughed like the driver was being funny, and then said something that convinced him to come inside.

      He finally got out of his car, met her on the porch, and followed her into the house.  A few minutes later, the door opened and he appeared again, this time with a little girl in tow.  He was heading toward another smaller building, holding her hand, almost as if they were father and daughter.

      “She doesn’t even have her breasts yet, or hips,” Jackson said, disgusted.  He looked over at Scotty.  “We can’t let this happen.”

      Scotty’s heart rate bumped twenty beats a minute, easily.  “If we go in now, we have no backup and we could risk them killing us or the kids.”

      “This monster is going to rape her.”

      He fired Jackson a look.  “I know, Jackson.  Jesus.  Don’t you dare say it when we can’t do anything about it.”

      “I’m going down there and I’m going to rip this guy’s entire world apart,” he said, getting up.

      “No, you’re not,” Scotty growled.  “This is an op, and it’s not ours.  So, sit the fuck down and stay the course.”

      “I answer to you, not them,” Jackson clarified.

      “I answer to them on this op, so you answer to them, and the answer is no.”

      Jackson chewed on his molars, waited, then said, “He’s probably undressing her right now.”

      “Stop it.”

      “This is the reality, Scotty.”

      His gut burned as he watched the small guest house.  “I know, dammit.  I know.”

      The minutes passed, each one cutting deeper to the bone.  He tried not to think about what was happening in there, but then, 20 minutes later, the guy was done.  The girl was walked out with the guy, and though he looked content, the child walked funny, her head held low.

      “Son of a bitch,” Scotty hissed under his breath.  His grip on his rifle tightened.  All he could see in his mind’s eye was this guy’s face becoming a sea of red.

      Jackson grabbed the suppressed rifle, turned, and bolted, running low and fast, and away from the house.

      Scotty shook his head, but he understood what Jackson was doing, what was about to go down.  So, he ran after his only friend and investigator.  Over the next hill, belly down in the dirt on the other side of the crest, he and Jackson put eyes on the man again.  He was saying goodbye to the woman.

      He got into his car, content, not a single clue about what lay ahead.  The engine turned over, he backed out of the dirt driveway, and then he circled and headed right for them, a post-coital smile on his face.

      Scotty had him scoped in.  If he timed the shot right, if he could steady his hands enough to still the reticle, he could put a round right through the scumbag’s gleeful face.  As it was, the guy smelled his hand and grinned, swimming in a euphoric moment.

      “Oh, we’re doing this,” Scotty growled.

      Jackson grunted.  “I’ll go.”

      A few moments later, they heard the engine.  Scotty checked his 360, studying the landscape in all directions.  There was no one around—no houses, trailers, or old cars.  The thing that gave these shitbags anonymity was the one thing that also made the idea of hurting them so feasible.

      The pedophile’s car dipped into a natural gully and nearly disappeared; it appeared a moment later.

      Jackson stood, walked out onto the road, raised his rifle, and fired a suppressed round through the windshield, then another into the radiator.  The driver slammed on the brakes, terrified.  Steam lifted from the radiator, and the engine conked out.

      Jackson walked up to the vehicle fast, which had to be terrifying for a guy who preyed on little children.  But guys like Jackson had preyed on grown men, warriors, and hardened fellas with guns trained to kill him in times of war.

      “Get out!” Jackson yelled.

      The man got out, hands up, terrified.  He had a growing dark stain on his brown corduroy pants.

      “I didn’t do anything!” he cried.

      “Bullshit!”

      “Pull your pants down and put your hands on the hood.”

      “Are you guys cops?” he asked in a nasal voice.

      “No,” Scotty said, joining Jackson.  He showed the pedophile the pistol holstered at his side, but the pedophile was more focused on Jackson’s rifle.

      He stared at them, panicked.  “You can’t do this,” he said, blubbering, big tears forming in his eyes, then rolling down his cheeks.

      “If we have to ask you again,” Scotty said, “it’ll be with a bullet in your leg.”

      He visibly shrank before them, his back curled forward like a scolded twelve-year-old.  Finally, he loosened his belt, unbuttoned his pants, and pushed them down to his ankles.

      “Underwear, too,” Jackson said.

      “No man, please don’t do this,” he cried.  “I didn’t know, I mean I did, but…I’m sorry, man.  I’m so sorry.”

      “You can’t un-ring that bell,” Scotty said.  “It would be best if you just do what he says.”

      “Underwear down, hands on the hood,” Jackson said.

      The scumbag lowered his underwear and placed his palms on the hood, but he also begged the two for leniency.

      “She was eighteen,” he sobbed.

      “That girl was barely ten,” Jackson replied, his voice gravelly, but with a broken glass edge to it that visibly scared the man.

      Jackson stood where the pedo could see him.  He set his binoculars on the hood of the car and rolled his neck and shoulders.  Instead of pulling his pistol and dispensing with the woeful prick right there, Jackson unsnapped the leather strap on his KaBar knife.  He withdrew the 12-inch knife, slowly for effect.

      “Have you ever been penetrated with seven inches?” Jackson asked.  That was how long the blade was.  The rest was five inches of hilt and handle.

      Scotty’s stomach dropped.

      The pedo started to sweat, his knees shaking, little moaning sounds falling out of his mouth at the sight of Jackson’s Marine-issue blade.

      “Please bro, please…I’m not queer, I just, I like…it’s a problem, I know, but it’s about to be legal!  Pedophilia is almost legal, man!”

      “The hell it is,” Jackson said.

      “I identify as a boy, c’mon man!” he cried.  “I…I…I’m a seven-year-old boy.  She was an older girl to me.  It wasn’t rape.  IT WAS LOVE!”

      Jackson grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair and shoved his face into the hood.  “Take it like she did, you spineless, feckless, fucking bitch,” he growled.

      “Noooo!” the pedo cried.

      Jackson drove the blade into the dirty center of this piece of shit.  He put all seven inches into his asshole for a long moment, listening to the man howling, holding him as he bucked against the blade.  Then, suddenly, his rigid, bucking body fell still, except for the trembling.  Moving had to have been sheer agony.

      Scotty cupped a hand over the man’s screaming mouth.

      Jackson said, “We’re going to save a lot of kids by taking care of you today.  We’re going to spare them from you and your little cock.  You might be wondering how we know the future.  I’ll tell you how.  We’re going to put you out of commission.”

      The screaming became whimpering, and Scotty let go of his mouth.

      “Here’s the thing, though,’ Jackson said.  “While you’re lying in the dirt, suffering, I want you to think about all the children you destroyed the minute you blew your load and left.  They didn’t get your high; they got all the lows.  Now, you’re going to get those same lows.”

      “Satisfied?” Scotty asked, looking at Jackson.

      When they smelled something foul coming from the wound, Jackson withdrew the blade, slowly while applying downward pressure for maximum effort.  The screaming hit all new highs, and was as worrisome as it was satisfying.

      When Jackson finally let go of the man, his mortally-wounded body slumped over, and he collapsed in the dirt.

      Jackson knelt and wiped the bloody-shitty blade on the back of the man’s shirt, noting the brown and red smears.  Then, he grabbed his binoculars and turned to Scotty.

      “I’m not satisfied because we couldn’t stop him before he did the girl, but I feel better now that he won’t be hurting anyone anymore.”

      “The screaming might have given us away,” Scotty warned.

      “But did it?”

      Scotty glassed the house and surrounding lot.  “Not as far as I can tell.”

      “Did any of this bother you?”

      Scotty looked at his friend for a long moment.  “Actually, no.”

      The two held each other’s gaze for a long time, and then Jackson grinned and asked, “Am I wearing off on you?”

      Scotty chuckled.  “You’ll see when we take these guys down.”

      The phone rang; it was Atlas.  Scotty picked up.

      “We’re about thirty minutes out,” Atlas said.  “I’m assuming you have some ideas about how to hit this place?”

      “I do,” Scotty said.  “There’s a car on the side of the road as you’re coming into the location.  There’s also a guy lying belly-down in the dirt, almost dead.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He got himself sodomized by Jackson’s KaBar.”

      In the background, Scotty heard Kiera say, “Tell them not to start the party without us.  Also, tell them we brought the guns and ammo.”

      “We haven’t started,” Scotty said, having heard her just fine.  “We’re just clearing a path for the two of you.”
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      Atlas drove the Sprinter to the rendezvous point with Scotty and Jackson, a drive that took them down a long, dusty road boasting low horizons and a big cobalt-blue sky.  They passed an old Land Rover Discovery that was likely Jackson’s car, seeing as how Scotty would be stupid to bring his BMW 7 series out there.  That meant they were probably close.  He slowed down, trying to keep the dust and engine noise to a minimum.

      “Whoever these people are that are using this house, they sure like their privacy,” Atlas said.

      “To me, it just means no witnesses,” Kiera replied.

      They saw an old car stopped in the road and a man lying in a whimpering pile in front of it.  His whole backside was naked and red with blood.

      Jackson and Scotty stood near him, both men wearing desert camo, both armed.

      “Interesting,” Atlas said.  He smiled when he saw the two men, as did Kiera, and they met in heartfelt hugs.

      “It’s damn good to see the two of you,” Scotty said.

      “Same with you guys,” Atlas replied, bro-hugging the two men who had managed to track down Alabama’s kidnappers and save his daughter’s life when no one else could even find her.

      “How’s Alabama?” Jackson asked.

      “She’s doing well, thanks to you guys,” Atlas replied.  “Not a day goes by that I don’t feel anything but utter gratitude for what you and Scotty did for me and my family.”

      Scotty said, “Well, it’s time to pay it forward, so let’s see if we can save some more kids.”

      “Roger that,” Atlas said.

      “How many adults are inside?” Kiera asked.  She jumped onto the hood of the pedo’s car, then extended a hand.  Jackson handed her his high-powered binoculars, and she glassed the scene ahead.

      “There are two structures, as you can see,” Scotty said.  “It looks like they’re using the smaller structure for their…services.  But the main house is around forty-two-hundred square feet, and there are dozens of kids who’ve been offloaded.  Whatever you did back in Nogales must have scared the hell out of them, because the house is packed with kids and the drivers haven’t left.  That might mean extra security, but it could also mean these people are just weathering the storm you brought their way.”

      “We’re about to find out how good they are,” Jackson said.

      Atlas hopped up on the hood next to Kiera; she gave him the binoculars and he surveyed the landscape.  When he was finished, he stepped off the hood of the car and handed Jackson the binoculars.  Kiera leaped off the car behind him.

      Atlas looked at Scotty and said, “Are you guys okay with this?  Because we’re not turning these assholes over to law enforcement.”

      “It’s not that kind of job,” Scotty said.  “We both knew that coming in.”

      When it came to the moral flexibility of his tactics, Scotty Chase was the odd man out and he knew it.  But he was coming around, just as Atlas had hoped.  The four exchanged looks, then nodded to each other.  They were ready.  And then Scotty heard the sounds of pounding coming from inside the van.

      “Um…what’s that?” Scotty asked.

      Kiera was about to answer when Jackson said, “Do you guys have someone back there?”

      Atlas said, “The stash houses we took down in Nogales were being run by Los Reyes de Obregón, the Kings of Obregón.  That’s Donato Vargas’s cartel.”

      “So, who’s in the back?” Scotty asked.

      “Donato’s daughter, Leandra Vargas,” Kiera answered.  “She was running the first house we took down.  We think she’s in charge of the trafficking network on this side of the border.”

      “And these guys?” Scotty asked, referring to this house.

      “Whatever kids they’re trafficking, it seems they’re all gathered here,” Kiera said.  “That means this place is important, maybe their HQ, or perhaps the last safe house.  If this is Leandra Vargas’ operation, then she could be our way in, or our leverage if things get dicey.”

      “Are we walking in the front door or hitting the place hard?” Jackson asked.  “Because I think we can take them.”

      “We’ll see what we’re up against first,” Kiera replied.  “I’ll decide then.”

      “What’s the general plan?” Scotty asked.

      “Kill everything hostile inside and save the kids,” Kiera answered.  “If we have no further use for Leandra, when we’re finished here, I’ll put a bullet in her and leave her to rot.”

      “So how do we get in from here?” Jackson asked.

      “We drive right up there as if we belong,” Atlas said.  “When we’re out of the van, which could be tricky, Kiera and I will take the front while the two of you circle the house, make entry, and meet us in the middle.  Whatever’s heading your way fast, smoke it.”

      Jackson and Scotty looked at each other and nodded.

      “What about the guys you’ve already seen?” Kiera asked.  “Do any of them look like cartel security or retired military?”

      “We’ve only seen two guys who would qualify as muscle, which is plenty for as quiet as this place has been.”

      “These guys were online until a few hours ago,” Scotty said.  “Codrin sent us a link to an ad on the dark web, one that makes this place out to be some kind of pedo smorgasbord.”

      “And now?” Kiera asked.

      “No ad,” Scotty said.

      Atlas was irritated that Codrin didn’t tell him that, but maybe he didn’t want to bother them, either.  “Why is that important right now?” Atlas asked.

      “They pulled their online ads,” Scotty said, “so maybe they’re waiting to hear from Leandra or someone else higher up in the cartel.”

      “Does it look like they’re rolling up the operation here?” Atlas asked.

      Scotty shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  It’s likely a safe house now until the cartel gets things figured out.”

      “All right,” Kiera said.  “Everyone vested up and ready to roll?”

      “Hell yeah,” Atlas growled, thumping his vest over his previous impact points, which were still insanely sore.  Spikes of pain charged through him, though, activating his dark side, and filling him with the energy and anger he’d need to unleash hell on the last of these perverts and freaks.

      “Yeah, we’re good to go,” Jackson said.

      They loaded into the Sprinter van, Jackson and Scotty in the back next to a wasted-looking Leandra Vargas.  Jackson hit her with the stink eye.  She turned away.

      “Thought so,” Jackson muttered.

      “Ready?” Atlas asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “Chop-chop,” Scotty said, weapon at his side, his game face activated.

      Atlas started the van but saw the guy Jackson had knifed looking up at them, somehow still alive.

      “Kiera,” Atlas said.

      “I got it.”

      Kiera opened the door, walked over to the creep, and stomped on his neck four times until it broke.  He lay there, motionless, his mouth falling open in the dirt.  She returned to the van, buckled up, then looked at him and nodded.

      “Do you think we’ll ever become worse than the things we most detest?” Atlas asked as they meandered down the packed-dirt road.

      “What’s that?” Kiera asked.

      “People who don’t value human life,” he said.

      “No, of course not,” she answered.  “We do what we do to people like that because they don’t have respect for others the way we do.  So, if anything, all this killing is us embracing the notion that life matters more than ever.  It’s also us acknowledging that people like that, pedo shitbags, should not get to torment kids and still exist in this world.”

      “Thanks for the redirect,” he said.

      “Yep,” she replied.

      They pulled up to the house, parked in front as if they were supposed to be there, and were promptly greeted by two armed men.

      Atlas rolled down the window and said, “This where we’re supposed to deliver them?”

      “Them who?” the first guard asked, pistol in hand.  The other guard had an AK-47 in front of him with a hard look in his eyes.

      “You know, the cargo.  Leandra Vargas told me to come here, but if we’re at the wrong place…”

      “Leandra sent you?”

      “I’m second string, man,” Atlas said, grateful he hadn’t shaved or cut his hair.  “I just follow orders and they pay me.  So, am I at the right place or what?”

      “What’s your cargo load?” he asked.

      “I didn’t count them, but their non-stop crying is getting on my last nerve, so you can have them and then you can count them yourself.  You just need to call and tell Leandra we made the delivery.  If you don’t confirm, we don’t get paid.”

      The lead man turned to his partner and nodded for him to check it out.  The man with the AK-47 headed to the back of the Sprinter.  Atlas held the other guy’s stare.  When his partner was near the back of the van, he raised his weapon and aimed it at Atlas.

      “We weren’t supposed to get any more deliveries,” he told Atlas.  “No offense.”

      “I’m not armed, bro,” Atlas replied as if it was no big deal.  “I don’t need to be when I’m moving kids as cargo, so maybe aim it near me, but not at me.”

      “I want a head count,” the guy told his partner.  He didn’t take the weapon off of Atlas.  When the man disappeared around the back of the van, the security man gave Atlas his full attention.  “When my partner is done, you can give me Leandra’s number and we’ll call her together.”

      “Hey, man, I don’t care what you do, as long as you let her know that I made the delivery on time, as promised.”

      The back door opened and gunfire erupted.  Kiera shoved her door open and fell out to the ground and Atlas ducked and scrambled across the seat.  Bullets ripped through the cabin, shattering glass, blasting metal, and punching holes in the seats.

      Kiera dropped to her belly, firing under the Sprinter.  Atlas nearly landed on her, but gave himself a harder push at the last minute, hitting the ground beside her hard.  The pain was instantaneous, dazing him for a moment.  He recovered quickly and then Army-crawled to the front of the Sprinter where he saw the gunman laid out on the ground, his ankle blown apart.  The foot was no longer fully attached.  He was going into shock, but he still had the wherewithal to keep his weapon, and the instinct to aim it at Atlas.

      But Atlas was faster.

      Two focused shots to the man’s meaty chest and one in the face took care of him.  The other guy in the back hit the dirt and stayed there.  His eyes were seeing other worlds, or maybe the fires of Hell were already devouring him.

      Kiera was on her feet in a flash; Atlas got to his feet, too, just not as fast.  Scotty and Jackson leaped from the back of the van, split up, and headed down one side of the house.

      A guy then popped out of the smaller structure, a place that looked like the guest house, and opened fire.  Atlas spun, fired three shots, hit him with one, and then watched him fall in the doorway.  He aimed again, allowed himself a second longer for precision, then let out his breath and fired a round, hitting him dead-center in the chest, likely destroying his spine.

      The front door to the main house opened and a woman appeared with a shotgun.  Kiera put a pair of bullets into her chest and her knees buckled.  She had her finger on the shotgun’s trigger.  The jolting impact caused the twitch needed to discharge the weapon.  The load went wide, and Kiera put two more rounds into her chest.

      One of the other guys inside the house tried to grab the shotgun but Atlas fired twice, nearly hitting him.  The missed shots caused the man to duck inside.  Kiera made it to the porch in a flash; Atlas was fast on her heels and they split the doorway.

      From the back of the house, they heard a gun battle ensue.  Kiera angled her way into the threshold, then backed off when a flurry of bullets chewed up the door frame.  Then someone kicked the front door shut.

      Kiera said, “Rude,” then turned and fired five rounds directly into the house where the shooter might be hiding.  She put rounds six and seven into the hardware.

      Atlas reared back and kicked in the front door, and by that time, Kiera had done a tactical reload and was ready for the next bout of action.

      Atlas nodded.

      Kiera flowed in low, weathered a storm of gunfire, and found cover quickly.

      Atlas rolled in after her and cut right, shoving the door in hard.  It stopped when it hit a body.  Atlas saw a guy laid out on the floor, shot in the side, his face contorted in pain.  A single shot to the head neutralized the threat.

      They were crouched in a large, dark living room with bare mattresses everywhere.  It stunk like sweat and unclean bodies, and there was the distinct odor of urine emanating from somewhere else.  Scotty and Jackson appeared across the way, having come in from the back.

      “Kill count?” Kiera asked.

      Jackson held up two fingers, meaning they took out two.  Kiera held up five fingers, meaning they’d taken out seven in total.  If Scotty’s count was true, there would be one more guy.

      They quickly cleared the downstairs, all the while hearing the muted sounds of crying and heavy movement above them.

      When they were ready, Kiera and Atlas started up the stairs; Scotty and Jackson had their six and were trailing tight.  The hallway ahead was bare, save for six bedroom doors, all closed.

      Kiera and Atlas breached the first door and were shocked to find the shared walls had been knocked out crudely, save for the support beams.  They were looking at a huge room full of children, all of them being held at gunpoint by a single man.

      The man with the gun screamed at them in guttural English.  Atlas couldn’t understand him, but no matter what he said, all Atlas heard that asshole say was, “Empty your entire magazine into me.”

      Atlas was happy to oblige.  But getting a clean shot with no collateral damage was priority number one.  All of these kids were going to live.

      While ninety percent of the walls were cleared away, the structural support beams remained, along with exposed wiring and outlets.  All across the floor were mattresses, blankets, and pillows; the windows contained wire-mesh inserts, making it impossible for the kids to escape, let alone open a window.  Because of that, the space smelled like the inside of a neglected highway gas station.  This was a pen for trafficked and abused kids.

      “I’ll kill them all!” the armed trafficker roared.  He looked terrified, his finger on the trigger.  “Put down your weapons or they all get sprayed!”

      Yeah, Atlas understood that.  But it still sounded like, “Empty your entire magazine into me.”

      His brain boiled with a blood-thirsty need to tear this guy from limb to limb.  The adrenaline coursing through his veins doubled and doubled again.  He glanced away for a second and saw the terrified eyes of the children, the ragged and unkempt state of most of them, and the poor state of their living conditions.  He zeroed in on the man’s head and tried to steady his breathing, but his aim was all over the place.

      “Put your weapons down!  I swear to God, I’ll—”

      Kiera fired first, taking off the man’s trigger finger at the top joint while kicking the barrel of the weapon away from the children.  Atlas fired a shot into his brain while Scotty and Jackson pumped his torso full of lead.

      The kids hit the deck, screaming and covering their heads while lying as flat as humanly possible to avoid being shot.  The dead man dropped to the floor, his finger separated from his body.

      Scotty and Jackson fell back to clear the rest of the upstairs.  Atlas turned and headed downstairs, intent on clearing the guest house where Jackson said the paying customers went to be with the kids.

      Before going outside, he performed a tactical reload, stowed the usable mag in its proper position on his vest, and proceeded through the front door, where the baking-hot sun warmed his skin.

      He saw the dead body in the doorway, stepped over him, and moved inside.  There, the house was reconfigured like a brothel where efficiency of space trumped beauty and aesthetics; he went door to door, seeing sight after horrifying sight.

      This place was likely very busy before the cartel rolled up the stash houses in Nogales.  But how many other houses did Vargas have like this in and around Phoenix?  Atlas felt the peeling apart of his brain, a repulsive sensation that filled him with sickness, but also helplessness.  This kind of thing was happening all over the nation, all over the world, and it was getting worse.  And this place was but a sliver of a pie that was so large, so impossibly vast, he knew he could never fully comprehend its true size.

      Behind the last door, he found a girl in the corner, cowering.  She was naked, scared, and shaking.  She was not covering her body, but tears were streaming down her cheeks.  He wanted to avert his gaze, but he forced himself to assess the threat.

      “Please,” she begged.

      She had to be 16 or 17 years old—wasn’t she too old for this kind of a place?  All the kids inside looked as though they were under the age of ten.

      The second he started to lower his weapon, a thought occurred to him: Where was her customer?

      From the bed where she sat, under the sheets, her face contorted into an ugly scowl and she fired a weapon.  The punch of pain in his chest was staggering, but he’d put two and two together just before the shot, allowing him to fire a single, simultaneous round.

      The bullet penetrated her abdomen, making a small hole just below her breastbone.  The shot startled her, removing the hateful expression, and replacing it with the stunned gaze of a deer caught in the headlights.

      Atlas couldn’t breathe, and he had no idea what she shot him with, but it felt like the bullet penetrated the vest.

      He staggered back, chewed on the pain, and then told himself he loved it, that pain was life, nothing more than the fuel he needed to finish the job.

      Slowly, he raised his weapon again and pulled the trigger twice.  She slumped over and he turned and hobbled out of there, the structure now cleared.

      When he got outside, Scotty said, “You hit?”

      He nodded.

      He helped Atlas open his shirt and check the vest.  “You took a .45 to the rib,” Scotty said.  “It must’ve packed a punch.”  He helped Atlas remove his shirt and vest, and they were both relieved to see that the round had not penetrated the body armor.

      Jackson walked up to him, saw the start of what would be an atrocious bruise, along with a host of other bruises, then said, “Are you good?”

      Atlas gave the man a thumbs-up.

      “You look like shit, brother,” Scotty said.

      “Yeah,” Atlas grumbled.  He was able to put his shirt on, but not without suffering a tremendous amount of pain.

      Jackson went to the back of the Sprinter, cut Leandra’s ties to the van, then perp-walked her into the house.  Atlas and Scotty followed.

      “Upstairs,” Jackson told Leandra.  She stumbled up the stairs, which was the best she could do with Jackson practically shoving her up every last step.

      When they got into the large room, Kiera said to the woman, “Follow me.”

      The five of them walked into the last room on the right.  In that room was a king-sized bed, piles of clothes on both the bed and floor around it, and a monitor with a surveillance system sitting on the dresser.  On the monitor was a video grid with camera feeds into all the rooms in the fuck house from where Atlas had just come.

      The crown jewel in this den of iniquities, however, was a very large gun safe with a three-spoke handle, a SecuRam electronic lock, and the Liberty brand logo on top.  Atlas had seen the safe a few times before.  Liberty made the nicest forty-eight gun safe he had ever seen.

      Kiera turned to Leandra and said, “Open it.”

      “I don’t have the combination,” she said.  There was a top-lit digital keypad just above the handle.

      Kiera walked up to her, unsheathed her blade, then grabbed the back of her head and yanked it hard, gaining compliance.  Then, she pressed the tip of the blade to the top of her forehead.

      “Combination,” Kiera said.

      The woman was shaking, but not speaking.  Kiera leaned on the knife, breaking the skin and pressing the blade to the bone.

      “Combination,” she said again, calmly.

      The woman’s body shook as she made growling noises and huffing sounds out of a mostly-closed mouth.  Kiera pulled the blade down the front of her forehead.

      “Combination,” Kiera said again, softly, even more calmly than before, despite the woman’s screams and the peeling back of flesh.

      When the blade reached the halfway point from her hairline to her nose, Leandra spat out the combination.  By then, blood was running down her face.

      Atlas opened the safe, not sure if he’d see guns, ammo, or money.  When the safe’s heavy door opened, however, he saw all of that, but he also saw a little bald boy sitting inside the tall gun compartment wearing an oxygen mask.  Fear had done a number on the child, for he looked terrified to the point of shaking.

      Atlas reached in, pulled the boy out of the safe, and took off his oxygen mask.  When Atlas saw who he was, he drew a sharp breath.  Then, “Hello, Bautista.”

      The boy looked up but didn’t say a word.

      “Holy shit,” Kiera said.

      “Who is that?” Jackson asked.

      “That’s Cayetano Rojas’ kidnapped kid,” Scotty said, humbled by the sight.

      Kiera looked at Leandra, who was now grinning.

      “You did this?” Atlas asked.

      Leandra nodded; her eyes were cruel, and her bloody face was contorted with evil.  She looked at Bautista and said, “I took Cayetano’s daughter first, pimped her out, and had her filmed for months.  Then, I cut off her head and had her left in his bed for Cayetano to find.”

      “Why?” Atlas asked.

      “My father didn’t think I had it in me,” she said.  “He exiled me from Mexico because, as a child, I refused to be a part of the family business.  Soon, he’ll know that I’m just like him, my brothers, and my sister.”

      “There’s a full-blown war going on in Sonora right now,” Kiera said.

      “Good,” she said, her voice gravelly.

      “They thought it was the CJNG who took him,” Scotty said.  “But it wasn’t them.  It was you.”

      “Of course they did, you complete moron,” Leandra said, blood dripping off her chin onto the floor.  She looked at them again.  “I have the stomach for this sort of thing.  You be sure and tell my father that when you see him.  Tell him I have the stomach.”

      Atlas got on the phone and called Duvall; the spook didn’t answer.  He called again and he picked up this time.

      “Sorry, I’m in and out of cell range,” Duvall said.

      “This kid, Bautista Rojas,” Atlas said, “there’s a monetary reward for him, isn’t there?”

      “You found him?” Duvall asked, astounded.

      “I don’t know yet,” Atlas lied, glancing down at the boy.  “But if we do find him, do you have a way to contact his father?”

      The line grew so quiet, Atlas thought he lost Duvall, but then Duvall spoke.  “You’re talking about jumping out of the frying pan into a nuclear fire.”

      “I’m not talking about anything right now,” Atlas replied.

      “The hell you aren’t.”

      “If we find him here, we’ll reach out.”

      “If you reach out to Rojas, it’s your life you’re putting on the line,” Duvall said.  “And don’t involve Kiera.  She’s still a kid, and you…you’re whatever the fuck you are.”

      “I heard Mitchell’s speech,” Atlas said, switching subjects.

      “That was some turnaround, huh?” Duvall said.

      “She with you now?”

      “No.”

      “What happened to her?” Atlas asked.

      Duvall took a breath and let out an exhausted sigh.  “It seems she might have seen enough dead kids to overlook the scores of dead traffickers.”

      “Yeah, the truth can have that kind of effect.”

      “You guys made one hell of a mess, though.  Especially at the fifth house.  It’s going to be hard to clean up, especially if they’ve got to erase our tracks.”

      “Are they going to clean it?” Atlas asked.

      “That’s the plan,” Duvall replied.  “But it was also part of my agreement with the DOJ, the JTFA, and my handler.”

      “Hope they follow through,” Atlas said.  Kiera was telling him to wrap it up.

      “This administration has turned a blind eye to the shit going on at the border,” Duvall said as if thinking out loud.  “They don’t want things like this being seen, so they just tell everyone the border is closed, it’s safe, and there are far fewer trafficking incidents than the conspiracy theorists would lead you to believe.  But the truth is that there are far more than they’ll ever say because this is big business, and the only upside is in repeat sales, not busts.”

      “How soon until the government controls the trade, and not the cartels?” Atlas asked.

      “What time is it now?” Duvall asked sarcastically but also rhetorically.  “FYI, the new chief of police and the mayor both chewed Mitchell a new asshole and promised to file complaints with her supervisor, something about judicial misconduct, or just speaking the truth when it was ill-advised.”

      “They’re mad about what she said at the press conference?” Atlas asked.

      “Can you believe it?”

      “Those people can suck a dick,” Atlas said.

      Duvall laughed and said, “Why do you think I’ve worked down south all these years?  The bureaucracy is soul-crushing.”

      Atlas said, “It’s also harder for complaints like that to stick when you’re far away from the cameras, the watchdogs, and these pencil-necked politicians.”

      “Here, results matter more than protocol or good manners.  So, as you said, these people can suck a dick.  By the way, we need to meet.  I have your money.”

      “There’s a planter pot around the back of our stash house in Rio Rico,” Kiera leaned in and said.  “Just leave it back there.”

      “You got it.”

      “Thanks, Officer Duvall,” Atlas said.

      “Good luck with the rest of your quest.  Just remember what I said about that kid.  You’re walking right into the lion’s den if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

      “What would you do, Duvall?” Atlas asked.

      “Do you need the money?”

      “No.”

      “Then leave the kid with CPS and call it a day.”

      “Not doing that,” Kiera said.

      “Either way,” Duvall replied, “I’ll see you around.”

      “Hopefully not,” Atlas said with a smile.

      The line went dead.
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      Kiera called Bright Futures NGO and spoke with her contact, who was still trying to process the massive influx of kids.

      “We have more kids, but they’re here in Phoenix,” Kiera said.  She listened to the woman speak, and then she looked at Atlas with even eyes.  “I promised to donate, and I’ll make good on my word.  But you have to come and get these kids.”

      Kiera listened and then nodded again.  Then, to Atlas, she seemed to grow tense.

      “I trust you, you’ve been vetted,” Kiera said.  “But you will not use that NGO since they’re known traffickers of children masquerading as a Catholic charity.  I can’t be clearer than that, other than to say, if one of these kids we put in your care gets trafficked again, I will come back and burn every one of these crooked organizations to the ground and leave you to handle all of it.  Do you understand?  Because I’m being crystal-freaking-clear here.”

      The tension seemed to melt in her body, and then she thanked the woman and hung up.

      “Well?” Atlas asked.

      “They should have people here in an hour or so.  She said they’re starting a new chapter of Bright Futures here in Phoenix, but they’re still in the early planning stages.  Several locals earmarked for employment at the organization can and will likely take the kids for now.  We’ll see if they can deliver.  After our two donations, they’ll get the kids set up in rental homes they’ve been scoping out for this exact scenario.”

      Jackson appeared with his cell phone and said, “It took a minute to get any kind of a decent signal out here, but look what I found.”

      He showed Atlas and Kiera the pleading message Cayetano Rojas personally delivered to the media about his kidnapped son.

      “Is that right?” Atlas looked up and said.

      Jackson nodded.  “Five million to bring his boy back alive, and another five to bring back the heads of those who took him.”

      Jackson looked right at Kiera and said, “Tell me your wheels are turning on this.”

      “Keep your head in this job before we start looking at that one,” Kiera said calmly.  “For now, I need to know what Leandra knows about the LEOs in Nogales; because if we don’t dismantle the network there, it will pop back up in a matter of days.  This is too big a trade for the cartel to stay spooked.  Plus, the way into America, along with the protections the cartel has from shady LEOs and Border Patrol, is the most valuable asset to Vargas right now.  He won’t let go of that for anything.”

      “So, are we sweating her or what?” Atlas asked about Leandra.

      “More like bleeding her dry,” Kiera said.

      Leandra looked up at her when Kiera said this.  There wasn’t an ounce of remorse on Kiera’s face.  Her lack of emotional context on so many issues notwithstanding, it seemed that Kiera had the right idea on how to handle Leandra.  He knew it the second he saw that ice-cold gaze.

      While they waited for Bright Futures reps to arrive, Kiera sat Leandra down on a kitchen chair, then zip-tied her wrists and ankles to the arms and legs of the chair.  Atlas grabbed a dirty dish towel and roughly wiped the blood from her face and open wound.  Unfortunately, the gash was nasty and it wouldn’t stop weeping, and the woman said she was getting light-headed and needed to get to a hospital.

      “I’m a doctor, and I can help with this,” Atlas said.

      “Are you serious?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied.

      He dried the skin around the open gash again, then tore off a strip of duct tape and slapped it on her forehead.  He roughly smoothed it down and gave it a final pat.  When it wouldn’t hold, he wound a longer strip around her entire head, and that worked.

      “You’re all dead, you know that, right?” Leandra said.

      “Life is a fatal event,” Atlas replied.  “No one ever makes it out alive.”

      The woman glared at him with so much hatred, he kept waiting for her skin to smoke and catch fire.

      Kiera said, “As you know by now, I’m not afraid to dish out pain.  I’m good at it, especially when it becomes a necessary tool for getting what I want.  And you will give me what I want because, when you cease to be useful, you will cease to exist.”

      “You said you would let me go, that I could cross the border if I promise never to return.  I’ve done everything you asked.  You need to let me go.”

      “I will admit, that option is still on the table,” Kiera said.

      “We need your contacts within the local police and federal agencies, and then we need the names of your border patrol agents,” Atlas said.  “The whole network, Leandra.  Leave nothing out.”

      Over the next 10 minutes, Leandra gave them her eight main contacts with their primary information, much of which was useful even if she was going from memory.

      “So, eight men and women, that’s all?” Kiera asked.

      Leandra nodded.  “You don’t need much because they have their networks.  It also helps when the US government is trying to bring migrants and refugees into the country.  You know local law enforcement and Border Patrol have their hands tied when it comes to these people, right?”

      “It’s becoming clear,” Atlas said.

      “When they’re operating a ‘hands off’ policy, even if law enforcement wants to bust them, the courts won’t allow it, the administration won’t allow it, and the judges—like the one we own, who has his marching orders—won’t allow it.  Your precious Rule of Law is a pathetic fucking joke.  Your country will be our country.  Soon, it will be everyone’s country.”

      Atlas’ guts churned.  Sanctimonious assholes like Leandra Rojas spoke with indifference about human life, without fear of repercussions for their activities surrounding human trafficking, and with utter disrespect for law and order in America.  But, if what Leandra said was true about the US government and the might of the trafficking network in America, then he could understand why those cockroaches felt entitled to conduct business there the same way they did in their own country.

      “Do you know what Cayetano Rojas offered for your head?” Kiera asked.

      “Me personally?” Leandra asked, swallowing a lump in her throat.

      “Five million,” Kiera told her.  “And another five million if we return Bautista alive, which we’re going to do.”

      “He will double-cross you,” Leandra warned.  “He’s not an honorable man.”

      “We would have to be complete fools to think any of you soulless pricks were even remotely honorable,” Jackson said.

      “He’ll give you the money and take the kid,” Leandra said, wild-eyed and looking at all of them, “and then he’ll kill all of you and take the money back, and this will have been for nothing.”

      Atlas figured that would be the case, which was why he was considering putting Bautista into protective custody with Special Agent Mitchell.  The NGOs would not be safe with Bautista in their possession, not if someone inside the NGO found out who he was and decided the reward money could go to good use.  One child to save thousands, they would reason.  One child of a cartel boss to bring life back to all those kids the same cartel whored out and abused.  They would be stockpiling money to pay for those future children whose souls the cartel had already destroyed.  But that’s if they ever got the money, which was not likely.

      Kiera narrowed her eyes and looked right at Atlas.  “Have you still got it in you?”

      He knew exactly what she was asking.  She wanted to know if he wanted to press on, to take this fight to a whole new level.  That was a big ask.  A HUGE ask.  He had come out of retirement to a country he swore never to return to, to take down a few stash houses and call it a day.  But, now, Kiera wanted to dismantle the entire network, which meant killing dirty cops and feds, and maybe even some bought-and-paid-for activist judge.  He could live with that, and he would, because it was a necessary evil.  It was also him choosing kids over predators.  But now Kiera wanted to do business with the cartel?  Just the two of them?  With a child so valuable, his kidnapping started a massive war down south?

      “Would you have Rojas come to us?” Atlas asked.  “Or would we go to him?”

      “There’s too much heat here,” Kiera said.  “We’ll see him in Mexico, but we’ll figure out how to control the chess board down there.”

      “Rojas will think we stole Bautista only to give him back and get rich doing so,” Atlas said.  “You know that, right?  That’s what Duvall and Leandra are saying.”

      “You’ll never survive him,” Leandra added.

      “We will if we convince him otherwise,” Kiera suggested.  “But there are loose ends we need to tie up here, one of which is named Leandra Vargas.”  All four of them looked at Leandra, who decided at that moment to wet her pants.

      “Leandra first, then we talk about Rojas,” Atlas said.

      “How we handle Leandra is my answer on Rojas,” Kiera said.  “So, Atlas, are you with me on this or what?”

      Atlas glanced at Leandra, then Scotty—who looked a little worried—and then Jackson, who nodded.  Jackson then unsheathed his blade and offered it to Atlas.

      “Who am I kidding?” Atlas responded, taking the blade.  “Hell yeah, I’m in.  I’m in for all of it, here and in Mexico.”  Why scratch the edge of this monster when you can gut the whole damn thing and call it a day?

      “You know what Rojas wants,” Kiera said.

      Atlas turned his sights on Leandra and she knew what was next.  She knew right down to her bones what he was about to do.

      “Oh my God, no,” she pleaded.  “You…you can’t DO THIS!”

      “You’re about to learn otherwise,” Atlas said.

      Atlas thought of Cayetano’s twelve-year-old daughter, Pia, who was raped repeatedly for months, then beheaded and used as a shock stunt to start a war between rival cartels and the federales, and he felt the fires of vengeance burning hot inside of him.

      Then, he reminded himself that Pia was one child and Leandra had trafficked thousands of kids, selling them for sex and selling them again as distressed merchandise.  He thought of all the kids that were slaughtered in the roll-up of the stash houses and how, not once, had Leandra hinted that she was remorseful for her actions.

      When Atlas moved behind Leandra, he towered over the back of her like the grim reaper.  She started spewing the worst, most hateful words.  He grabbed a handful of her hair, jerked back her head, then looked at Kiera and said, “Back up.”

      She did.

      The woman kicked and screamed and thrashed like a banshee, but no one could hear her wailing, and no one would do anything to stop Atlas, to save Leandra’s life, to find a better, less violent way of ending her.

      Atlas dragged the blade over her throat, pulling it tight to cut extra deep.  Blood started spurting wildly, and Leandra began gurgling, blood boiling out of her, no, erupting out of her.

      He planted his forearm into the base of her neck and cranked back on her head, pulling the gash wide open.  It was as quick and painless as Atlas could manage, considering the circumstances, and despite his unchecked rage.

      He looked up at Jackson, whose nostrils were flared and whose neck was flush; the former soldier narrowed his eyes with approval.  Scotty, on the other hand, was green, but not upset.  Kiera stood near Bautista to let him know he was safe.

      “I’m the muscle,” Atlas heard himself growl.

      Kiera walked over to Atlas, spun the chair around where there was no blood slick, and then told him to move back.

      “I’m fine, Kiera.”

      “Back.”

      Reluctantly, he let go of the woman’s head and stepped back.

      Seconds later, Kiera fired in the most vicious side-kick Atlas or the others had ever seen.  The dead woman’s neck snapped in half and her head flopped over backward, the back of her head now lying on her back and her dead eyes seeing in the opposite direction.

      She took the KaBar from a startled Atlas.  “I can do that, too.”

      While Atlas watched, Kiera sliced through skin, muscle, and tendons, working diligently to cut away anything holding the head to the body.  When she was done, she pulled the head off Leandra’s shoulders, and said, “First part of the $5 million to go with the second half in hand.”

      Bautista; Leandra’s head.  $10 million.

      “You’re collecting the reward,” Scotty said, his face white now.

      “Now you know,” Kiera said.

      Atlas felt that charge run through him, the same way it always did at the start of a takedown or an op.

      “It’s ten million, boys,” Kiera said before plopping Leandra’s head on the table next to a plate with a half-eaten sandwich.

      “Ten million to you,” Scotty said, hesitantly.

      Kiera looked at them and said, “Ten million divided among the players.”

      Jackson looked like he wanted to say something, but the man was a former soldier, which meant he was likely disciplined, and possessed an ingrained respect for the chain of command.  He worked for Scotty, so this was Scotty’s choice.

      “An even split?” Scotty asked.

      Kiera nodded, then said, “It’ll end up being six or seven ways, but yes, it’ll be an even split.”

      Atlas looked at her, and Kiera said, “I’m calling Yergha and Esty, and I’m asking if Ethan will fly them to Mexico and maybe join us.”

      “Good,” Atlas said, relieved.

      “What about the two of you?” Kiera asked.

      Scotty frowned, narrowed his eyes, and said, “Pfft, like you needed to ask.”

      “You sure?” Jackson asked him.

      “One thousand percent,” Scotty replied.  “What now?”

      “Now we head back to the safe house in Rio Rico, find the local problem in Nogales, and stamp it out, and then we cross the border and make that deal with Cayetano Rojas.”

      “About the local problem—?” Scotty started to say.

      “LEOs, Feds, the Border Patrol,” Atlas said.  “The stash houses weren’t the end game, this was, and then Cayetano.”

      “The rest of the network,” Scotty said, still a little green around the gills.  “Will it be…like this?”  He motioned to Leandra’s decapitated body.

      Atlas nodded, knowing it was the only way to slow this train of human suffering and corruption.  If he wanted to send a message, there was no greater way than to do it with a lot of headless bodies.

      Kiera said, “What we’re doing down in Nogales is on US soil, so it’s not for you to worry about.  This is still our op.”

      “Yeah, because we’re not killing cops or feds,” Scotty said, resolute.

      “Dirty cops and dirty feds aren’t cops or feds in my book,” Atlas said.  “They’re criminals using their jobs and status to facilitate the trafficking and exploitation of children for money.  In other words, we’re doing God’s work because no one else will.”

      The four nodded in agreement, and then they looked at the boy, Bautista, who had watched all of this unfold.

      Kiera said, “You ready to see your father?”

      “I hate my father,” the boy said.

      “Why?” Jackson asked.

      “Because he didn’t care that Pia was kidnapped, or that my mother went crazy because of it.  So they killed her.  They killed my sister, Pia.”

      “And that’s why you hate him?” Scotty asked.

      Bautista nodded, his eyes somewhat alert, and then he said, “Fuck him.”

      The four reeled at the boy’s use of the f-word, then realized he was the son of el jefe—a murderous cartel boss profiting off of other people’s anguish.

      “The other option is we kill you here and collect five million to deliver your kidnappers,” Atlas said, pointing to Leandra’s decapitated head.

      “I’ll go home,” Bautista said.  “But only because you’re making me.”

      “Do you know what these people do with cute little kids like you?” Kiera asked.

      He nodded.

      “What?” Atlas asked the boy.  “What do they do?”

      “They sell us,” Bautista said.

      “For what?” he pressed.

      “To work in factories for mean men and women.”

      “They sell you to men who will fuck you in the ass fifteen times a day for the rest of your short, terrible life,” Jackson said, holding nothing back.

      The boy reeled, snorting enough air to flare his nostrils, and then he looked around at the four of them and knew they were serious.

      “I’ll go to my father, then,” he said.

      “If you want to get there alive,” Scotty said, “then turn and thank the people who just spared you from the worst thing you would ever have experienced in your privileged little life.”

      He turned to them and softly said, “Thank you.”

      To Atlas, the six year old sounded genuine.
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      When representatives of Futuros Brillantes NGO arrived, Atlas and Kiera checked their credentials, sent photo IDs to Codrin as an express order, and helped them load the kids into their fleet of vehicles.  There were four vans from the NGO, most of them personal vans they filled to capacity, and an old Toyota Avalon.  When it was time to leave, the NGO representative asked, “May we go now?”

      Atlas shook his head.  The phone rang five minutes later and Codrin gave them the go-ahead.

      “So, no red flags?” Atlas asked.  Kiera was listening.

      “I did as deep a dive as I could on the NGO’s activities in Phoenix in the time you gave me,” Codrin said.  “Each has connections with members of Bright Futures NGO, most on social media, but some by email and private numbers.”

      “You’re good with this, then?” Atlas asked.

      “Yes,” Codrin said.

      Kiera looked at the woman and said, “You’re good to go.  Thank you for picking them up on such short notice.”

      “Thank you for everything you did for these children, and Futuros Brillantes,” the woman said, gratefully.

      The team nodded and thanked her again.  The caravan of rescued children took off, save for one: Bautista Rojas.  He was theirs.

      The team piled into the Sprinter van and headed down the long, dusty road, stopping only to drop off Scotty and Jackson at their Discovery.

      “Are you still coming with us?” Atlas asked Scotty.

      The private investigator nodded and said, “We’ll follow you.”

      They made their way back to the interstate, returned to civilized roads with other drivers, then stopped at a roadside gas station where they filled their gas tanks and bought some snacks, paying for everything using cash.  Atlas kept his trucker hat pulled low and avoided all CCTV cameras.  Kiera did the same but from inside the van.

      The five of them returned to the safe house early that night, ate a hearty meal, and made coffee.  Atlas was dead tired, and even Kiera looked like she needed a power nap, some caffeine, and then some more caffeine.

      “What about them?” Scotty asked about the duct-taped cops and couriers laid out on the Rio Rico house’s living room floor.

      “Yeah,” Kiera said.  “About that…”

      She pointed to three of the four and said, “They’re losing their heads, but Salazar, I’m not so sure about Salazar.”

      Officer Salazar perked up, but only as much as the young officer could for having been forced to endure miserable conditions in uncomfortable positions with no food or water to keep his energy or spirits high.

      “You guys should do those three while we’re gone,” Atlas said.

      Scotty’s face went a few shades whiter than normal, but Jackson didn’t flinch.  Atlas knew from Leopold that Scotty Chase was a reputable private eye, one of the best in the world at his job, yet he had fallen on hard times just before his wife left him, which landed him in serious money trouble.  Leopold putting him on retainer didn’t solve all of Scotty’s problems, but Atlas and Kiera could help the man get started with a large score, which they would do if he decided to come to Mexico with them.

      As for Jackson, he was the real mutt there—the junkyard dog who understood that to see the bigger picture through to the end, you need to get your hands dirty.  He struck Atlas as a man who didn’t mind that at all.  Rather, he seemed like he was at home in that sort of environment.

      “Are you guys going hunting tonight?” Jackson asked.

      “That’s the plan,” Atlas said.

      Kiera had fallen into a deep, contemplative silence.  Soon, she might either drift off to sleep or drag him back out into the night to kill a bunch of two-faced shitbirds.

      “We need to recharge first,” Kiera said.

      She walked over to Salazar, knelt and took his wrist, then checked his pulse.  A minute later, still holding his wrist, she looked him in the eye and said, “Did you know that human trafficking was going on and that your partner was helping protect the traffickers?”

      With her free hand, she ripped the duct tape from his mouth, which had to have hurt if his eyes had anything to say about it.

      “Go ahead and answer,” she said.

      “No, I didn’t,” he said.  “Do what you have to, but I didn’t know.”

      She looked at him for a long moment, then dropped his wrist and stood.  “That’s too bad,” Kiera said with a heavy weight around her aura.

      Did Salazar just lie to her?

      Kiera leveled him with an icy stare and said, “I had hoped you were better than that.”  She turned to ask Jackson for more duct tape, but he was already there, having anticipated her needs in advance.

      “I didn’t know!” Salazar said.

      “Ah, but you did.”

      She tore off a strip of tape and turned to him.

      “They gave me no choice!” he said, becoming frantic.  “They gave me no—”

      Kiera slapped the duct tape on the man’s mouth, then straightened up, turned to Jackson, and said, “Can you and Scotty get me their heads?”

      “No problem,” Jackson said.

      “I have a problem with it,” Scotty said.

      “Then don’t watch,” Jackson replied.  Jackson looked right into her eyes, unflinching and respectful, and nodded.  “I’ll handle it for you.  Just go do…whatever is next for you to do.  We’ll be fine here.”

      “Thanks,” she said, patting his shoulder.

      Scotty wasn’t happy about this.
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        * * *

      

      After three hours of rest and two thermoses of straight black coffee, Atlas called Codrin, had a short conversation, and then waited fifteen minutes for the hacker to call back.  When the phone rang, Atlas picked up right away, wrote a few things down, then thanked Codrin and hung up.

      “He got it?” Kiera asked.  He nodded.

      Together, they hit the road, heading to The Holiday Inn Express and Suites in Nogales.  There, they tracked down the room using the room number Codrin provided.  Without hesitation, Atlas knocked twice like a normal person.

      “Who is it?” said a voice on the other side of the door.

      “Atlas and Kiera,” Atlas answered.

      Special Agent Hailey Mitchell likely took a moment to study them through the peephole, walked off, and then returned.  When she opened the door she was wearing a robe.  Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and her face was washed clean, and she held a gun in her right hand.

      “Are you kidding me?” Mitchell hissed.

      Kiera walked inside and Atlas followed, despite Mitchell’s hushed protestations.

      “We should be in here rather than be seen out there talking to you,” Kiera said.  “Especially if we’re tied to the murders of all those trafficking scumbags.”

      “You can put the gun down, Hailey,” Atlas said.  He towered over her, almost as much as he towered over Kiera.  Only Mitchell was intimidated by his size and look.  Kiera never seemed to care.  “We’re not here to hurt you.  We’re still on scumbag clean-up duty.”

      “I’m on that list?” she asked.

      Kiera chuckled.  “Are you facilitating the trafficking of children?”

      She blew out an irritated breath.  “Of course not.”

      “Then put the gun down,” Kiera said.  “As Atlas said, we’re not here to hurt you.  On the contrary, we need your help.”

      “You need my help staying out of federal custody,” Mitchell retorted.  Then she looked at Atlas and frowned.  “I thought that might be you, Atlas Hargrove.  You’re a disgrace to the badge, and to law enforcement everywhere.”

      “Blah, blah, blah lady,” he said.  “Save it for the cheap seats, because you’re not saying anything new.”

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “And yet, here I stand, ready, willing, and able to serve,” he said with a theatrical slant.  “What about you, suit?  Did you think shuttering the stash houses was the end game?”

      “Saving kids is the end game,” she said.

      “Yes, and we’re not done,” Kiera admitted, stepping forward.  “Put down the gun or I’m going to take it from you, and maybe beat you to death with it.”

      The women looked at each other, neither of them blinking.

      Atlas had had enough.  “The pissing contest is over, so put your vaginas away, and let’s make use of this time while we still have it.”

      The two women looked at him oddly, and then Mitchell shook her head and placed the pistol on the bed’s comforter.

      “I know what you did,” Mitchell said to Atlas.

      “Everyone does,” he said.

      “No, not everyone,” Mitchell replied.  “I know about the chainsaw, the executioners in Prague, the decapitation and the…wood chipper.”

      “All nasty rumors,” Atlas lied.

      She seemed to chew on that, and then she said, “What do you want?  Because two officers are now missing, there was a massive crime spree last night, and there’s a war going on south of the border, in Sonora.  To say the LEO community is on edge is the understatement of the year.”

      “Despite this situation, we want to allow you to effect some real change here in Nogales,” Kiera said in her most diplomatic voice.  “We know what you did in New Mexico, how the last guy you killed put down his gun and raised his hands.  You shot him twice in the forehead.”

      She gulped down a breath.  “That’s not true.”

      “Sheriff Janice Delpy sure thinks it is,” Atlas said.  “And she was right there.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Atlas grinned and said, “Hailey, love, don’t be a damn liar.  Not now.  Not while you’re on the precipice of something real and efficacious.”

      “What are you planning?” she asked.

      “First, we’ll give you an answer,” Kiera said.  “That way you’ll know who we are so you’ll know how best to serve us.  Because, by the end of the night, you will serve us.”

      Atlas said, “We have a hacker in our employ, one of the best—if not the best—in the world.  As you may or may not know, Sheriff Delpy sustained a broken wrist in the raid back in New Mexico.  Did you know that she journals?”

      “I barely even knew her first name,” Mitchell said.  She folded her arms and frowned so deeply, she made the 111s in the soft space between her eyebrows, just above her nose.

      “Well, she can’t write with that hand now,” Kiera continued, “so she opened up a file on her laptop in which to journal her innermost thoughts.  She writes that she ‘feels guilty for lying for you, for not telling the review board that you killed that man in cold blood.’  She wrote, ‘Two shots to the forehead while his hands were up’ and then she journaled about that.  Despite her desire to always follow the law, she knows in her heart that what you did was right.  That’s the conflict she’s trying to resolve in her life.  At least, that’s what she thinks.  And it’s what she writes about most in this journal.”

      “You’re lying,” Mitchell said, but the cold chill that ran through her was tell enough.

      “We can see you know we’re not lying,” Kiera said.

      “Just for shits and giggles,” Atlas said, “let me give you the big Scooby Do reveal.  This should put this story to bed.”

      “This ought to be interesting,” Mitchell said, folding her arms and trying to look like she wasn’t buying it.

      Atlas said, “Our hacker gained access to Sheriff Janice Delpy’s laptop computer, as Kiera said.  He also opened the video camera on her computer and watched her journal.  She pecks at that keyboard with her good hand like a bird pecking for seed.  Now, Delpy thinks she’s smart, and for the most part, she is.  She never saved her journal entries to her hard drive; she saves them all to a thumb drive separate from her computer.  That way, she can take it with her if she ever finds out that she was hacked, or worse, had to surrender her computer to the authorities.  What she didn’t do was air-gap her computer.  That might have kept our guy out but, the truth is, there’s not anything a person can do that will keep our guy out.  So, shamelessly, he read her journal, learned of her deepest thoughts, and found that Sheriff Delpy now hates you more than ever, which is yet another one of her big emotional contradictions.  You saved her life.  Yet you murdered a guilty man in cold blood to do it.”

      “Is she planning on escalating this to my bosses?” Mitchell asked, her tone changing drastically.

      “I can smoke that story off her thumb drive the minute you ask,” Kiera said.  “But I will understand if you don’t want to ask for that favor.  Nevertheless, you can help us take down the rest of the people responsible for trafficking all those children into America, at least in Nogales.  It will be like you did in New Mexico, except we’ll be pulling the trigger on the shitbags facilitating this nightmare on the innocent, and you won’t be anywhere near the scene.”

      “Let’s say I’m going to help—”

      “You will,” Atlas said.

      She was looking at him with different eyes because he was right.  She was going to help, and Atlas knew that.

      “Let’s say I’m going to help the two of you,” Mitchell said.  “What about my position here with the JTFA and the FBI?”

      “What you do at your job is your business,” Atlas said.  “No one will ever know you helped us pull the guts out of this entire network.”

      “And how would I do that?” Mitchell asked.

      Kiera handed her the list of eight names.  “I need address verifications on each of them, along with their professional status.”

      “You want me to access the FBI database, leaving a breadcrumb trail behind?  You can’t be serious!”

      “We’re deadly serious, but there’s something we’re not telling you,” Atlas said.  “We only want you to access the database for something your bosses would consider normal or mundane for you.  And, while you’re in there, our friend will watch your screen from the other side of the monitor.”

      “Your friend is your…hacker?” Mitchell asked, curious.

      Kiera nodded and said, “Our guy is a ghost.  You won’t know he was there, but neither will the Bureau.  And if forensics ever tries to hunt down the source of the intrusion, which they won’t, it would never be traced back to you.”

      “What about Duvall?” she asked.

      “You tell us,” Atlas said.  “We haven’t seen him during any of this.”

      “Last I saw him, he said he was headed to your place,” Mitchell said, “your safe house, or whatever.  He said he had something for you before he returned to Mexico.”

      Kiera went very still and Atlas knew why.  They were so caught up in the job that they forgot to check the planter where they instructed Duvall to leave payment.  Had he left it where he promised?

      She nodded to Atlas, who got on the phone and called Scotty.  Two minutes later, Atlas looked at Kiera with heavy eyes and said, “No cash.”

      Mitchell chuffed, then said, “Typical spooks.  They will lie about anything, break all the rules and promises, and skip town leaving you holding a wet bag of shit.”

      “Unreal,” Kiera said.  “But this doesn’t change anything.”

      “Your first opportunity to help us is voluntarily only,” Atlas said, Duvall having lit his already short fuse.  “After that, it becomes compulsory.”

      “Fine, I volunteer,” Mitchell said.

      Atlas called Codrin.

      After the call, Mitchell used her laptop to log onto the FBI’s portal, performed an internal search for the Vargas family, then skimmed the results and logged off a few minutes later.

      “That’s all?” she asked.

      Atlas nodded.

      While they stood there with their dicks in their hands, so to speak, Codrin verified the addresses of the county judge and seven state and federal law enforcement officers.  Leandra had fingered these scumbags as being on Cayetano Rojas’ payroll, which meant they were the same as the cartel.  Without them, human trafficking would not flourish in the city.

      When Atlas received complete listings for the eight names they gave Codrin, he sat back on Mitchell’s hotel room chair and said, “We have our targets.”

      Mitchell said, “So, what’s next?”

      “Come dawn,” Atlas said, standing up, “it’ll be a ‘clean up on aisle nine’ type of situation.”

      “How dedicated are you to the cause?” Kiera asked Mitchell.

      “Which cause is that?” Mitchell asked.

      “Protecting children.”

      “I’m all in.”

      “You’re all in?” Atlas asked.  “Because being ‘all in’ is you relaxing your moral code in a way that gets the right results without all the red tape.  Stopping the problem is the ultimate goal, even if it means skirting a few laws here and there.”

      She spun the chair around and looked at both of them.  Things had shifted in her, but they had not changed completely.  Still, Atlas could see her trying to shed the layers of her federal self while getting down to the brass tacks of who she was at the core.

      “I might have torpedoed my career here,” she admitted.  “But I did it doing the right thing.”

      “And?” Kiera asked.

      Mitchell paused for a few seconds, trying on the words in her mind before giving them a voice.  “Will it be…messy?” she asked.

      “It will be wetter than water,” Atlas answered.

      “These names belong to cops, feds, Border Patrol, and a judge,” Mitchell said.

      “All just titles they hide behind,” Kiera said.

      “Are you one-hundred percent sure they’re guilty?” Mitchell asked.

      “People died getting us this information,” Kiera replied.

      “Then, I want to go with you,” Mitchell said.  “I’ll need a different gun, but I want in.”

      “No,” Atlas said, firmly.

      “What?” she asked him, dumbfounded.  “I can help you.”

      “You don’t want to travel these pitch-black roads,” Atlas said.  “All they’ll do is poison your clean mind and torment you in your sleep.”

      “I’m an FBI agent,” Mitchell said as if that explained everything.

      “Not if you do this, you aren’t,” Kiera said, backing Atlas.

      They left her in her room with her jaw on the floor, but they also left behind an ally, not someone who would snitch at the first chance.  At least, that was what they wanted to believe.  Nevertheless, Atlas called Codrin.  He and Kiera had to be sure their trust was warranted.

      Codrin answered the phone while eating chips.  “Yeah,” the hacker said.

      “What’s she doing now?” Atlas asked.  “Because I’m assuming you still have camera access.”

      “I do,” Codrin said.  “She’s just sitting there, stewing.”

      “Call me if she tries to contact anyone,” Atlas said.  “And kill her comms if it comes to that, okay?”

      “No problem,” Codrin said.  “Oh, wait…she’s undressing.”

      “For what?” Kiera asked.

      “A shower, I think.  I need to watch.  Can I pretty please watch?”

      “Freaking perverts these days,” Atlas grumbled.  Kiera looked at him and he blew out an exhausted sigh.

      Kiera grabbed the phone and said, “This is a job, Codrin.  Not a hobby, a sideshow, or a jerk session.”

      “I’m a professional,” Codrin said.

      “Mmmhmm,” Kiera replied.  “Be aboveboard on this, and keep us in the loop.”

      “You got it,” he said.

      Atlas didn’t believe him one bit.

      Kiera mapped out the eight addresses, then they started with the first house—one of the farthest houses from Mitchell’s hotel, in case someone with power ever tried to make a case against her.

      “Are you ready for this, Atlas?” Kiera asked.

      “I’m already warmed up.”

      For the rest of the night, right until dawn, they moved from house to house, getting the proof of guilt they needed and the revenge they wanted.  With each slaying, they hacked away at another piece of the larger trafficking network.  These were men and women who were supposed to serve and protect the community, not endanger it for payoffs from people who hurt other people for profit.  That was why, after each kill, they took the offender’s head and shoved it into a large black bag.  And then, just so there was no confusion for those who found the vermin, Kiera carved the words CARTEL BITCH into their chests.  They also took photographs they sent to Codrin, in case the powers-that-be chose to cover this up in exchange for a healthy bribe.  The real story needed to be told, and what better way to save a thousand words than to show the world a compelling picture?  A crooked judge with her pretty head cut off and her crime carved into her bare chest would be the story of the year, and a clean line against corruption drawn in the sand.

      When they returned to the safe house, Atlas was coming down from a long adrenaline surge, and about to suffer a catastrophic adrenaline dump.  His arms were weak, his muscles depleted, and his lower back was shot from bending over and decapitating more than half of them.  It was hard to even get out of the SUV.

      “You all right?” Kiera asked.

      “Will you quit asking me that, dammit?  I’m fine.”

      “You’re moving like you’ve got a dead cat shoved up your ass,” she said.

      “So are you,” he replied.

      Instead of going inside the house, Kiera checked the pot where Duvall was supposed to leave the money.  Scotty was right, it was empty.

      She stood up, livid.

      “Empty?” Atlas asked as if he didn’t already know.

      Atlas accessed his phone and called Duvall.  When the spook answered, he said, “Are you still Stateside?”

      “Nope,” Duvall said.

      “Where did you leave the money?”

      “It got pretty hot there, so I had to bug out.”

      “Bullshit,” Kiera hissed, looking at Atlas, who frowned hard and shook his head.  She grabbed the phone from Atlas and put it on speakerphone.  “Why, Camden?  Why screw us after we did the job you asked us to do?  Is it because you don’t have enough money?”

      “I have the money,” he said.  “Maybe I want you to kick that hornet’s nest.  Maybe I want mass cartel death.”

      “The only death you’ll get from this play is your own.  You broke your word, spook.  You said you wouldn’t, but you did.”

      “I started the war down here, Kiera,” Duvall finally admitted.

      “I tried not to jump to conclusions,” she said.  “But I knew that already.”

      “It was the right play, despite the mass casualties and the loss of both property and a few innocent lives,” Duvall said.  “Only guys like me take chances like that.  This could still pay off, but I need to be here, to steer it my way.  You understand.”

      “What about the collateral damage?” Atlas growled.  “Countless civilians have already been caught in the crossfire of the ongoing narco wars.  It’s all over the news and talk radio.  Even being ruthless, you can’t be okay with that, can you?  Is your soul so fucking polluted that you can live with yourself after this?”

      “This country is all about power, positioning, and collateral damage,” Duvall said, referring to Mexico.  “I know you have Bautista.  So, come and get your millions.  And don’t sweat me over a hundred and fifty large or how I handle business in my backyard.”

      Duvall hung up, which caused Kiera to squeeze the phone and bark out in frustration.  Jackson walked outside, armed, then saw it was she who growled and holstered his weapon.

      “Our client stiffed us for a bigger play,” Atlas said.

      “The CIA sucks,” Scotty said.

      “We’re going to Mexico anyway,” Kiera finally said, composing herself.  “Our itinerary just changed, that’s all.  I want our money which means, come hell or high water, we’re going after Camden Duvall, too.  And, since this is my op, he’s mine to deal with, which makes him mine to punish.”

      “How will you punish a dirtbag like that?” Atlas asked.  “Just being in his skin has to be punishment enough.”

      “I’ll start with Jackson’s KaBar, that’s how,” she replied.

      “Just say the word,” Jackson said.
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      Atlas was watching Kiera, but Kiera was focused on Scotty and Jackson.  The four sat around an old kitchen table in even older chairs, drinking more coffee, except for Jackson, who had his supply of energy drinks.

      “We need guns and ammo and a lot of it,” Kiera said.  “But we can’t hump it all across the border, not with the kid in tow, unless either of you has a better idea.”

      “What if we go in clean?” Atlas suggested.

      Scotty looked at him, rocked his head back and forth, then said, “If we look like we’re on the level, and we follow whatever rules they have…it could work.”

      “What about The Reptilian?” Kiera asked.

      “Richie Frank?” Jackson asked.  “The arms dealer?”

      Scotty nodded and said, “He’s got a friend in Santa Ana, Sonora, I think, but I’d have to check and make sure he’s still active.”

      “If he’s small-time, don’t bother,” Kiera said.  “Because, if we’re going to walk into a war zone, we’re going in loaded for bear.”

      “Call The Reptilian and see if his guys in Santa Ana are legit,” Kiera said.  “If they’re a pack of low-rent schmucks, I’m gonna be pissed.”

      “Give me a second,” Scotty said.  He pulled out his phone, stood, and walked outside where there was better reception.

      “What do you think?” Atlas asked Kiera.  She was already on her laptop trying to see what “going in clean” would look like.

      A few minutes later, Scotty returned and said, “Richie’s reaching out to his guys down south.  He said he’d call back in a few.”

      A few minutes later, Scotty’s phone buzzed.  He picked it up and put it on speakerphone.  “Talk to me, bro,” Scotty said.

      “We’re all good in the hood, boys and girls,” Richie said.  Despite some signal interference, he sounded like he was smiling into the phone.

      “What about documents going over the border?” Kiera asked.  “Do you know anyone who can—”

      “I can do documents,” Richie said.

      “We’ll need five Mexican Tourist Cards,” Kiera replied.

      “FMM,” Richie said knowingly.  “Forma Migratoria Múltiple.  Yeah, no problemo.”

      Kiera added, “We’ll also need a contact to purchase auto insurance for the duration of our stay, which will probably be about three days at the most, and a passport for a kid.  I can send you his picture and a name you can use.”

      “I’m assuming you’ll want to use fake names,” Richie said.

      “No, we want to use our real names,” Kiera said sarcastically.  “Of course, we want fake names, ding dong.  We’ll use the ones we got a couple of years ago.  I’ll text you the details.”

      “That’s fine, but I don’t get it,” Richie said.

      Atlas knew he’d say that, which meant he already had an answer prepared.  “These are show papers because of a kid we’re transporting.  We’re going in aboveboard because we’re carrying a hot potato.”

      “Dare I ask?” Richie said.

      “It’s the hottest potato in the world right now,” Kiera said.

      There was a long pause, and then Richie offered a solution.  “I’ve got a guy who can make a passport for the kid, but if this kid isn’t already in the system, this will matter.”

      “We have a guy who can put him in the system,” Atlas said, referring to Codrin.  “Just pick a name that fits, I’ll send you his picture, and we’ll do the rest.”

      “Also, none of your current passports can expire within six months,” Richie added.  “If you want to do it this way, the ‘aboveboard’ way—which would not be my first suggestion—you need to follow all the rules to the letter.”

      “It’s because of the kid, so yeah, we’ll have to make it work,” Kiera said.  “And our passports are good, so you won’t have to worry about that.”

      Richie said, “I’m off today and tomorrow, which means I can get this done, but there are emergency fees, cutting-in-line fees, and a small surcharge for me not getting laid on my time off because I’m busy taking care of you.”

      “You’re not getting laid for free, butthole,” Kiera said.  “How much for everything else?”

      “Twenty-five hundred.”

      “And here I thought we were friends,” Kiera mused.  Richie started to speak, but she cut him off.  “I also need a guy who can replace a couple of windows in an old Suburban.”

      “Are you talking about that piece of shit you had last time?”

      “What about plugging bullet holes, too?” Atlas asked.

      Richie laughed.  “If you want windows and bullet holes, add a thousand to the overall price.”

      Kiera didn’t look stressed, so Atlas followed her lead and kept calm.

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Kiera said.  “But you know to keep your word with me, and don’t try to renegotiate later, right?”

      “I’m a freaking Boy Scout,” Richie said.

      “Your guys too, the ones in Santa Ana—the same goes with them.  Funny business gets them dead.”

      “I understand, and so will they.”

      “How long?” Atlas asked.

      “I should have what you need by tomorrow morning, maybe a touch later on the passport.  If it’s all wrapped up by tomorrow night, will that work?”

      “That works,” Kiera said.

      “I need an address, and I’ll send the documents by courier.  Also, I’ll have my guy do a rush job on the bullet holes and broken windows.”

      “Thanks a lot, Reptilian,” she said.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Scotty added.

      “Yup, yup,” Richie replied.

      There was a knock on the front door that startled the four.  As far as Atlas figured, no one knew about this place but the jackoff who rented it to Kiera, and Duvall—although he already admitted to having skipped town like a bitch.

      “I have to go,” Kiera said.  “I’ll have Scotty text you the address.”

      “For sure,” Richie said.

      By the time Atlas reached the front door, Kiera had hung up with Richie.  He opened the door with his pistol tucked behind his back, ready for action.

      “Who the hell are you?” the old man grumbled.  It had to be the guy who rented Kiera the place.

      “Who the hell’s asking?” Atlas retorted.

      “This is my house,” he said.

      “Not now it’s not.”

      “The hell it isn’t!” he challenged.

      Kiera appeared and took a calmer, more restrained approach.  “Why are you here and why are you harassing my guest?”

      The owner looked Atlas up and down and frowned so hard, his face scrunched up like a leathery fist.  “He’s far too old for you, little missy.”  Then, he turned his cold, judgmental eyes on Atlas.  “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      Atlas burned the man with his fiercest gaze.  “For your information, creep, she’s my daughter and we’re reconnecting for the first time in years.  I’ll kindly ask you and your garbage attitude to kick rocks before we call the sheriff’s department.”

      The static energy buzzing around the old man settled and he looked at Kiera, shocked, and maybe feeling a bit foolish.

      Kiera stood beside Atlas, her energy changing, even her eyes, which had a rather stormy quality to them.  “You heard my old man,” she said.  “Kick rocks, pound sand, piss off.”

      “Hey!” he barked.

      Atlas shut the door in his face.

      Kiera said, “I wonder what he wanted.”

      Atlas shrugged.  “Maybe we should have asked?”

      “Meh,” Kiera said.

      Then a key slid cleanly into the lock and the front door opened.  Atlas and Kiera turned around in time to see the grumpy old coot shoving his head into the house.  “I forgot the whole reason I was here.”

      “Come back when you remember,” Kiera said, hands on her hips.

      “I already remembered.”

      “Then spit it out,” Atlas said, his impatience showing.

      “There has been a rash of killings in Nogales.  First, a ton of human traffickers, but then some cops and a couple of border patrol agents last night, plus a district judge.”

      “Sounds like the cartel is in town,” Atlas replied.

      “Witnesses talked about seeing an old Chevy Suburban with a crushed front bumper.  A bumper exactly like yours.”

      “How do you know I have a crushed bumper?”

      “I took a picture of the Suburban before I left last time,” he said.  “For insurance purposes and whatnot.”

      “Let me see,” she said.

      He took out his phone and showed her a picture.  Atlas walked up and snatched the phone from him, deleted the photo and two more like it, then went to the phone’s trash file and permanently deleted the entire file.

      “Mother of my balls,” he cursed, reaching for the phone.  “Give me my damn phone back!”

      Atlas handed it back.  “That wasn’t our Suburban.”

      “Yeah, ours was a Sentra,” Kiera added.  “You should have looked at the back where it displays the make and model.  We drove a Chevy Sentra for a while, but now we have a Sprinter van.  It’s far more spacious, as I’m sure you saw.”

      “That was no Sentra,” he said.  “I’m old, but I’m not that old.”

      Atlas and Kiera stared at him, neither saying a word.

      The old man shook his head, his voice scratchy and bordering on mean, and said, “It doesn’t look like any Sentra I’ve ever seen!”

      “Take that up with Chevy,” Kiera said.

      Atlas started to close the door with the old man halfway in it.  He grunted, dug in, and pushed back against Atlas, but his dick-sized arms were no match for Atlas’ brute strength.  He was nearly squashed in the doorframe in the process.  In a final, retaliatory gesture, he slapped the flat of his hand on the outside of the door and dropped a few choice words.

      “I think he’s going to be an issue,” Kiera said.

      Atlas went to the kitchen window, looked out front, and found the old man staring at the Sprinter and the Suburban.  He scratched his balding head, then pulled out his cell phone to photograph both vehicles.

      Atlas slapped the window, startling the old man enough to get his attention.  And then he made the windshield wiper motion with his pointer finger while shaking his head and narrowing his eyes.

      The man looked like he’d been properly scolded so, frowning, he stuffed the phone into his pocket, hustled back to his Prius, and left, shaking his head and talking to himself all the way.

      “If he becomes a problem…” Kiera said.

      “Don’t say it.”

      “You know, though, right?”

      Atlas said, “These old guys love to make noise but not do shit.  It could be he’s one of those.”

      “We’ll see,” Kiera replied.

      “I’ll pull the Suburban into the garage,” Jackson replied.

      An hour later, there was another knock on the door.

      “What now?” Scotty asked.

      Atlas answered the door to Special Agent Hailey Mitchell and two NPD officers.

      “You must be Atlas,” Mitchell said, almost smug.  She already knew who he was, but the NPD boots didn’t.  “The Nogales Police Department received a call from a local citizen, who also happens to be the current property owner.  NPD alerted me because witnesses reported seeing an old Suburban near one or more of last night’s crime scenes.”

      Atlas said, “We drive the Sprinter out front.”

      Kiera joined Atlas at the door.  She said, “The owner was out here earlier, spouting crazy conspiracy theories.  I think he mixed his meds or something, or maybe he has dementia.  It’s tough when information gets turned around in people’s heads.  Sometimes they fill in the blanks with unrelated information and then folks like you get involved, which is sad, but still a waste of time for all parties.”

      “He said he saw blood in your SUV,” Mitchell pressed.

      “As my friend said,” Kiera replied, doubling down, “we don’t own a Suburban.  You can look at the Sprinter if you want, if it will help.”

      Atlas looked at the two officers and said, “You’re out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you, gentlemen?”  He looked at Mitchell as if she should have known better.  But perhaps she did.  “Shouldn’t you be here with the Santa Cruz Sheriff’s Department instead, Special Agent Mitchell?”

      Mitchell rolled her eyes for effect.  “Where were you last night between the hours of 11:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m.?”

      “Asleep, here,” Atlas said.

      “Same,” Kiera replied.  “My dad’s younger brothers are here and we’re about to go out back and roast some wieners if you three would like to join us.  We’ve got plenty of meat.  Cold beer, too.”

      The officers looked at each other, then nodded like that would be good.  “I could eat a hot dog,” one of the NPD officers said.

      “But we can’t because we’re technically still on duty,” the other officer said.  He looked like he could say no with practiced ease.

      “You’re on duty but out of your jurisdiction,” Atlas said.

      “I think I’ll pass,” Mitchell replied, stiff as a board.

      “You look like you need a beer and a good wiener, Special Agent Mitchell,” Kiera said suggestively.  “It’ll loosen you up, make you more fun.”

      The two officers tried to suppress their snorts of laughter, but both failed miserably.  Even Atlas held back a grin.

      “My dad likes broads your age,” Kiera said, glancing over at Atlas.  She put a hand on his shoulder and smiled.  “Plus, I know for a fact he thinks you’re cute.”

      Mitchell swallowed and looked at Atlas.

      “It’s true,” Atlas grinned.  It was true.

      “I said no, but thank you,” Mitchell replied, red-faced and less convincing than a moment ago.

      At that point, between Atlas and Kiera, it had become a game.  They knew Mitchell was doing the best she could to run interference between them and the homeowner, which was why she brought the throw-away cops from Nogales.  But what was her end game?  Put eyes on them again?  Join them?  Or just protect them?

      Kiera was working on developing her sense of humor, but the truth was, Atlas wouldn’t mind sharing wieners with Special Agent Mitchell.  She looked decent enough and managed to easily pull off the “innocent agent” routine, which was only something you found in certain agents—even loud, sometimes angry ones.

      “You’d like the way he grills his wieners,” Kiera continued.  “I bet he’d like to give you one of his wieners.  Do you want to give her a wiener, Dad?”

      “Stop saying ‘wieners,’ ” Mitchell said.

      “Wieners, wieners, wieners.”

      Mitchell fought back a smile, and then Kiera said, “Do you think my dad’s hot?”

      Atlas grinned and said, “Inquiring minds want to know.”

      “It’s Special Agent Mitchell, and no, he’s not hot.  Unless you mean hot and sweaty, and then I’d say yes.”

      “She thinks you’re hot, Dad,” she said.  “I’m pretty sure she wants one of your wieners.”

      “What are we, teenagers passing notes in class?” Atlas finally asked.

      “Thank you!” Mitchell exclaimed as if he’d just proved her point.

      “If Kiera invited you in for food,” Atlas said, “then I’ve got hot dogs I’m going to put on the grill, and we’ve got some beer chilling in the freezer.  If you’d like a hot dog, Special Agent Mitchell, I’ll cook you one, but I’m in a serious relationship with a hot blonde, which you are not, and I won’t be swayed, even if I think you’re a little sexy, which I do.”

      The NPD officers turned away, both covering their mouths to keep from laughing.

      Mitchell turned to them and said, “Why don’t you two jokers laugh about it all the way back to Nogales?  It seems this man cooks good wieners and that I need a beer to loosen up.”

      The guys laughed, and one said, “They might be right.”

      “Well, the two of you know where I am in case my body turns up in a ditch somewhere, and you know who they are, in case my night doesn’t conclude with a happy ending.”

      Everyone broke into laughter, her choice of words fitting for the occasion and the games they were not so subtly playing.

      “See?” Mitchell said.  “Not so stiff.”

      There was more laughter all the way around, and then the officers thanked Atlas and Kiera for the invite, and left Mitchell to them.

      “I like the way you look in your pantsuit,” Atlas said as they walked through the house and out to the back patio.  “As far as fashion from the eighties that made it to the twenty-twenties goes, you wear your shit well.”

      If this was a game, he thought, it was a game better suited for Leopold.  Atlas just wanted to eat, have a drink, and hang out like the world wasn’t turning into a complete shit show.

      “Sorry about the officers,” she said.  “Fortunately, I received a courtesy call on the matter, and those guys are lumps anyway.  By the way, where is the Suburban?”

      “In the garage,” Atlas said.

      “One hot dog, one beer, and that’s it,” Mitchell said as they walked outside.

      “Told you she wants your wiener,” Kiera said, nudging Atlas.

      “I don’t want his wiener,” Mitchell replied.

      “She’s lying, Dad.”

      She saw Jackson and Scotty but hadn’t realized until then that they were there, so she smiled and introduced herself.  They were more than pleased to meet her.  Atlas read it in their eyes.

      Kiera turned to her and said, “Look how popular you are, Miss Mitchell.  All the guys in class think you’re cute.”

      “I know I do,” Jackson said, handing her a beer.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Together, they ate grilled hot dogs and burgers and drank beer and eventually relaxed enough around each other to share a few good laughs.  Mitchell was surprisingly fun, especially after her fifth beer.  Atlas wasn’t sure she could drive if she had any more to drink, and he didn’t want her crashing on the couch, considering they had two hostages in the other room, two of them being cops, and two more in the garage with their heads cut off.

      It didn’t hurt that they had so much bare land to themselves, a black sky full of stars, a fire pit, and the lingering smell of barbecued meat to lighten the mood.

      Jackson put on Mariachi music, and Scotty sang along with the band.  He was not a good singer, but he also stopped caring about how he sounded after eight beers.

      Mitchell pushed her lithe frame off of a plastic chair around eleven, rolled her stiff shoulder, then said, “I have to use the bathroom to pee.”  She swayed like a sapling in a soft breeze, but that’s because she had those two extra beers.

      “It’s in the back of the house, second door on the right,” Atlas said.

      He quietly followed her inside but hung back so she didn’t see him.  She wasn’t exactly walking straight, and her senses had been dulled significantly by the alcohol.

      She opened the first door on the right, Kiera’s room, then the closest door on the left, where Bautista Rojas was asleep after having had a long and terrifying journey there.  If he didn’t wake up then, the boy would hopefully sleep through the whole night.

      She went to the room next to that, where they had moved the two cops, Pérez and Salazar.  Their ankles and mouths were duct-taped and they were handcuffed to each other, and forced to sit back to back.

      Atlas ground his molars, thinking Jackson should have just done what he was supposed to do, which was kill them and cut off their heads for later.  No one got on him, even though it complicated matters, but Scotty told them he didn’t want his guy beheading cops.  Jackson did cut off the couriers’ heads, which he added to the bag of heads in the garage.  He and Scotty had wrapped their bodies in tarps, cleaned up what was a pretty contained mess, and then prepped them for disposal.  If Mitchell found them, what would she do?

      Atlas rested his palm on his holstered weapon, quietly drew it, and then slid it behind his back.  He didn’t want to smoke a fed, but if Mitchell got a wild hair up her ass and chose to turn them in, that would be an issue.  Having the kidnapped child of a ruthless cartel boss and two kidnapped cops in your possession was cause for their arrest, especially after all the killings of kids, LEOs, and cartel traffickers the last two nights.

      Atlas watched Mitchell study the cops, but then he watched her quietly close the door and stagger across the hallway into the bathroom.

      Atlas sneaked up to the door and listened as she pissed like a racehorse, farted twice, and then flushed.  She stood and washed her hands, saying something to herself he couldn’t understand.

      Kudos to good hygiene, he thought as he headed out back.  Mitchell joined them a moment later.

      “Find it okay?” Atlas asked.  She nodded and smiled.

      Kiera offered her another beer, which she refused because she was tipsy; then she said, “I’d like another one of Atlas’ wieners.”

      “You want the real deal, or one you can slap between a couple of buns?” Kiera asked a little too loudly.  She might be drunk, too.  Atlas almost laughed, but curiosity kept him quiet.  Plus, he liked that Kiera was developing herself in this capacity.

      “Is there a difference?” Mitchell asked, surprising everyone again with a well-timed joke.  If she and Kiera went toe-to-toe at a comedy club, it could be a fair fight.

      Atlas walked over to her, took her hand in his, then said, “Let’s go out front and talk about you and me.”

      She smiled and said, “Yeah, sure, us.”

      He stabilized her and they walked out front, both of them leaning against the side of the Sprinter, looking up at the stars, and realizing they couldn’t stand each other earlier, but were now out in the middle of the desert, alone.

      “What’s with you not being drunk?” Mitchell asked.  She breathed on him, and she wasn’t playing; she smelled like she was three sheets to the wind.

      “I feel pretty mellow,” he said.

      “You said I should relax, so I relaxed.  You should, too.”

      “I’m relaxed.”

      She leaned in and said, “If you’re worried about me telling on you, about the cops and the kid you’ve got in the back rooms, don’t worry, I won’t.”

      “I don’t understand,” he said.  Something in her had changed dramatically.  She was a super-serious special agent just hours ago; now she wasn’t even trying to follow protocol.

      “That kid, he’s Bautista Rojas, right?”

      “Maybe,” Atlas replied.

      She leaned against him, her breast pressing into his bicep, and said, “They pretty much told me I’m off the task force, maybe even out of the FBI.  That means I’ll probably get my walking papers tomorrow, or Monday at the latest.”

      “You’re full of shit,” he said, pushing her off of him.

      “I can tell you like me,” she turned and said.  A few wayward strands of hair were hanging in her face; one stuck to lipstick that had since smeared a little.

      “I haven’t decided that yet,” he said, “but I wasn’t kidding when I said I was in a committed relationship.”

      “No one wants to date me very much when they find out I’m a fed,” Mitchell said, despondent.  “I thought an asshole like you wouldn’t mind having his way with me.”

      “If I was single, I would,” he said.

      “Really?” she asked, looking up at him.

      He nodded.

      She took his hand, but he pulled free of her grip, which caused her to frown.  She was pretty when she was frowning, a rare thing for a woman.

      Oh,” she said, stepping back and sobering up quickly.  “I’m…I’m sorry, I…oh, dear God, what was I thinking?”

      “You’re attracted to me, I’m attracted to you, but I’m not available, even for a meaningless pump and dump,” he said, trying to soften the blow.  “Ain’t no big thing but a chicken wing.”

      “I guess I got my signals crossed,” she said, fixing her hair.

      “Girls like you have a thing for guys like me; it’s not your fault,” Atlas said.  “Blame God, or my parents for their good DNA.”

      She started laughing so hard, but then she stopped flat and got a funny look on her face.  “I think I’m going to…”

      “Think of all those dead kids,” he said, helping her along.

      Mitchell sank to a knee and threw up, emptying her guts into the dirt.  She then dropped to both knees, planted two palms in the dirt, and vomited until there was nothing left to purge but warm air and some bile.

      Atlas gathered her hair in a ponytail and said, “I haven’t done this since cheer practice in tenth grade.”

      She started to laugh, but gagged, spat, and said, “I’m okay, embarrassed, but okay.”

      “You’re pretty strait-laced,” Atlas said.  “I’m sorry if I ruined that.”

      “These last couple of weeks ruined everything.  Plus, I’d already been drinking on an empty stomach before I got here, so there’s that…”

      “You’ll bounce back.”

      “Scotty said if your trip to Mexico goes well, and if I get fired, he would hire me.  Is he a good guy?”

      “He said that?” Atlas asked.

      “He was looking at my boobs when he said that.”

      “Doesn’t make it not true,” Atlas said.  “And you have nice boobs, so there’s that, too.”

      “What the hell happened to you, Atlas Hargrove?” she asked, standing up and wiping her mouth.  “Because you’re dead and I don’t believe in ghosts.  But here you are, this ghost that’s nothing like they said in the papers or the courts.”

      He didn’t like that she looked him up or found out that he was alive and in the US.  “It’s best you don’t know anything more about me, at least not while you’re in the employ of the federal government.”

      “Why aren’t you dead?  Because I saw video footage of you getting shot in Caracas.”

      Atlas felt his blood run cold; he didn’t like this one bit.

      “Now who looks worried?”

      “Not me,” he said, hiding his emotions.

      “But for a moment, you were,” she said.  She burped, turned, and spat, then fashioned her hair into a loose but formal ponytail.  “I knew who you were when I agreed to give you the cops’ and feds’ addresses.  You’re a bad guy who fucks up worse guys, guys who prey on innocents, guys who steal families and kill children.”

      “Yes,” he said.  “Women, too.  In this trade, the women are worse than most men.”

      She nodded in agreement, then leaned into his ear and said, “That’s so hot.”

      He turned to her face.  “You think that’s hot?”

      She kissed his cheek and said, “I’m not so ingrained in the Bureau that I don’t know its many troubles or how the public doesn’t feel like it’s on the right side of the law anymore.”

      “You think?” he chuckled with dark amusement.

      “I’m going to hate myself in the morning, especially with you.  But what you did, what you’re doing, it’s the right thing, even if it’s not the right thing.  I will feel stupid later, I know, but not for feeling that.”

      He thought about it for a second and was about to move away from her when she leaned in and kissed the side of his mouth.  “Tell the blonde I said she sucks.”  Then she stepped back, held up her hands as if she was being arrested, and laughed a defeated laugh.  “I’d like another wiener now.”

      “I’ll go warm the grill,” he said.

      Later that night, after Mitchell left in an Uber, Scotty said, “I might be drunk because I agreed to hire Hailey if she got fired.”

      “You should,” Atlas said.  “She made me before we hit the dirty LEOs, but she also saw the kid and cops in the back rooms.  I’m pretty sure she knows about Bautista, why he’s here, and that we plan to go south soon, and so far she hasn’t talked.”

      “Really?” Kiera said, surprised.

      “I might like her already,” Jackson confessed.

      “We all know you like her because we all saw you staring at her,” Atlas said.

      “I might like her, too,” Kiera said.  “For you guys, not us.  We’re not good people, but she might be.”

      “If I’m like you,” Jackson said, “am I not good people, too?”

      “You’re not,” Atlas said, exhausted.  “Which is why you’re coming with us.  Scotty’s coming, too, but he’s our moral compass.”

      “For now,” Scotty said.  He looked sedated.

      “Meaning?” Kiera asked.

      Scotty said, “In Mexico, if it comes to me and child killers, I will be just like you, maybe even worse.  So quit thinking I’m so different from you.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Kiera woke up from her sleep in a sweat.  She was thinking of Savannah Swann, how, in training, the girl had put a beating on her like no one else.  Then she remembered one of the last things the guest trainer told Kiera before leaving the Blacksburg, VA, training facility, where she had spent the better part of her life.

      Savannah had said, “When you think you’ve been ruthless enough, when you think you’ve given your opponent exactly what they deserve, exactly the justice you’ve been paid to dispense, make it worse.”

      Dressed in only her underwear and bra, she climbed out of bed and tip-toed into the other room where the cops were bound together and duct-taped.  Both men were fast asleep.  She reached down and pinched Pérez’s nostrils, making it impossible for him to breathe.  He woke up and struggled, but the fight didn’t last long.  She had snuffed out his life within a few minutes.

      Salazar was awake and looked terrified; he shook and howled into the duct tape and pissed himself in the struggle.  She did the same to him and he died in less time, already agitated and short of breath.  When she was finished, she walked into Atlas’ room and crawled into bed beside him.

      He rolled onto his back and said, “You okay?”

      She slid in close to him, turned on her side, and said, “I killed those cops.”

      “Just now?” he asked.

      “I can’t stop the nightmares, Atlas.”

      “Me neither.”

      She finally rested her head on his chest and said, “I don’t want to be alone.  I’m alone all the time.”

      He pulled her close and kissed her forehead, then he lay back and she managed to fall asleep on his chest.

      Neither of them had any more nightmares that night.
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      Atlas woke up to the sound of someone turning on the shower.  For a moment, he thought he was back home and Cira was getting ready for the day.  Instead, he sat up in time to see Kiera stepping into the shower.  Time stopped.  He blinked three times.  Then he lay back down, slowed his restless heart, and fought back the layers of sleep.  After the gumminess in his eyes cleared enough for him to see his phone, he texted Cira and let her know that he missed her.

      She texted back: PACKING OUR THINGS NOW.

      He typed: STILL MISS YOU.

      She texted: SORRY, MISS U 2. JUST OVERWHELMED & A LTL SCARED.

      He asked if she called Leopold and if he could send extra security.  She texted him back, telling him that Leopold was there and had a two-man moving team with him, guys he trusted from the estate.

      Atlas drew a breath, recalling Cira’s infatuation with Leopold shortly before the two had whisked him out of NorCal State Prison to go to Odessa.  For whatever sliver of insecurity crept into his brain over the event, Kiera was in his shower, naked.  She had slept next to him last night.  No, she had slept on him.  Should he feel guilty for that?

      He texted: THAT’S GRT. PLS THANK HIM 4 ME.

      She texted back: WILL DO. LOVE U TONS.

      He ended the text thread with: LOVE YOU TONS 2.

      He tossed the cell phone on the comforter and peeked into the bathroom where the silhouette of Kiera, his most ferocious ally, his friend, a young woman who had likely just turned twenty, still did not know the meaning of boundaries.

      He ran his hand through his hair then lay back down.

      She shut off the shower, dried herself, then wrapped a towel around her torso and walked out of the shower and into the room.

      “Morning,” she said.

      “Good morning,” he replied.

      She strolled out of the room as if her presence was no big deal, opened and closed the bedroom door, then crossed the hall to her bedroom.

      He sat up, yawned, then checked on Bautista, who was up and reading a children’s book he found.

      “Breakfast shortly,” Atlas said.

      The boy nodded, understanding.

      Atlas went next door to the room they were using to hold the cops.  Both men were slumped over, dead.

      Kiera walked out of her room a moment later, dressed for the day, her hair still wet.  “We need to photograph them and dump them,” she said.

      “Where?”

      “We can take the Sprinter up north a few miles, where it’s mostly desert floor.  We’ll get rid of the couriers there, too.”

      “And?” he asked.

      She said, “If we cut off the dirty officer’s heads and put them in the back seat, or position their heads in their laps like they’re performing fellatio on themselves, everyone will think it was the cartel.”

      “I don’t want to cut off any more heads,” Atlas said.

      “Neither do I,” she replied.

      “What if we just take them out into the desert and burn the bodies?” she asked.  “By the time forensics IDs them, we’ll be long gone.”

      “That’ll work unless you have any other ideas.”

      She paused, as if thinking about it and said, “You were watching me shower.”

      “For a second,” he admitted.

      “And?”

      “Please don’t ask me that question.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t like my answer.”

      She smiled and said, “My trust in you is endless.  It has no walls.  I’m trying to build them, I am, but…this connection we have.”

      “Cira,” he said, invoking her name.

      The smile fell from Kiera’s face.  “You know why younger women like me like older men like you?  Because it’s a real thing.”

      “What is?”

      “You have your shit together and you don’t play games,” she said.

      “Young girls don’t have their shit together, but you do.”

      “I studied comedy this last year; did you know that?” she asked.  He shook his head, understanding now why she was the way she was.  “It’s supposed to help you be more relatable.  Plus, people like funny people.”

      He frowned.

      “What did the toaster say to the bread?” she asked.

      “Are you serious?” Atlas asked.

      She smiled and said, “I want you inside me.”

      He frowned.  “That’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny,” she said.  “I have another.  What did the FBI agent say to the psychopath?”

      “This still isn’t funny, Kiera.”

      “I want you inside me,” she said with a grin.

      “You’re referring to Special Agent Mitchell?” he asked.  Kiera feigned innocence and then slowly nodded.

      “I said I’m with Cira.”

      “I know.”

      “And that pisses you off?” he asked.

      “It pisses me off that I know the boundaries, but my mind doesn’t want me to follow them with you.”

      He swallowed hard and said, “Let’s kill that emotion out of you.”

      “We can kill, but it won’t kill that emotion.”

      “You drying your hair?”

      “It’ll dry itself,” Kiera said.  “You want to get the bodies out of here?”

      He nodded and said, “Sprinter or the Suburban?”

      “Sprinter.”

      They walked the first body out to the Sprinter; Jackson and Scotty brought out the second.  Then they loaded the headless couriers.

      Scotty said, “Is this a group activity, or are we hanging out and feeding the kid?”

      “You’re on babysitting detail,” Kiera said.

      “What about them?” Scotty asked, referring to the dead men in the van.

      “Roasted potatoes.”

      Jackson headed back inside to see about the kid, but Scotty went to the garage and returned a moment later with a small can of gas and an unopened pack of Bic lighters.

      “Thanks,” Atlas said.

      He and Kiera drove the bodies to the desert, going off-road where they could, and keeping as far away from other homes and businesses as possible until they found the right place.

      There, Atlas grabbed the four men by their pants legs and hauled them out of the back of the van.  Their bodies hit the dirt with thuds, and he dragged them a few feet away where he formed them into a pile.  He and Kiera wiped down each body for prints, including their skin, then stacked them face-to-face.

      Kiera doused them in gasoline, lit a small rag, and then tossed the burning rag onto the bodies.  The whoosh of flames produced enough warmth that they both backed up a bit.  When it looked as though the four would cook properly, Atlas and Kiera got into the Sprinter van and vacated the scene, but not before Atlas could take a few photos.

      They drove in silence for most of the way back to Rio Rico, but then Kiera said, “If I ask Cira if it’s all right to be with you, just once to get it out of my system, would that be okay with you?”

      Without hesitation, he said, “If you ask her that, I will never talk to you again, and you won’t be allowed to see my family.”

      She swallowed and then fell into a lapse of silence.

      He turned to her after a while, and she looked so small in the passenger seat.  She was just a kid, still so naïve to this world and the people in it.  He felt bad for her, knowing she was trying to catch up to this life she missed, but didn’t want to fall for the wrong guy.

      You’re the wrong guy, Atlas told himself.

      Finally, he said, “It’s inappropriate for a man my age to be with someone your age.  For heaven’s sake, you’re only a few years older than Alabama.”

      “I know,” she mumbled.

      “But I understand why you’re feeling the way you do.  The best thing I can tell you is that, despite the number of years between us, and as much as you’re still a young woman to me, if I was single and not with Cira, I would be with you long enough for you to get me out of your system.”

      “You know it’s not about sex,” she said.

      “If I thought this was about sex, I’d never entertain the conversation.”

      “I also know you love me.”

      “I do,” he said.

      “It’s hard to know what to do with that,” she replied, her voice heavy with sincerity.

      “I know that, too,” he said.

      “Thank you for not taking advantage of me,” she turned and said.  She reached out and took his hand as he nodded.  “And fuck you for not taking advantage of me.”

      He chuckled and said, “Duly noted.”
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      Atlas and Kiera returned to the Rio Rico house to find that Richie’s courier had dropped off a package for them.  Atlas opened it up and saw the items The Reptilian had promised, including the rushed passport.

      “That was quick,” Atlas said.

      Kiera inspected the documents and said, “As soon as the Suburban gets windows, we’ll be good to go.”

      They heard the guys in the back and smelled barbecue.  Atlas checked the cell phone’s clock and saw that it would be eleven o’clock in just a few minutes.

      “What time is it?” Kiera asked.

      “Hot dog o’clock,” Atlas answered.

      “My favorite time,” she replied, following her nose around the back of the house.

      He was about to tell them to cook off the last of the meat when he saw Bautista sitting in one of the chairs with his shirt off under the late morning sun, and a beer bottle in hand.

      “What the hell is this?” Atlas asked.

      Jackson and Scotty traded guilty looks and then turned away without a thing to say.

      “Guys,” Kiera said, looking at Jackson.

      “What could it hurt?” Jackson asked.  “His dad’s a narco, for heaven’s sake.”

      “Yeah, but he’s still a kid.”

      Jackson turned to the kid and said, “All right, junior, give it up.”

      Instead of giving it back, Bautista took a long swig, dropped the bottle on the ground, and burped long and loud.

      “Good God,” Atlas said.

      “This is his second one if that matters,” Scotty said.

      “Vercesa,” the kid said.

      “No, cerveza,” Jackson said, correcting him.  “We should invite the fed back over for steaks tonight.”

      Scotty said, “I’m buying.”

      Kiera held up the FFMs—the Mexican Tourist Cards, the forms complete with the gray boxes where they should be as well as the green and red bars.

      “Looks like this place is a wrap,” Jackson said.

      “I’ll miss spending another night on the couch so the cops can be dead in the bedroom,” Scotty said.

      Kiera said, “You wouldn’t have had to sleep on the couch if you’d have done them as we asked, but you didn’t, so the couch was your penance.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “I’m calling Duvall and getting the number to Bautista’s father.  I’ll make the deal.  Then, when you clowns sober up and the Suburban gets its new glass and some Bondo for the bullet holes, we can leave.”

      “We’re sober enough to know Duvall hosed you guys once,” Scotty said.

      “Hosed you once,” the kid slurred.

      “What about his passport?” Jackson asked, referring to the kid.

      “It’s not great, but it’ll get him in,” Kiera said.

      Atlas stepped away from the noise and called Duvall, who was more than willing to give him a direct line to Cayetano Rojas’ lieutenant.  Atlas didn’t want to make the call right away, but there was no time like the present to light this fire.

      “Hola,” the man said after three rings.

      “Hablas Inglés?” Atlas asked.

      “Who the hell is this?” the man growled in English, his tone and demeanor quickly changing.

      “The guy who found Cayetano Rojas’ kid in a sex trafficking den in Arizona,” Atlas said with some edge to his voice.  “Have him call this number.  Not you, fuckface.  Him.”

      Atlas hung up.  A few minutes later, the phone rang.  Atlas motioned for Bautista to come to him.  He got up and walked a zigzag line, grabbing Atlas’ shirt so he wouldn’t fall over.

      “Good job guys,” Atlas said to Jackson as he let the phone ring.  Jackson turned away, embarrassed.

      Right before the call went to voicemail, Atlas answered.

      “You have my son?” Rojas asked.

      “Depends on who you are and who your son is,” Atlas replied.  He activated the speakerphone app then looked at Bautista and mouthed the word, padre?

      “This is Cayetano Rojas,” he said, proudly.  “And my son is Bautista Rojas”

      The boy looked scared all of a sudden.

      “Es ese tu padre?” Atlas asked.

      He nodded.  “Sí.”

      Atlas told the head of the Scorpions of Sonora cartel that he had his kidnapped son and that he had found him at a sex trafficking bust purely by accident.

      “My associates alerted me to the situation with your boy as well as your generous reward for finding him, which is why we kept him when we turned all the stolen children over to an NGO that’s not on the cartel payroll.”

      “Yet,” he said softly.

      Atlas cleared his throat but didn’t speak.

      “Is he…unharmed?” Rojas asked.

      “He wasn’t raped if that’s what you’re asking,” Atlas said.  “And he’s in our care, which means he’s safe for now.  But, transporting this particular boy through border checkpoints and to your location is risky for all of us.”

      “Are you in law enforcement?” Cayetano asked.

      “No,” he said.  “I’m a humanitarian with experience in hostile regions.”

      “Like Green Peace or something?”

      “Or something,” Atlas replied.

      “Let me speak to my son,” he said.  “I need to hear his voice.”

      Atlas put the boy on the phone and they spoke for a few minutes, but then Atlas motioned for Bautista to give him the phone.  He did so without hesitation.

      “You have my boy, and for that I thank you,” Cayetano said.  “About the people who took him…?”

      “The second half of the reward,” Atlas said.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “I have that, too,” Atlas said.

      “That surprises me, my friend, you being a humanitarian and all.”

      “Doing good things for humanity can sometimes be a bloody affair, my friend,” Atlas said, returning the colloquialism.  “Do you need time to put together the money?”

      “Not much,” he said.  “It will be ready for you when I see my boy and when his captors’ heads are in a bag at my feet.”

      “Good,” Atlas said.  “Text me the coordinates where we’ll meet, and a cell number where I can send you text updates.  We should be able to see you tomorrow or the next day, depending on what we encounter on the way there.”

      “Thank you,” Cayetano said.  “And thank you for preserving my son’s virtues and saving his life.”

      “I’m happy to do it,” Atlas said.

      When he hung up, Kiera said, “If we see too many men at this meet, we should turn around.”

      “I agree,” Atlas said.

      “Because he thinks we took Bautista?” Scotty asked.

      “That’s right,” Atlas said.

      “If that happens, we walk away from a future set in stone,” Jackson said.  “One kid’s life is worth that?”

      “The minute you decide he isn’t,” Atlas said, “you become one of them.  If there’s too much heat, Bautista’s coming back to America with us, and I’ll personally deliver him into Mitchell’s hands.”

      A moment later, a text came in with the coordinates, but not the meet time.  That would be determined when Kiera’s team arrived in Mexico.

      “The guy’s here with glass for the Suburban,” Jackson said.  Atlas nodded.  “He’s already starting, and he brought another guy with him.”

      “Thanks,” Atlas said.  Then the phone rang.

      “Hello,” Atlas said, looking at Kiera.

      “This is Cayetano Rojas again,” the cartel boss said.  “I decided that I cannot wait a day or two to find out why my son was taken and why they cut off my daughter’s head and had her…violated…for all those months.”

      “I will tell you the full story when we meet,” Atlas said, giving him a reason not to shoot Atlas and his team at first sight.  “But I can tell you this, this kidnapping was staged to look like the CJNG.  It was merely a ruse to pit you against the wrong people.”

      “Was it the Sinaloa?” Cayetano asked, breathlessly.

      “We will talk only if I feel safe, and only if you don’t bring your army.  We are but two people with your son.  Although we understand violence, we only commit such atrocious acts if we feel we can save children by doing so.”

      “You are the ones who decimated Donato Vargas’ entire trafficking network in Nogales, aren’t you?”

      The statement surprised Atlas.  He knew already?  “We found your boy in Phoenix, not Nogales,” Atlas said, playing coy.

      “You are not regular people if you have my son.”

      “Your son will tell you everything you need to know about us when you see him.  He will be alive and well, and untouched.”

      “And the people who took him?” Rojas pressed.

      “Among the many heads we have collected, there is the head of the woman who arranged for your son’s kidnapping.  She is also the woman who orchestrated the kidnapping, trafficking, and decapitation of your daughter, Pia.  You will know her when you see her.  She will be very important in this narco war you’re currently fighting.”

      “She,” he said, disappointed.

      “Yes, this was a ‘she.’ ”

      “And she is critical to the war we’re fighting here?” Cayetano asked.

      “You will see when you look into her dead eyes.”

      “I want to talk to my son again.”

      “Before we meet, when you confirm the coordinates and set the time, you can talk to him.  As I said, he is not in any danger from us, only from those who did this to harm you.”

      “I want all the heads of the people who did this,” Cayetano said, getting a bit testy.

      “I’m not going to slaughter an entire cartel for you, sir.  You can do that for yourself.  The woman who is directly responsible—her head will tell you where to point your guns.  As for quantity of heads, we’re currently in the double digits.”

      “I don’t need to tell you what I will do to your families if you betray me—”

      “We don’t have families, so save your breath.”

      Cayetano took a long breath, let it out in a measured sigh, and then held the line in silence.  Finally, he said, “I assume you will want US dollars—”

      “Euros,” Atlas said, bothered that he had not specified earlier.

      He took another breath.  “Euros will be fine.”

      “Señor Rojas,” Atlas said.

      “Yes?”

      “If you do anything to draw even an ounce of my suspicion, there will be no greater danger to your boy’s life than me or my partner.  I’m going to send you some photos of what we’ve done so you don’t think I’m bluffing.”

      “If they will upset me—”

      “These are not your people,” Atlas said, “and this is not a direct threat to you.  If you do fair business with me, I will deal in kind.  The photos I’m going to send you are of your rival’s people.  So, who knows?  Perhaps you might even smile.”

      “I hope so,” he said, deadpan.

      “But you must realize that my only loyalty is to me, my partner, and the reward money.  I must also confess to you that we do not need the money.”

      “I will honor my word.”

      Atlas said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Atlas disconnected the line and then sent Cayetano the worst of the photos taken from the recent crime scenes.

      Kiera took the phone and stepped back inside to make a few calls.  Thirty minutes later, she returned and said, “We’ll have backup in Mexico.  Once our reinforcements arrive, we should be good to go.”

      “Really,” he asked.  “Monarch friends?”

      “Something like that.”

      After they wolfed down the rest of the barbecue, they got two hours’ shuteye, then stowed the weapons, should they come back to the house.  The four then filled the Suburban with whatever gear they could get past a nosy border patrol agent and headed to Nogales to cross the border.

      They handed the border agent their paperwork at the border, and for a minute, everything seemed to be going fine.  But then something about the kid’s passport gave the agent pause.

      He looked at Kiera, who was driving, and then she slid the top of a 100-dollar bill just over the window sill.  She didn’t have her gun with her, but she had her blade out and ready, just in case.

      The border agent looked at the bill long and hard, and then he slipped it into his pocket, handed her the passport, and said, “Enjoy your time in Mexico.”

      They drove into Nogales, Sonora, topped off the Suburban’s tank, and then made the trip to the rural outskirts of Santa Ana, where they cautiously approached a shady-looking bunch of characters who were supposed to be Richie’s arms dealers.

      The first car they saw on the large, lonely property boasted two bumper stickers from Area 51.  One was blue and green with a white UFO that read: “Area 51 Nevada” and the other was solid black with a white alien face and white writing that read: “Area 51 Free My Homies.”

      “Yeah, these are the guys,” Atlas said, familiar enough with Richie’s comic fascination with aliens and reptilians.

      They got out of the SUV and met the group of guys, who were well-armed but had been told by Richie to watch for a shitty Suburban with a girl driving.  The guys did not point their weapons at them when they arrived.  Atlas took off his sunglasses and rolled down the brand-new window.

      A man with a big forehead and old clothes said, “Quién es usted?”

      Atlas said, “Soy la agenda reptilian.”

      And the others laughed.

      “We’re all good,” their host said to the others, who walked off.  He turned back to Atlas with a huge smile.  “Come on back, my reptilian homies.  I’ve got what you need.”

      They stocked up on weapons and ammo, as well as a four-pack of grenades set to explode on impact, not on timers.  They also got a burner phone and two three-packs of two-way radios boasting a 1-mile range.

      They paid the man in US currency, which was still seen as valuable in those parts, then thanked them and returned to the highway.

      Next, they headed down south to Hermosillo, completing the nearly 300 km drive.  They checked into a dive motel and secured two rooms—one for Scotty and Jackson, the other for Atlas, Kiera, and the kid.

      Inside his room, Atlas activated a burner phone and made contact with Cayetano, who said the coordinates had changed.

      “Send me the new ones to this phone,” Atlas said.

      The new coordinates came in, which he showed to Kiera.  She entered the location into her phone, checked the surrounding area, and nodded.

      “Okay, we’re good,” Atlas said.

      “The money will be ready first thing in the morning,” Cayetano said.  “My boy is okay, right?”

      “He’s sleeping, but yes, he’s just fine,” Atlas said.  “Let me know in the morning when you’re ready, and we’ll meet you there.  I trust you will come with only one other person.”

      “My lieutenant, whom you spoke with earlier,” Cayetano said.  “He will be accompanying me with the money.  I don’t have to tell you that he’s a dangerous man.”

      “You got the pictures I sent, yes?” Atlas asked.

      “Yes,” Cayetano said.

      “We’ll talk to you tomorrow, then.”

      They agreed to meet off of Highway 15 at the coordinates: 29°03'27.6"N 110°55'33.9"W.  Rather than eat, relax, and sleep, they considered their proximity to tomorrow’s exchange and decided to check it out early.  The site of tomorrow’s meet was only 11 minutes, or less than 9 km, away from their motel.

      They made the trek in the Suburban, saw the exchange location at the foot of the Sierra de la Tuna mountain range, then noted the wide-open areas of desert, scattered trees, and the Presa Abelardo L. Rodriguez—the dam that harnessed water from Rio Sonora for irrigation, flood control, and hydroelectric power generation.

      “It’s pretty open out here,” Kiera said.

      She got a call, which she took.  Atlas looked at her but didn’t know with whom she was speaking.

      “That’s great news,” she said.  “I’ll book the two of you a room if you’re okay with that.  Okay, two rooms.  No problem.”  She listened some more.  “Thank you, by the way.  I’ll look forward to seeing you.”

      Atlas said, “Reinforcements?”

      She nodded.

      Looking over the landscape, Atlas said, “If Rojas and his lieutenant approach this meeting in an up-front, full-disclosure sort of way, they think they will put us at ease, and it will for a moment.  But I don’t trust them, which means a few of you should sleep here tonight.”

      “We can do that,” Jackson offered.  He looked at Scotty, who nodded.

      Both men would become millionaires if this transaction went smoothly; both seemed eager to earn their cut.  But these were cartel scumbags they were dealing with, men who used murder as a way to gain power.  They didn’t care if a life was snatched from this earth, even if it was the life of a child.  Unless it was their child.

      For that reason alone, Atlas didn’t trust them as far as Bautista could throw them.

      “You okay?” Kiera asked.

      “I will be when all of this is over,” Atlas said, pulling his trucker’s cap low to shade his face from the overhead sun.
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      Scotty and Jackson staked out the area well after dark, then dug in for the night.  They didn’t expect to see anyone out there, but a text came in that they had company, a friendly heading their way.

      Scotty texted back: WHO?

      The text came back right away: ETHAN – LEOPOLD’S PERSONAL BODYGUARD.  FRMR MILITARY.

      The second Scotty put his phone away, a voice in his ear said, “You must be Scotty.”

      The private investigator nearly came out of his skin, but at least he didn’t scream like a little girl.  The man was standing right beside him, and he never even heard him.

      “Did you bring toilet paper, Ethan?” Scotty asked.

      The former soldier laughed; then he said, “If I knew you’d scare so easily…”

      Jackson joined them, and they wandered around, moving from tree to tree, studying the waters at night and the landscape, but also searching for threats and vulnerabilities.

      Then, in the distance, the sounds arose of more than a few engines.

      “Did you bring company?” Jackson asked Ethan.

      “Yes, but not here.”

      The men hunkered down as a team of shooters arrived.  Instead of stopping at the specified location, the vehicles drove past them, farther down the dirt road and through a much larger grove of trees.

      Ethan called Kiera, who sounded awake.

      “Go ahead,” Kiera said.

      “I think they’re going to change the location,” Ethan replied.

      “I expected as much.  Do you have an idea where?”

      “Just up the road a bit, past a large grove of trees.  The trees there are low and thin, but shooters can still move through them.  Worse, the trees flank the road, which means getting in or out might be a death trap.”

      “What about other evac routes?”

      “It’s gonna be tough,” Ethan said.  “You’re in open desert at that point, which makes it easy for the kill if they want to target you with a fifty, or something of that caliber.”

      “Like an RPG for the Suburban?” she asked.

      Ethan nodded in the dark.  “Yeah, it’s possible.  What do you want to do?”

      “Let’s think about it,” she said.  “I’ll text you with the time and change of location, if any.  It could be that they’re providing security for Rojas in a way that protects him but doesn’t expose them to us and endanger the deal.”

      To Scotty, who was listening, that made sense.

      Kiera continued.  “If we don’t see his guys at the meet, he’ll show up with his lieutenant and appear to be on the level.  It’ll be the same for us.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Can you get me a head count within the hour?” she asked.

      “I’ll let you know when I’m eyes-on and all the shadow players are here,” Ethan said.

      “Roger,” Kiera said before disconnecting.

      Scotty felt capable of handling this, but not to the degree that Ethan could.  He wouldn’t say it, because his pride was constantly being tested, but he was damn glad Leopold let them borrow Ethan.  As a result, he had stopped feeling as though his or Jackson’s life might come to an end tomorrow.
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      When the head-count call came in, Kiera answered right away.  Ethan delivered the news with a somber voice.  The count was far higher than she had anticipated.  She walked next door, lightly rapped on the door, and said, “It’s me, Kiera.”

      Esty opened the motel room door, armed and alert.  She and Yergha had slept the whole way to Mexico, so they were ready to roll at a moment’s notice.

      “Ethan just called.”

      “And?”

      Kiera said, “It’s not good.”

      “Can we handle it?” the Salvadorian assassin asked.

      “The headcount sits at twenty men in desert camo, plus or minus.  They’re tucked away in trees, lying prone on nearby rooftops, and laid out in the desert in ghillie suits.”

      “What does Ethan say?” Esty asked.

      “He’s not sure if Rojas’ men are trained military or trained narcos, but with the cartel being so new, from what I know, it could go either way.”

      “What about their hardware?” Esty asked.

      “Ethan says it’s heavy.”

      “RPGs?”

      “Not that he could see, but Ethan says it’s possible.”

      “How well are they hidden?” Esty asked.

      “Well,” Kiera answered.

      “What’s the consensus of the others?”

      “Scotty and Jackson are dug in, having locked down their positions since the influx of the cartel cockroaches.  But, any advances they make to strengthen their positions have proven to be slow going because there are eyes everywhere,” Kiera explained.  “Are you and the others still confident in your long-range capabilities?”

      “Hell yes, we are,” Esty said with a smile, “and up yours for asking.”

      Kiera chuckled and then changed conversations on a dime.  “What’s going on with you, Yergha, and Leopold?”

      Esty gave it some thought, but her mouth was a smile before she could stop it.  “We still do little jobs for him here and there.  Nothing like what we did with you and Atlas.  Mostly I work freelance security now.”

      “Does that bother you?” Kiera asked.

      “The lack of action?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It does,” Esty admitted.  “I want more of it.  But you know Leopold—he’s the consummate humanitarian, and he sees saving you and Atlas as the ultimate victory.  I’m not sure he’s the hunter he once was.  Then again, I know for a fact he misses the action as much as the rest of us.”

      “I did before this job,” Kiera said.

      “And now?” Esty asked.

      “Obviously I love it, since we’re expanding the op into dangerous territory,” Kiera said.  “Besides, if Leopold won’t fight this fight, someone has to.  It might as well be me.”

      “Us,” Esty said, correcting her.

      Kiera knuckled-bumped her, then hugged her tight, and said, “Yeah, us.”

      “You’re running point on this, so yeah, it’s you,” Esty said.  “Just make sure you guys are vested up when you arrive at the scene.”

      “Our vests and chests have taken a beating lately, but we’ll be wrapped and ready,” Kiera said.  “Then again, if Rojas’ men have long-range heavy-caliber snipers in place, our vests might not matter.  We’ll see what kind of games Cayetano decides to play.”

      “If it’s a night deal, don’t do it.”

      “It’ll likely happen during the breakfast hour.”

      “How’s Atlas?” Esty asked, hesitant, her entire demeanor changing.  He was asleep when the rest of the team arrived.

      Kiera leaned in and said, “He’s a freaking beast.”

      “Same old psycho?”

      “This is the new and improved version, if you can imagine.”

      “Really?” Esty said, twirling a strand of hair around her trigger finger.  “Because he was an unhinged maniac before.”

      “Imagine that energy times two, but tamed and precise this time.”

      “Is he still with Cira, because that sounds yummy.”

      Kiera laughed, felt her cheeks burn, and kept her feelings for her friend to herself.  “No comment,” she said.

      “Holy shit,” Esty said, quietly giggling, “I can feel you blushing.”

      “I’m a lady, so what?” Kiera replied.

      “So am I, but c’mon…”

      “Okay, stop.  This is a serious op, not a gossip op.”

      “We’ll need one of those now that you’re officially human,” Esty said, taking her hand.

      Kiera frowned and said, “Almost.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe if we don’t get Swiss cheesed on this op, we can hang out and catch up like real girls, which is easy now that you’re freaking gorgeous.”

      “I am?” Kiera asked, not sure how she measured up in the social world by looks.

      “Hell yes, you are,” Esty laughed.  “Think of it, two sexy broads out on the town.  Oh, man, we could get free shit and fuck some dudes up.  Make them fall so hard for us they won’t even try getting back up in this lifetime.”

      “Roger that,” Kiera said, thinking that sounded fun.  “Sleep light but stay alert.”

      When Kiera turned around, she saw Atlas standing there, listening.  He looked like he wanted to tear out some hearts and maybe eat them for lunch, or as a late-night snack.

      “Are the two of you done gossiping?” he asked.

      “Hi, Atlas,” Esty said with a shy grin.

      “Esty,” he said with a smile.

      “Come kiss me or I’ll be pissed off at you forever.”

      He went and kissed her cheek near her mouth, smelled her skin, and said, “How is it that you are this desirable and just as dangerous as the rest of us?”

      “A girl has to be her best, right?”  She touched his chest and said, “For an old guy, you still got it going on.  Are you and Cira still an item?”

      “You know we are.”

      “It’s a shame,” she replied, stepping back into her room.  “I’ll see the two of you on the battlefield in a few hours.”

      He and Kiera nodded and returned to their room.

      “You know I heard you and Esty talking, right?” Atlas asked.

      “I wanted to give her the heads up.  Besides, talking is good for us girls.  You know, bonding and all that shit.  Plus, I missed her.”

      “And now you sound just like her,” he said.

      “Is that such a bad thing?”

      He shrugged.  He was all business, which meant fun, funny, flirty Atlas was gone and the monster was on deck, ready to emerge with spine-crushing force.

      “Where’s the boy?” Kiera asked.

      “Bathroom.”

      She nodded and said, “Everyone’s in position, but we’ve got about twenty hostiles with heavy weaponry.”

      He tapped his vest nearby and said, “The front should stop the bullets from punching through the back.”

      “Exactly,” she laughed.

      “What did Ethan say was the tactical level?”

      “He’s not sure, but Rojas’ guys are in BDUs and they’re dug in with proficiency.”

      “Putting a BDU on a guy doesn’t make him a soldier; it just means his clothes fit.  We need to know if they’re proficient killers.”

      “I don’t know their tactics other than to say they have a good trap set for us.  And I’m not sure if they’re going to spring the trap, or if we’ll accidentally spring it for them.  We have to be super clean, but we also need to be ready for anything.”

      Atlas nodded and then swallowed.  “I’m going to call Cira.”

      Kiera nodded and said, “She said you’re moving.”

      “You talked to her?”

      “Only to tell her about our change of plans and see if she had any ideas.  She was my previous op coordinator, so…”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “She said she trusts me.”

      When she said that, she lowered her eyes just a touch—a sure tell that she felt guilty for pressing him last night.  He caught it, but they didn’t need to speak about it.

      “She knows I like you, you know.”

      “I know,” Atlas said.

      “Still, she trusts me?” she asked.

      “You and I are tight; we’ve killed together, and we’ve been through the suck together.  That forms a bond that goes far beyond friendship or even marriage.  But it also has to have its limitations if we plan on working together in the future.  We need focus.”

      “Which is why I suggested we tie this off the right way.”

      “Not now, Kiera.”

      She nodded and said, “Of course.”

      He looked at her and said, “I would die for you, you know that, right?”

      “I do,” she said.

      “I also love you, which means I will do anything for you.”

      “Just not that,” she said, sadly.

      “Let’s talk again when you get your first boyfriend.  You’ll be glad then you didn’t get pile-driven by this old man.”

      He winked and she laughed, and then she said, “Doubtful.”

      Later that morning, after sunrise and well into the breakfast hour, the text came in.  Kiera looked at it, took a deep breath, and then said to Atlas, “One hour.  And the meeting coordinates have changed.”

      She plugged in the coordinates and saw the meet was a quarter-mile up the road from the original destination.

      Kiera continued reading the text.  Then she said, “Rojas said he’s sorry he had to change the location, but there’s a fence line he doesn’t want to cut just to make the exchange possible.”

      Atlas nodded and said, “Give me a few.”

      He went into the back room to call Cira, just in case this was the last time they ever spoke.
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      The line rang through and Cira picked up the call.  “Hey,” she said.

      Atlas felt his tension drain, and his heart opened up wide for this woman he loved so much.  Just hearing her voice, even if she had only spoken a single word, felt like he was whole again, stable, and right.

      “Before we speak about the op,” Atlas said, his entire focus on her, “I have to tell you, I miss you like crazy.”

      She made soft, appreciative noises and said, “Yeah, I miss you, too.  And not just because I have to pack our shit and move most of this place alone, but because I miss your big, dumb ass in bed next to me, across the table looking at me, in the market holding my hand, and living this life with me.”

      He laughed, and he loved that she could talk with him like that.  “I miss your skinny ass, too.”

      “And my tits?”

      “Especially those, because your boobs are my spirit animal.”

      She snorted out a laugh and then said, “Leopold’s making fun of me now.”

      “He’d better not hit on you,” Atlas said lightheartedly.  The second the words left his mouth, though, he was startled.  Was he jealous that she was there with him?

      “Yeah, well, you know your rules, too.”

      “Are you still attracted to him?” Atlas asked, quietly.

      “Of course, he’s Leopold,” she teased.  “What about Kiera?”

      “She’s so much fun to watch, Cira.  The girl is like the Terminator on steroids.”

      “You know what they say about old dudes and their twenty-year-old crushes, right?”

      “They say they’re the best,” Atlas teased.

      “Yeah, well, you’d better keep her under wraps, and I’ll watch my end.”

      “Where are you moving us?” he asked.

      “Someplace far from here, because that guy got to us—Gustas Tots, that sorry son of a bitch.  I want to let it go and not be mad, but I can’t shake the feeling that we’re going to pay for something if we stay here.  I almost feel like we deserve it, even though we’ve never been anything but a force for good.”

      “Did you ever find out how he found us?” he asked.

      “Codrin’s still working on the details, but he thinks the word came down from Nicolás Maduro.  The dictator might not make a big stink about things at the time, but he’s vindictive as hell.  We also took a nice chunk out of his personal economy and killed people he knew and liked.”

      “Yeah, well, he should think more about his people than himself, and until then, he can blow an entire herd of goats.”

      “Damn straight.”  Changing subjects, she said, “Kiera told me your op got modified.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “Hermosillo.”

      “Text me your coordinates when we’re done here.”

      “No problem.”

      “Are you good on hardware?” she asked.

      “We stopped off at Santa Ana to load up on weapons and ammo, so, yeah, we’re good now,” Atlas replied.

      “What are the chances?” she asked.  The fun slipped out of her voice, which made room for worry to creep in.

      “Not sure,” he said, concern slipping into his own heart and voice.  “They’re good, I think.  But things could go south if Rojas decides to flex his dick.”

      “And you’re calling in case you don’t survive him.”

      Yes, he was.

      “I’m calling to tell you that I love you and that this is where I’m supposed to be.  I don’t like that it’s taken me away from you and Alabama, but these kids we saved, and even the ones who died…this is me, Cira.  I’m a hunter, a killer, and a defender of those who can’t defend themselves, and I’m freaking good at it.”

      “Don’t forget psycho.”

      He chuckled and said, “Yeah, I have Esty here to remind me.”

      “You make sure she knows we’re still sexually active.  That girl’s a predator.”

      “And yet we still love her.”

      Cira laughed and said, “Yeah, we do.”

      “Sex and violence,” Atlas mused.  “They go together like peanut butter and jelly.”

      “Yeah, well, stay out of Kiera’s jelly.”

      “And you stay out of Leopold’s peanut butter.”

      “No promises,” she teased.

      “Well, I’ll promise you this, Cira: I’m yours, no matter what.  I could be three thousand miles away and that wouldn’t change.”

      Softening her voice, she said, “And I’m yours, too.”

      “Forever.”

      “Come home to me, Atlas,” she said, walking out of earshot of the others.  “Come home and make love to me.”

      He needed that from her—her desire, her willingness to be vulnerable, and her uncompromising devotion.  And because she gave him these things, he felt more powerful than ever, which allowed for the protector, the warrior, the unhinged monster to come forth and roar.  He held back though, because he knew what was coming next.  Rather, he wanted her to say what she always said; it was nitrous oxide in his fuel tank.

      She took a deep breath and said, “You are more than a man, Atlas Hargrove.  You are ferocious and good and violent, you are there to protect kids, the innocent, and those who cannot fight for or defend themselves.  Take no half measures, spare no enemy a single breath, and kill everything in sight if the threat means you or the others are in harm’s way.  And when you’re finished, when you’ve cleared the battlefield and bested your enemies, you’re all mine and I’m going to wreck you in bed.”

      “God that sounds like a dream,” he sighed.

      “Be that man, Atlas.”

      “I will.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he said.  “I’ll text you when it’s done, and you can tell me where we’re moving.”

      “You’ll love it, Atlas.  It’s a beautiful surprise.”

      “I trust you.”

      They said goodbye, and he hung up.  Then he was sad because he knew Kiera and the team were walking into a dark and volatile situation where, if things went wrong, they were dead meat in the dirt, all of them, and probably in the very worst way.

      Then again, this was not the first time he had been in that position, and if he was lucky, it wouldn’t be the last.
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      Atlas’ stomach was lodged in his throat, and the only way to force it back down was to envision all the casualties of this war with the cartels, the sex traffickers, and those bought-and-paid-for turncoats who would clear the way to make that business happen in America.  He was under no illusion that they could make a dent in that world with this one transaction, because they weren’t there to kill anyone unless Cayetano or his lieutenant forced their hand.  Should that happen, they would do what they could to survive the day.  For them, now, it was just about the money.  That money would fund so many things, including other operations like the one they had run in Nogales.

      “You can just feel how badly they’re going to stick it to us,” Yergha said from his position on the ground.

      “Keep the comms clear,” Kiera said.

      Atlas drove them to the exchange site, turned off the paved road, and felt the changing of the earth beneath the near-bald tires on the Suburban.  The road ahead was packed dirt with a loose layer of dust on top, a layer the Suburban was bound to whip up into soft, brown clouds along the way.

      They had the guns stashed under a heavy painter’s canvas in the very back of the vehicle, and though the canvas was available for anyone to see along the way, neither he nor Kiera would let their weapons be taken under any circumstances.  And if anyone searched the vehicle, they had an explanation for the cache, but they also had a kill plan.

      Atlas glanced back and saw Bautista sitting in the second row seat, his eyes seeing everything ahead and nothing at the same time.

      “It’s okay, little man,” Atlas said.

      Bautista met his eyes in the rearview mirror; there was very little to see in them.  He was a former prisoner stuck in one prison or another everywhere he went, and now he was being brought back to his first warden: his father.  And the prison?  That would be his entire life from now on.

      Bautista looked away.  Atlas glanced at Kiera, but she was in the zone, her eyes locked on the dusty road ahead.  His eyes dipped to her hip where she was strapped.  He was strapped, too.  Both had the magazine in their mag well, and both expected Cayetano’s people to take the weapons at the beginning of the exchange.

      “Has everyone checked in?” Atlas asked.

      Kiera nodded.

      “Esty, too?”

      “Yeah, she’s onsite now.”

      Ethan, Yergha, Esty, Scotty, and Jackson, plus Atlas and Kiera against twenty shooters on their turf, Cayetano and his lieutenant, and whoever else accompanied them.

      “Are we doing this for the money?” Atlas asked.

      Kiera nodded.

      “So we can keep doing this?”

      She looked at him, and there was nothing in her eyes, emptiness yet focus.  “Is that what you want?  To keep doing this?”

      He turned back to the road.  “We’ll see if we get that chance.”

      “Here we go,” Kiera said.

      Fifty feet ahead, four armed men blocked the narrow dirt road, each of them carrying an assault rifle.  One stepped forward and held up his hand, gesturing for them to stop.

      Atlas braked quickly so that their approach was extra slow.  The guard saw this and put his hand back on his rifle.

      “That’s an FX-05 Xiuhcoatl, the Fire Serpent,” Kiera mumbled.  Atlas didn’t know the weapon.  “It’s a rip-off of the German’s H&K G36V.  The German’s got all pissy, threatened international tribunals.”

      “Is it that good of a weapon?” he asked.

      “It’s gas-powered, chambered in NATO 5.56, and used by the Mexican military, specifically special operations forces.  It’s ferocious.”

      “Damn,” he muttered.

      “The other guys have AK-47s and an AR-15.”

      “I see,” he said, sizing up the men.  Atlas pulled to a complete stop.  He started to roll down his window but, instead, the guard walked around the front of the SUV to Kiera’s side.

      Kiera looked in back, catching Bautista’s eye.  “It’s okay, we’ll be just fine,” she said.  She rolled down her window and looked right at the man.

      His eyes drilled into hers, but she would not be intimidated.  He was a grizzled man, with heavy stubble, ugly features, and skin that was both sunburned and scarred.  Atlas wondered how satisfying it would be to squeeze the last light of life from him.

      “Donde está el niño?” he asked, trying to look around her.  Where is the boy?

      “He’s safe in the backseat,” Kiera said in English, even though she spoke Spanish and at least six other languages.

      He leaned in the window and saw the child; Bautista remained quiet.

      “Armas?” the man asked, returning his gaze to Kiera.  Weapons?

      “Sig Sauer P220 on his side and a Kimber on mine,” she said, nodding to Atlas.

      The man was all eyes on Kiera.  The weight of his gaze was heavy but not heavy enough to intimidate her.  Atlas looked right at the man as if to say there was more than just a pretty girl and a child inside this bucket.  There were, in fact, two people who would rip his life in half over a child.

      When the soldier broke his gaze from Kiera, he studied Atlas, letting his eyes slide down to his boots then back up to his upper body and, finally, his face.

      Atlas refused to blink, and he didn’t speak.  The soldier said, “Are you deaf or mute?”

      Atlas didn’t have to entertain this mutt.  But when he didn’t take the bait, the asshole soldier walked around the front of the vehicle, said something to his men, and then appeared at Atlas’ rolled-down window a moment later.  Their faces were mere inches apart; Atlas wanted to tear out his throat and shove fresh shit in the hole.

      “Answer the question,” the soldier said.  “Are you deaf or mute?”

      A cold smile cut across his face and his eyes darkened.  “Both.”

      The staring contest stretched on, and then the man chuckled briefly, stepped back, and said, “Any other weapons?”

      Atlas shook his head and said, “This was to be a friendly meet.  We’re holding up our end of the bargain.”

      “Show me the kid.”

      “You’ve already seen him,” Atlas said.

      “I don’t want to have to try so hard to put eyes on him.”

      “Bautista,” Kiera said.

      The boy moved forward and showed his face.

      “Estás bien?” the soldier asked.

      Bautista nodded.  “Sí.”

      “Bien, bien,” he replied, satisfied.  The soldier picked up a two-way and said, “El niño está bien.  No hay otros problemas.”  The boy is fine.  No problems otherwise.

      Nodding his head because this was going well, apparently, the soldier listened as the man on the other end of the two-way said, “Okay, let them through.”

      He looked right at Atlas and said, “You’ll need to turn over your other weapons.”

      “I told you we don’t have any,” Atlas said.

      The man flexed his hard features, narrowed his unwavering eyes, and fixed his unpleasant face with a junkyard look that said he had seen and done things, bad things.

      Then he reached in and tapped Atlas’ chest, feeling the body armor.  “This won’t stop shit out there,” he grinned.

      “Touch me again and you’ll draw back a stump.”  Atlas didn’t blink; the soldier blinked twice and smiled.

      “We have eyes on you, big boy,” he finally said.  “You and your little chica.”

      “Rifle scopes, too, I imagine,” Atlas said.

      The man’s smile widened, displaying halfway decent teeth marred by a single brown tooth and a severely receding gum line.  He looked over at Kiera, who also held his eye.  Finally, he let out a breath, which was stale and a bit sour with a slightly meaty texture.

      “Sin tonterías,” he said with a slight shake of the head.

      “We won’t fool around if you don’t fool around,” Kiera replied, responding to the man’s statement.  “We’re here for the exchange only.”

      “And the money,” the man said.

      “No shit,” she said, irritated.  “Your boss said let us through, so let us through before we lose patience with you.”

      The man turned and nodded, and his boys moved out of the way.  “We’ll be here when you come back through, pretty lady.”

      “Then we’ll have something to look forward to,” Atlas turned and said, looking right at him.

      He stepped back, and Atlas let his foot off of the brake; the Suburban rolled forward.  They turned down a dirt road and drove past what was to be the original location of the exchange.

      Atlas took a right, then another left past some metal gates, and then another left at a blue and white shack planted in the dirt like a huge, rectangular box.  This box was the size of a metal shipping container, and it sat under a lone shade tree.  He wondered what someone would store in an eyesore like that, if anything.

      They continued, driving past the kind of poor rural setting reserved for the toughest American cities.  There were chain-link fences, barking pit bulls, and old motor homes.  There were rusted travel trailers that weren’t traveling anywhere, and tires, boats, squawking chickens, and every other thing you’d see in a third-world neighborhood.

      There were also expensive overhangs to cover beat-to-hell trucks, refrigerated long-haul trailers that looked abandoned, broken axles, and huge metal cylinders, like the biggest propane tanks on earth, even though they were not for propane.

      They passed a lot called Mercado Industrial on the right, and it looked like half a junkyard.  What kind of business did a place so far off the beaten path run?

      “What a shithole,” Kiera said.

      “No kidding,” he replied, feeling ill.  “Why didn’t they search the vehicle back there?”

      “I think they want us armed, so they can justify killing us and keeping the money,” she said.  “Otherwise, it makes no sense.”

      Atlas pressed on, driving slowly while righting his mind.

      There were short, shade trees everywhere, but their branches were thin, the foliage too sparse to use for cover of any sort.

      “How close are we?” Atlas asked.

      “Close,” she said.

      He detected something in her voice, and he looked at her sideways.  She looked nervous.  “If this doesn’t go down peacefully,” he said, “this will be our graveyard.”

      “Don’t think like that,” she said.

      Just ahead, the road split.

      “Stay to the right,” Kiera said.  “Shit.”

      Two guys with ARs stood in front of a fence; both looked menacing.

      “They could take us out at any minute,” Atlas said.

      “It’ll be their death.”  Kiera turned to Bautista and said, “Come sit with me.”  The boy leaned forward and made his way up to Kiera.  She motioned for him to sit on her lap.

      “You’re pretty,” he said, looking up at her.

      “Hopefully you’ll find a girl as strong and beautiful as this one when you grow up,” Atlas said.

      He looked at her and nodded enthusiastically while holding back a smile.

      The two armed men saw them approaching, opened the gate, and stood back.  The closest one motioned for them to go to the right.  The one on the left had his rifle at the low ready.

      “Didn’t check us again,” Atlas said.

      “Yeah,” she replied.

      To the right, fenced into the very back of Mercado Industrial’s lot were stacks of large, rectangular frames, a rusted-out bucket for a dump truck, and two aging big rigs, originally painted royal blue and a nearly offensive shade of purple.

      The grated dirt road curved left past a graveyard full of rusted and rotting water towers.  They were the old-school water tanks like those perched on the tops of tall metal frames—the kind with brace rods, stay rods, struts, and a tower ladder.

      There were piles of dirt to the left, dirt with garbage mixed in it, and low shade trees, not more than 10 or 12 feet tall—full-bodied with see-through foliage almost to their bases.  They were suddenly flanked by more trees and larger piles of dumped soil and garbage.  Then the road ahead opened to the desert floor and, in the distance, they spotted a small mountain range.

      Two more armed soldiers were there to usher them through yet another checkpoint.  As with the others, they did not check the SUV.

      “That’s three times,” Atlas said.

      Ahead, in the desert, was a barbed-wire fence, three silver strands strung on rusted metal poles and rotting wood posts.  The open, metal gate had tube framing and flat, silver slats that looked thin and weak.

      If they had to charge the gate in the Chevy, if it was closed and locked, they couldn’t crash through the metal support pole holding up the gate.  But, on the other side, the wood was weathered from the heat and rain and made weak by a million little wood bugs.  If they had to run in that direction, that would be their exit.

      Ahead, there was a gathering of men and automobiles.  The cars were classics, the rims nice, and the windows tinted.  Amid the crowds was a midnight black Cadillac Escalade.

      Rojas.

      “This isn’t just Cayetano and his lieutenant,” Kiera said.

      “Fucking dirtbags,” Atlas muttered.

      Dark clouds blotted out his sunny skies, and he was overwhelmed with dread.  Was this bad feeling something he should listen to, or was this the fear talking?

      It’s just fear, he told himself.

      There could be gunmen in each vehicle, large-caliber weapons zeroed in on them, 5.56 rounds chambered and ready to punch through their Kevlar, stopping their hearts or destroying their organs.

      “This is so not optimal,” Atlas growled.  “Keep the boy close.”

      “Roger that,” she said.

      The boy turned and hugged Kiera, and then he said, “I don’t want to go back to him.”

      “It’s better than the alternative,” Kiera said.

      “Can’t I stay with you and Atlas?” he asked.  He started to cry.

      “It’s okay, honey,” she said.  “We’ve all been prisoners before, we got out, and now we’re the good guys.  If you dream that dream, maybe one day it will be true for you, too.”

      “I don’t want to be his prisoner,” the boy said, his big brown eyes shiny with liquid sadness.

      Their two-way pulsed and Esty said, “Eyes on.”  Kiera nodded just enough for one of the team’s shooters to know their comms were good.

      Three of Rojas’ men stepped forward and motioned for Atlas to get out and join them.

      “Stay here,” he said to Kiera.

      He glanced down at her waist before leaving.  One hand circled the boy; the other slowly removed her Kimber.  She aimed the barrel at the boy’s kidney and nodded.  He didn’t like the idea of killing the boy, but if Rojas screwed them, Kiera would use him to shoot her way out of there with help from the team.

      Atlas walked towards the three men, knowing that if he had to move, he’d have mere seconds to kill as many as he could.  He forced a smile and acted like he wasn’t worried about them in the least.

      “Look at you, Mr. Hero,” the lead man said.  Cayetano’s lieutenant.

      “Where’s Rojas?” Atlas asked.

      “El jefe wants to know his boy is safe.”

      “I want to know that he brought the money,” Atlas said.

      “You a cop?” he asked.

      “Who gives a shit if I am or not?  You have ten to one shooters, and I have the boy.  This isn’t a drug deal, we aren’t buying children, and no one is here to facilitate mass death.”

      “Are you sure?” the man grinned.

      “You tell me, ese,” Atlas replied, unblinking.

      The man turned and waved one of his soldiers forward.  A car door opened and another soldier appeared.  He went to the rear of the car, opened the trunk lid, and then fished one medium- and one large-size suitcase out of the trunk.

      If the denomination in Euros was €200 notes, they could expect a weight of around 195 pounds.  That would fit in the two suitcases just fine.  The man looked like he was huffing around about that much weight, plus that of the two pieces of luggage.

      “My man tells me the child is fine,” the lieutenant said.  “But I’d like to see for myself, just to make sure.”

      Atlas moved to the side.  Rojas’ man looked past him, into the Suburban, and saw the child sitting on Kiera’s lap.  He nodded, pleased.  He snapped his fingers, and the man with the money set the suitcases down in front of Atlas.

      “Open it,” Rojas’s man said to the money man.  He knelt and opened the suitcase.  There were stacks of €200 notes filling both cases.

      “May I?” Atlas asked.  The man nodded.

      Atlas bent and pulled out a stack of bills, then another, and then he pulled out a single bill from the middle.  The €200 note bore a predominantly-yellow color scheme.  On the front of the bill was a portrait of “The Age of Art Nouveau” in its distinct European architectural style.  The word “Euro” was a bit larger on the current bill than the previous bill, which checked out.  He studied the hologram on the right side of the bill, his eyes traveling down the strip to the Euro symbol on the bottom.  He turned it over and saw the gray bridge and the windowed security thread with the denomination visible.  He then ran his thumb over the bill, felt the raised print and microprint, then held the bill and looked at it in the light.  When he saw the watermark portrait of Europa, he checked the bills in the other piece of luggage and got the same result.  Satisfied, he stood up.

      “You were looking at it like you wanted to make love to it,” the lieutenant laughed.

      “I was, and I will,” Atlas said, deadpan.

      “Satisfied?”

      “We killed a lot of people trying to save Bautista Rojas.  The authenticity of the bills matters.”

      “Yeah, well, I understand.”  He said, “You’re armed, correct?”

      Atlas nodded.

      He nodded to the soldier behind him, who stepped forward and said, “I’ll hold on to it only while Mr. Rojas is here.  I’ll give it back when he and the boy are safely in the Escalade.”

      Atlas turned to show the man the weapon on his side.  The soldier nodded, so Atlas slid the Sig from his holster, checked the chamber, and showed him brass.  He handed it over to Rojas’ soldier, who was now in charge of their weapons.

      The man ejected the mag and said, “Hasta los topes.”

      Atlas frowned at the soldier.  “Yeah, of course, it’s full to the top,” he grumbled.

      “You don’t have enough bullets to stop all of us,” the lieutenant said, amused with all of his petty theatrics.

      “If your boss failed to keep his word to me, I just wanted enough rounds to shoot one of you.  I wasn’t sure which one, but now I can say for sure.  I’d shoot you in your fucking face, you giggly son of a bitch.”

      The lieutenant’s dopey grin fell away, which was fine with Atlas.  These pricks already broke their word, changed the location, and were now acting like he was one of them and this was a drug buy where he needed them more than they needed him.

      The soldier tossed the mag over his shoulder, ejected the round into the dirt, and kicked it, and then he tossed the gun right at Atlas’ chest.  The weapon struck him hard and landed in the dirt.

      Atlas kicked the weapon aside and said, “Get Rojas, you toilet bug.”

      The man nodded his head but never took his eyes off Atlas.  “Yeah, I see you,” the lieutenant said under his breath.  “I see exactly who you are.”

      “You’d better put that puta on a leash or you’re both gonna feel me.”

      The rear passenger door of the blacked-out Cadillac Escalade opened and a distinguished-looking man stepped out.  He shaded his eyes from the overhead sun, even though he was wearing expensive sunglasses.  The air around him swirled with power and control.  He was fit for an older man, and his face was hard, like something chiseled from stone.

      To reach into the pockets of the Sinaloa, the CJNG, and the Zetas—as Rojas was trying to do there in Mexico—you had better have some God-sized balls.

      “Mr. Atlas, my friend,” Cayetano Rojas said congenially, “is that my boy with your woman?”

      Atlas said, “Yes, sir, he is.”

      “And he is still unharmed?”

      “He was about to be trafficked into the United States where he would likely not be found again.  We spoke with the boy.  He was not hurt or sexually abused by anyone, but he was hungry and scared.”

      “Did you feed him?” Rojas asked.

      Atlas nodded.

      “There are ten million euros in those suitcases.  I trust you brought me the heads of the people responsible for this, yes?”

      He nodded and said, “I sure did.”

      “Where are they?”

      “In the back seat of the suburban, there are three bags.  The smallest of the three contains the head of the woman directly responsible for Bautista’s kidnapping and Pia’s murder.  The other two trash bags are much heavier, and they contain the heads of your rivals, local law enforcement, and even a crooked judge.  She’s a blonde.”

      Rojas smiled and said, “Trash bag…how very fitting.”  He nodded to one of his men to fetch the heads.

      “I won’t lie,” Atlas said, the beast inside grinning, cracking its knuckles.  “I enjoyed every single cut needed to remove their heads.”

      The soldier walked to the Suburban, opened the back door where Bautista had been sitting, and grabbed the bags.  He awkwardly walked them to Cayetano Rojas, then he just looked at his boss, as if wondering what to do next.

      “Take the head out of the small one,” Rojas said, irritated that he had to ask the soldier to do the obvious.

      The squeamish-looking man reached down inside the bag, then turned his head and gulped hard.  Rojas frowned and cleared his throat.  Atlas chuckled.

      The soldier manned-up to the task, regained his composure, and dragged the head of Leandra Vargas out into the open.

      “Show me its face,” Cayetano said.  The soldier moved the mess of hair from her face and then showed her features to his boss.

      Cayetano studied the duct-tape bandage, the blood-stained flesh, and the look of her dead eyes—one was closed, the other full of blood.

      “Donato’s youngest,” he said, shaking his head in disgust.  He nodded to his soldier to drop the head.  The man let go of what was left of Leandra, almost as if it were a busy hornet’s nest, and then he stepped back fast.

      Cayetano studied it for a while, and then he kicked it at the soldier whose stomach was so weak.  It hit his shin and bounced off, startling the man.

      “Put it back in the bag, and walk the bags to my Cadillac,” Rojas said.  “Jago will know what to do with it.”  The soldier nodded, embarrassed.  “And tell him that when you saw the head, you gagged and you froze.”

      The soldier turned an even darker shade of red.  “Yes, boss,” he said.  He picked up the head, shoved it into the bag, and then dragged the bags to the Cadillac, taking a quiet ribbing from a few of the guys as he walked past them.

      Rojas shook his head again, looked at Atlas, and said, “You try to raise them right, but they think being a narco is all about money and pussy.”

      “It’s not,” Atlas said.

      “What would you know?” he asked.

      “Considering my partner and I slayed, gutted, beheaded, and set fire to a couple of dozen traffickers working for The Kings of Obregón, your rival who took two of your kids, I think I know a thing or two about narco pussies.”

      Cayetano’s soldiers snickered, but the boss was not amused.  He didn’t even crack a smile.

      To the gathering of soldiers, Atlas said, “We’re here with the heads of Señor Rojas’ sworn enemy, including the woman who got to his family, and you’re chuckling like a bunch of half-wit jackals?  Brilliant.”

      Cayetano’s nostrils flared, and he clenched his jaw.  If the day was not so warm, Atlas might have seen steam rising from the man’s ears.

      The soldiers fell silent, realizing the error of their ways.  Atlas turned the weight and might of his gaze on Cayetano’s lieutenant—the shitbag he promised to shoot—and said, “Especially you, maricón.”

      “You have some balls on you,” Cayetano hissed.

      “My nuts are my least attractive feature,” Atlas said, “but I appreciate the recognition.”

      Cayetano stopped as if he was startled, thought about it, then laughed and said, “I think we have reached an agreement, yes?”

      Atlas nodded.

      “Good.”

      Atlas stuck out a hand, a gesture of completion.  The man paused, looked at it, then reached out and shook his hand.  “You are an honorable man, Mr. Atlas.”

      “As are you, Señor Rojas.”

      “Please, call me Cayetano,” he replied.

      “All right, then, Cayetano,” Atlas said.  “And my name isn’t Mr. Atlas, it’s just Atlas.”

      “I know who you are, killer ex-cop.”

      Atlas leaned toward the boss and said, “Am I going to make it out of here alive, Señor Rojas?”

      Cayetano smiled and seemed to appreciate Atlas’ candor.  “If there is a problem, it won’t come from my people.  You will have safe passage.”

      Atlas said, “I appreciate it.”

      He turned and motioned to Kiera.  Bautista wiped his eyes and got out of the SUV, looking so small against the larger vehicle.  The boy glanced back at Kiera, who nodded and said it was okay.

      Cayetano opened his arms and his son reluctantly entered them.  The big man swept up his young son and said to Atlas, “You can take the suitcases now.”

      Atlas closed the suitcase lids and then picked them up just as Cayetano and Bautista turned and headed for the Cadillac.  The man who was most assuredly Rojas’ chief lieutenant smiled at him, as if to say, Just try to get out of here alive.

      He was about to tell the man to get bent when the crack of gunfire erupted and a red hole opened in the lieutenant’s forehead.  Blood blew out the back of his skull in an opening funnel, but it also misted Atlas’ face, making him flinch.

      He didn’t know which jackass had fired that shot, but suddenly everyone was firing back and he had the bags and was running back to the Suburban.

      Two rounds blasted him in the back, kicking him forward and knocking the wind out of him.  He stumbled to a knee but held onto the cases.  When he glanced up at the Suburban, he saw Kiera scrambling around the back for the cache of weapons.

      He stood, looked over his shoulder, and saw a few of Rojas’ guys lying in the dirt, dead and dying; some shot at him but missed, and a few rounds plinked off of the Suburban instead.  In the desert, he caught glimpses of guys lying prone, guys he hadn’t seen before, guys now getting shot by his team.  Others popped up and ran for cover.

      “These motherfuckers,” Atlas growled.

      Kiera open the Suburban’s tailgate and stepped out with an AR-15, complete with the Leupold scope.  She opened fire right away.

      Atlas was almost to the SUV when something sharp nipped his leg; he ignored it and kept going.  Another round punched his vest, which somehow hurt worse than the others.  He pushed forward, knowing lesser men would have fallen, or turned to fight that fight instead of trusting their partner.  But he was not a lesser man, and he trusted Kiera implicitly.

      He managed to stow the suitcases in the back, which was painful as hell, and then a bullet snuck past Kiera and his arm and drilled the side of his vest, the impact hitting just under his floating rib.

      “For the love of GOD!” Atlas roared, sucking wind.

      He was grabbing a rifle when Kiera took a shot and went down.  She rolled sideways and shot two guys charging them.

      “Vest,” she said, her voice pitched high like she couldn’t breathe.

      He hauled his rifle around, which felt like pushing heavy weights through mud, and started shooting at the soldiers now appearing out of the landscape.  But then they started dropping like flies.

      “Overwatch,” Kiera said, still shooting.

      He saw Yergha, Esty, Ethan, Scotty, and Jackson all pushing the rest of Rojas’ army back.  Then a grenade sailed over him, landed, and blew a guy into a juicy red bloom.  Body parts went flying everywhere.

      By then, only one car sped off, but Yergha lined up a shot, fired, and the car veered off, stopping when it finally collided with a tree trunk.

      After that, when all the shooting was done and the opposing army was dead, the team came together.  In the distance, in the blacked-out Escalade, Cayetano Rojas and Bautista were hauling balls into the desert.

      Atlas, however, was hurting and severely pissed off.

      “What the shit?” Atlas started to scream, but the pain in his ribs stifled him.  “Who fired that first shot?”

      Kiera was winded from taking a round to the vest.  It hit her right breast, which might have given her ribs some padding but couldn’t have felt good.

      The seven looked at each other, and then Yergha said, “I think we have a third party.”

      “We need to get out of here, then,” Atlas said.  He checked his calf, saw a bullet grazed him but did no other damage.  “The firepower is in the back of the Suburban.”

      “I’ll ride up top,” Esty said.  “Just don’t let me get shot.”

      Atlas got in the front of the SUV, examined the bullet-riddled windshield, then he and Kiera kicked it out onto the hood.  Jackson dragged it off the hood and left it in the dirt.

      Six of them piled into the rig, along with the money, while Esty grabbed a spare mag for her rifle and climbed onto the roof.  Kiera turned the SUV around, and when they left, they drove back the way they had come.

      The second Esty saw the men hiding in the brush, she took aim and fired.  From on top of the SUV, shots barked out fast and precise.  And from the front seat where he sat, Jackson fired twice when one of Esty’s shots missed and a guy broke cover to run.

      After that brief confrontation, they managed to escape the maze of filth and poverty unscathed.  When they reached Highway 15, Kiera stopped the truck and pounded a fist on the ceiling, just under Esty’s body.  The Salvadorian dropped off the roof and pushed her way into the Suburban, everyone but Yergha grumbling but making the room anyway.

      “Is anyone hit?” Yergha asked before the rush of air coming into the cabin became too loud.  Without a windshield, the best seat in the house was the back seat, where Atlas now sat, recovering.

      “Vests,” Kiera said, loudly.

      “Atlas?” Yergha turned and asked, looking right at him.

      “Four or five rounds to the vest,” he said as loud as he could.  But the pain was bright and full of static and noise and all sharp angles, and he couldn’t seem to draw a deep breath from his belly.  “But I lost count after three.”

      “Did any of them punch through?” Esty pushed her blowing hair out of her face and asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said, honestly.

      “You got the money, right?” Esty asked.

      A cool grin broke over his face, and for the first time, he realized they got into a hell of a fight and emerged victorious, save for a few bumps and bruises, hopefully.

      “You bet your sweet little tush I did,” he said with a smile.

      “I fucking love you, Atlas Hargrove!” Esty exclaimed.  And then they all repeated the same statement at once—an entire kill party stuffed into a shitbox on wheels, giving him more love and praise than he deserved.

      It was then he realized that this was what he had been missing for the last two years.  It was tough and dangerous work, and full of dark spots and black holes, but he was at home in the suck with these people he loved as much as his own family.
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      Duvall watched Kiera’s team as they drove off in the Suburban.  The woman on top of the rig, someone called Esty, took the overwatch position, which was fascinating to him.  He had never seen such impressive women in a firefight.  None of them flinched or hesitated, and Kiera had been shot in the chest but never stopped fighting.

      He took a moment to assess the situation, then he opened his phone, accessed the tracking app he put on Atlas’ phone, and opened the mic and camera feature so he could listen in on their conversation.

      He was also monitoring their texts using the NSA’s newest spy program, the stripped-down version recently made available to the CIA.  To gain access to such a powerful spy program, he and Kate Butler had to register Atlas’ phone as belonging to a potential enemy of the state while still tying it to his narco-trafficking op.

      At first, the NSA and the CIA Director told his handler, Kate, to pound sand, but then she dropped Atlas Hargrove’s name.

      This stopped them.

      “He’s dead,” the CIA Director had said.

      Kate had shown the man Atlas’ recent picture, and the warrant was immediately approved.  When the director finally authorized the surveillance, Kate said he had some carefully chosen words for Duvall.

      “And those words are?” Duvall asked.

      Kate took a moment to reply.  “The director said that if Atlas gets dead in the process of whatever it is you’re doing, no one will shed a tear, considering he’s already a corpse in our book.”

      Atlas Hargrove was indeed an enemy of the state, wanted by the FBI in conjunction with numerous crimes, not the least of which was his escape from one of the nation’s few supermax prisons.  His known associates were Leopold Wentworth, a nine-figure millionaire and former playboy extraordinaire, and Kathleen Richardson, the disgraced warden—a woman who let herself be blackmailed into letting Atlas out of prison before running off with Leopold.  So, yeah, the CIA and NSA wanted access to Hargrove’s phone.

      Duvall knew the betrayal would sting, but it was all for the greater good.  Besides, he was CIA—there was no one they wouldn’t railroad or deep-six in their pursuit of whatever aim they had at the moment, even their own people and the nation they purported to serve, as long as it suited the larger agenda.

      Atlas had to suspect something like this would happen.  So did Kiera, who was the product of a deep-black behavioral-modification project out of Virginia, a human asset that once belonged to Isabelle Norwood.

      The second that Cayetano and his son got into the black Cadillac, Duvall had fired the first shot, killing Rojas’ top lieutenant, Francisco Calderón.  And then he had opened fire on the others, killing as many of those narco maggots as he could.

      After the Cadillac had sped off, Duvall grabbed the two-way, keyed the mic, and said, “You’re up, Paciano.”

      “Roger, that,” Paciano Escobedo replied.  His rifle had been loaded with the latest rifle-fired GPS bullet, which was also part of the StarChase system.

      The second the $500-dollar bullet struck the mesh grill on the black-on-black Cadillac, it found a reasonable home.  This GPS bullet would track the Cadillac until it was discovered but, by then, they should already be at Cayetano’s secret residence, which was all Duvall had needed.

      Escobedo had checked in a moment later.  “Successful deployment.  I’ll bring up the tracker and meet you at the highway.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes, thirty tops.”

      “You can’t extract sooner?”

      “It’s still kinetic here,” Duvall had said over the persistent sounds of gunfire.  The moment he had seen his opening, Duvall had double-timed it out of there, heading to the extraction point.

      That took him to the present moment.

      When Duvall finally arrived, Pablo and his second team were ready.  Duvall changed jackets and took one of the overpriced pistols being handed out: FN Herstal’s Five-seven with 5.7 x 28mm ammo, which was capable of penetrating certain types of body armor.  These weapons were used by the cartel to take out the military and police, which meant they were good enough for him.  Duvall opened comms to air support, asked for feedback, and received it promptly.

      “The Cadillac has another vehicle trailing him, one of his soldiers we think, and they’re moving like their asses are on fire.”

      “Roger that,” Duvall said, closing active comms.

      When Rojas reached his destination, Duvall’s team held their collective breaths, praying the cartel would not discover the tracker.  It wouldn’t be that hard to find, considering the bullet busted out part of the Escalade’s front grill.  But as the day bled into the night and the hours passed, the tracker pinged true, which meant they were a go.

      Duvall pulled up topographical imagery, studied the location, and then separated the men into two teams with Duvall running point on the first.

      That was the moment he had worked so hard for; although this was not his only crowning achievement, this one was large and unexpected—a significant win in a world of cartel-related victories.  He said a brief prayer, asking God to lead his hand and keep him and his team safe.

      If things went his way, he would emerge a hero.  But if they went south, he would likely die doing this job.

      He gripped his weapon, steadied his breath, and said, “Team one, follow me.  Team two, trail us by ten seconds.”

      “Roger that,” Team two’s team leader said.
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      Atlas, Kiera, and the team couldn’t get out of Hermosillo fast enough.  When they were safely at their check-in point outside the city, they transferred their weapons and luggage from the shitbox on wheels to a new Lincoln SUV that Ethan had rented under a fake name.

      The team wiped down the Suburban, making sure every touchable surface was clear of fingerprints, and then they set it on fire, watching as the flames engulfed it.  The team then piled into the Lincoln and headed back to Santa Ana, where they sold their weapons and remaining ammo back to Richie’s alien and reptilian cheer squad.  They took $1,000 of those proceeds to buy a 300,000 mile Toyota Tercel that Scotty and Jackson could drive back to the border and up into Phoenix.

      “It drives straight and it’s not gangster,” the former owner of the Tercel said, taking the cash.  Then he smiled wide and made the peace sign.  “Reptilian homies.”

      “Reptilian homies,” Jackson replied, very likely feeling stupid but knowing Richie was one of the premier, small-time arms dealers inside the US with contacts south of the border.

      Scotty got into the Tercel, fired up the little engine, and then ran through the gears.  He was about to turn on the air when he realized there was no air conditioning.

      “Figures,” Scotty said.

      Kiera and Atlas stood over the car, watching them.  Scotty knuckle-bumped them, hugged Kiera as best he could for being inside the car, and said, “Codrin is going to set up accounts for Jackson and me, so you can forward our earnings there if that’s okay.”

      Kiera said, “You’ll have your cut in a week unless it needs to be cleaned, and if it does, we’ll be in touch about that.”

      Jackson said, “Thank you for giving us this opportunity.”

      Kiera and Atlas nodded, and then Atlas said, “You guys deserved it, and you came through, which is big.”

      Jackson bro-hugged him and said, “Sorry about the cops.”

      “No harm, no foul,” Atlas said, referring to him not cutting off their heads.  “Next time though, on this crew, we do it all.  We’re a full-service assassination squad.”

      “Roger that,” Scotty said.  “That was on me, though.”

      “Now you know,” Kiera said.

      They waved to Yergha, Esty, and Ethan, and then Scotty put his new beater in gear and took off.

      Kiera drove the Lincoln while Atlas navigated to Elba Restaurant, where the five sat down and broke bread together.  Atlas kept the suitcases with him, and everyone was strapped with brass in the chamber, but not in a way that others could see.  To the restaurant’s patrons, they were just a group of travelers, foreigners who ate like kings.  But a few of them weren’t eating easy like kings—not Atlas and Kiera, for they had taken a major beating the last few days.  Today put a giant exclamation point on that.

      “We need to stay in Santa Ana so I can arrange a flight out of here,” Kiera said, breathing high in her chest and speaking softly.

      Atlas looked at her, concerned.  “Are you okay?”

      She nodded and said, “I’m having difficulty breathing.”

      “Same,” he said.  “I think I’ve got a broken rib.”

      Esty said, “You don’t look so well.”

      “Remember what Savannah said about pain?” Atlas asked, trying to take the mystery girl’s message to heart.  “She said pain is just an emotion, so if we can shut off our emotions, we can shut off our pain, too.”

      She nodded, took a breath, and then closed her eyes for a moment.  When next she opened her eyes, everything in her expression had changed.  She smiled and was a different person.  If she could toughen up that easily, he could, too.

      Atlas looked at his Filet Mignon and fries, and then he dug in and ate through the pain, tempering it with the knowledge that he had come here hoping for a hundred-and-fifty grand but would be leaving nearly $1.5 million richer.

      He felt a victorious smile creep onto his face, and suddenly he was counting his blessings.  Looking at the outcome, he knew the victory was hard-fought but deserved.  No one from the team died, no one needed serious medical treatment that they couldn’t get from another country, and they were all together again, fighting as a team, saving kids, and putting cartel scumbags in the dirt.  But the team was not “all together.”  There were Leopold and Cira to consider.

      Nevertheless, he looked around and said, “Excuse me, everyone, can I say something?”

      They stopped talking and gave him their attention.  “It’s been too long since we’ve seen each other like this.  I want to thank Kiera for putting this op together, and for bringing you three in.  I love you guys, I missed you, and I want to do this again.”

      Esty lifted her glass and called a toast, to which they all drank deeply.  Then she got up, walked over to Atlas, and kissed him on the mouth.  “We all missed you, old man.”

      The cheers happened once again; then they quieted down because people were watching them, seeing them have the best time ever, and looking suspicious.

      That night, Ethan, Yergha, and Esty headed back to Tiffin Aviation, the FBO at Nogales International Airport, where Ethan left the jet.  They had the suitcases of cash with them, which made Atlas feel so much better.  He wasn’t sure where he and Kiera were headed, only that they were officially out of the blast radius, which was good.  Later, they checked into and shared a nice hotel room in Santa Ana, grateful that it was over.  They didn’t go to bed right away because both of them were suffering pain.

      Atlas took off his shirt, causing a curious Kiera to wince.

      “That looks…horrible,” she said.  She looked at his back where he had been shot more than a few times, and also in the front where he’d been shot earlier.  Then she looked at his side and gave her assessment.  “We’re buying stock in a tactical vest company, because…dang.”

      She slowly stood and touched the awful bruising along his torso.

      “Even that hurts,” Atlas said.  “I won’t admit that to anyone else, but son of a bitch.”

      Kiera ran her finger along the injured ribs and said, “Fractured maybe, but not complete breaks.”

      “Still hurts to breathe.”

      “I bet.”

      Gingerly, she took off her shirt and had a couple of big bruises forming, but she said, “I’m scared to look.”

      He frowned and she looked at him, matching his big frown with one of her own.  Then she glanced down at her bra, where she had been shot in the vest earlier.

      “Oh,” he said, reading her expression.

      “Can you?” Kiera asked.  “Because, honestly, I can’t.”

      Atlas swallowed hard and nodded.  Kiera turned around and lowered her head as he unfastened her bra.  She shrugged out of it and then turned back around to face him.

      The impact point on her left breast, just below her nipple, was badly bruised.

      “I don’t want to look,” Kiera said.

      “It’s okay,” he replied.  “I mean, it’s bad, but no broken skin.”

      She looked down and let out the breath she was holding.  Then she covered herself up and said, “I’ll be in the shower unless you want to go first.”

      “No, you go.”

      “You look worse,” she said.

      “It’s okay, I’m good.”

      He lay down on the bed, which was deeply uncomfortable for his back, and then he steadied his breathing and tried to manage the pain.

      He had been through some tough times before, but it had been a while, and time and distance from the pain meant fresh pain hurt like hell when it came back in full force.

      In the bathroom, he thought he heard crying, which stopped him.  It couldn’t be Kiera because she barely had emotions.  But, could it be her?  Had she changed that much over the last two years when no one was looking?

      He stood and walked to the bathroom door.  He knocked lightly and said, “Kiera, are you okay?”  She was a machine, but she was also human.  He had to remind himself of that.

      “I’m okay,” she said, but she wasn’t.

      The sobbing continued so he opened the door and said, “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, sniffling behind a cheap shower curtain.

      “I just…I just…”

      He opened the curtain and saw her sitting there, her knees pulled to her chest, wet hair hanging in her face.  She looked up at him with big eyes that were red-rimmed and swollen from crying.

      “What’s happening to me?” she asked.

      “It’s been a long time since you’ve been in this game,” he said.

      “Not that long.”

      “But you woke up from the Monarch trance, too.  First comes the adrenaline dump, then the emotional purge.  That expulsion of feelings, it’s like a flash flood hitting a paper wall.  You have no defenses against it, and it packs a hell of a punch.”

      “I thought I’d walked us into a trap, that we were dead,” Kiera confessed.

      “You didn’t act like it.”

      “I know, I was fine, but then…then…this.”

      “This what?” Atlas asked.

      “We just handed him over.  He didn’t want to go, but I gave him away.”

      “Bautista?”

      She nodded in the flood of water.

      He took the towel down from the rack and opened it, then said, “Come here, you need to lie down.”

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      “You’re also taking my hot water.”

      She looked at him and laughed, and then she said, “You’re hopeless sometimes, you know that?”

      “I’m not the one sitting in a shower, crying.”

      “Yet,” she said.

      Slowly, she stood and walked into the open towel.  He wrapped it around her and said, “You’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.”

      “I don’t even know what that is,” she mumbled.

      “I don’t either,” he admitted.  “I was hoping to live vicariously through you, but it turns out you’re not so tough.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re the muscle,” she said, a glint in her eyes.

      He laughed and said, “That’s the truth.”

      “Thank you, Atlas.”

      He saw her to bed, and then he got into the shower and let the hot water wick away the pain.  Kiera wasn’t the only one who thought that death had found them earlier that day.  When he was shot in the back, he thought the bullets penetrated his vest, and that he was going to bleed-out in the desert.  Then Kiera saved him, his team saved him, and they managed to win the firefight and get away with the money.

      He felt himself tear up at the thought of never seeing Cira again, and Alabama, and even Jade and Rocco, but then he stilled himself, refusing to cry in the shower like Kiera.  But the tears came anyway and he tried to laugh because they were silly.

      Kiera was right—he was hopeless.

      When he finally pulled his shit together, he couldn’t help but wonder: Who was the third party?  Who took that first shot if his team didn’t?

      There was no way Duvall knew where they were; did he?

      Fucking spook.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            fifty

          

          

      

    

    







            camden duvall

          

        

      

    

    
      Duvall’s team had waited until midnight before moving nearly a dozen men into position inside the gates of Cayetano Rojas’ mansion.  They used the B&T-suppressed FN Five-Sevens to cut through Rojas’ ranks.  Duvall was running point.  He quickly and stealthily worked his way into the house and up the stairs with his team on his six.

      A second-string soldier appeared at the top of the stairs, alerted to the noise downstairs; Duvall pumped three rounds into his chest, one blowing out his spine, then hustled up two stairs to catch him and keep him from falling down the stairs.  No sense in waking up the whole house with the kill.

      He let the dead man down easy, not worried that he was bleeding all over Duvall.  The team took out four more men as they cleared the floor.

      When the team breached the master bedroom, Duvall spotted Cayetano Rojas asleep in his bed.  Duvall turned on the bedroom lights, waking the man.  Startled, Rojas froze, realized what was happening, and then sat up; he looked as if he had known that one day he’d be caught.  Today was that day.

      “Who are you?” Cayetano asked.

      “I’m the guy who started the firefight in the desert today.”

      “English sounds like your first language,” he said.

      “It is.”

      “You CIA guys are all the same,” he hissed.

      “Yeah, well, your short and mostly worthless reign of terror is over,” Duvall said.  He stepped forward and fired three rounds into the man’s face, then two more into his chest.  When he was finished, Duvall turned to his team.  “Collect the two boys and put them in my Jeep.”

      Two of his guys cut out to grab the children.

      On the way out of the mansion, Duvall looked around and said, “What a shame.”

      They set the place on fire after they were finished, then watched it burn brightly against the night sky.  The dead men they left behind probably had families, kids, wives, and parents.  Duvall tried to care, but the feelings refused to surface.  Every dead son of a bitch laid out on Rojas’ property was some asshole who protected the people who trafficked drugs and kids.  In his mind, it was guilt by association and they needed to die to even the score.  But there was no even score, just myriad paybacks, and victories like this one.

      Duvall had done a lot of bad shit to get to this point in his career, but he would now be credited with taking down an entire cartel.  Not a lot of guys could say that.  He would be sure to remind Kate how amazing he was, and then he might ask for a cushy job somewhere else, someplace with white sand and a beach.  Or maybe he’d retire with the cash he had on hand.  It was a lot.  Then again, when would they find him—all those nasty people he double-crossed?  Who was he fooling thinking his life with the Agency was over?  He stood as he watched the inferno, trying to empty his mind of the kids in Nogales.

      The Agency wouldn’t let him go, not after what he’d done with Rojas.  They would never let him go.  Even Kate had to know what he had done—starting this fight.  In her heart, she had to know this was his M.O., that he was a horrible person, and that this was what he had become in the bloody war on narco terror.

      For now, he thought as he walked to his Jeep, he had Bautista and his older brother, Fausto—two boys who would not have to live a life of crime like their father.  If he could get them new names and identities, they just might have a chance.

      When he got into the Jeep, Fausto looked at Duvall with angry eyes and said, “I’m going to kill you!”

      Duvall got back out of the Jeep, withdrew his weapon, then walked around and opened the back door.  He shoved the gun into the kid’s neck and said, “Say that again, you ungrateful little shit.”

      The enraged kid chewed on his lower lip, his soft face too young to hold such hatred.  For all that bravado, the kid said nothing.

      “That’s the only time you get to threaten me,” Duvall said.  “I’m saving your life, saving you from a life of this, so you will say only one thing to me.”

      The kid didn’t ask.

      “Funny you should ask,” Duvall continued.  “Thank you.  That’s what you’ll say to me.”

      Beside his brother, Bautista said, “Thank you.”

      Fausto, however, did not speak.  He just glared at Duvall.  So, Duvall thumped him on the head with the weapon’s suppressor, the thonk! echoing loud and clear inside the Jeep.  The kid grabbed his head, the pain washing away some of his rage.

      “Say it,” Duvall said.

      The boy remained tight-lipped and hurting.

      Duvall then shoved the end of the suppressor against his eye and said, “Last time, champ.  If I have to ask one more time, your eyeball’s going to be buried so deep in the seatback, they’ll have to dig it out with a shovel.”

      “Thank you,” Fausto said through gritted teeth.  “Where are you taking us?”

      “To my apartment for a good night’s sleep, and then to America where you will be put into witness protection and given an outstanding life.”

      Duvall drove them out of there, looking ahead and saying nothing until, hours later, they reached his apartment.  The two-bedroom, two-bath abode smelled stale and a bit dusty.  He opened the windows to their security bars, hoping to freshen the place.  It had been a week since he was there.

      Duvall set his keys, phone, and wallet on the kitchen table and said, “The back bedroom has one bed.  You’ll have to share.”

      “This place is a dump,” Fausto said.

      “Yes, it is,” Duvall said.  “The good news is that I’m a light sleeper, and this pistol is my bedfellow.  If either of you try to leave, I’ll shoot you in your spine and you will live out the remainder of your life in a wheelchair drinking from a sippy-cup in a place much grosser than this.”

      The boys went to bed without another word.  He finally returned Kate’s calls, telling her that she was lucky to have him before he even said hello.
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      When Kiera woke up, Atlas was sound asleep.  It was pitch black outside, hours away from sunrise.  She woke him at the agreed hour, and they got ready in silence.  They walked the street for a while, studying the available cars, looking for the opportunity.

      “That one,” Atlas finally said.

      Kiera broke into the car and hot-wired it, and then they took off.  They drove north to their destination, arriving before the sun rose, walked up to the apartment, and picked the lock.  It wasn’t like the movies where getting through a locked door took four seconds, a couple of jiggles, and a glance over the shoulder for the sexy, breaking-and-entering shot.  Picking a real lock took time and skill, and though Kiera possessed both, the task to line up the tumblers was neither fast nor slow.  Still, she got them in quickly enough.

      Kiera saw the cell phone and keys setting on the table.  She picked up the wallet, opened it, and saw a different name than Camden Duvall on his ID.  He had a different picture, too.  It was him, though.  She looked up at Atlas and nodded.

      They crept into the back room where she heard the sounds of a man snoring; she confirmed it was Duvall, and then they stood over him, one on either side of his full-sized bed.

      Duvall shifted, snorted a bit, then blew out a breath and opened his eyes.  He was visibly startled for a second and then went for his pistol.  Kiera had taken it off his nightstand and set it on the dresser, far out of his reach.

      He rubbed his eyes and smiled, and then he moved backward where he met Atlas’ big hand, stopping his head’s movement.

      He recoiled and whipped his head around, realizing it wasn’t just Kiera who had come to wake him.

      “Morning, Sunshine,” Atlas said in a voice devoid of kindness or empathy.  He turned on the nightstand lamp.

      “Good morning to you,” Duvall said, relaxing back into the bed.  There was no point in posturing before them.  Instead, he yawned and wiped his eyes.  “You two clowns are a sight for sore eyes, especially you, missy.  You clean up well.”

      Kiera pulled her weapon and jammed the barrel into his cheek.  “Where’s our money, Duvall?”

      “In the dresser,” he said.  “Top drawer, under the T-shirts.”

      She frowned and said, “Why didn’t you leave it back in the States?  It would have been just as easy.”

      Atlas grabbed the money, thumbed through it, and nodded.

      Duvall said, “You wouldn’t have come down here and kicked off the firefight you did yesterday, that one in the desert off of Highway 15.  Your team is tight, skillful, and disciplined, I should add.”

      The realization of his admission hit her like a slap, and she frowned.  “You were the third party.”

      Duvall turned those mischievous eyes up at Atlas with the same self-righteous grin, as if he was happy to have been found out.  “I’m pretty good like that.”

      Kiera put the weapon away; Atlas relaxed.

      “I got you another gift,” Duvall said.  “Two, actually.”

      “What’s that?” Kiera asked.

      “Salvation for your souls,” he replied with a theatrical air.  “The gift is in the other room if you want it.  It’s unwrapped, but you won’t mind.”

      Kiera looked at Atlas and said, “Stay with the comedian, will you?”

      Atlas nodded.

      Kiera walked into the other room, saw the boys sitting up in bed, and felt something akin to her heart flowering open.  They both looked scared, but then Bautista saw her and said, “Kiera!”

      He jumped out of bed, ran to her, and hugged her.  She hugged him so hard she could hardly stand it, and then she started to tremble and her eyes filled with tears of joy, which was an emotion she rarely felt.

      Earlier, she was fixated on killing Duvall, but perhaps he had done the right thing, for this was a gift, an amazing one.

      “Are you taking us to America?” Bautista asked.

      She nodded, sniffled, and said, “Yes.”

      “Me, too?” the other boy asked.

      “That’s Fausto, my older brother,” Bautista said.

      “Hi, Fausto, I’m Kiera.”

      “Hi,” he said, shyly.

      “Yes, I’m taking both of you to America.”

      Duvall walked into the room with Atlas on his six and said, “I’ve already made arrangements with Special Agent Mitchell to pick them up at the border.  You’ll have temporary authorization to enter the country, but once the exchange is made, you won’t be allowed into the US again, and you’ll likely be hunted the second you return to Mexico.”

      “You knew we were coming,” Atlas said.  “You knew how this would all end, with you smelling like roses.”

      Duvall nodded and said, “That’s why I had the money and the boys ready to go.”

      “What about the boys?” Kiera asked, impressed but refusing to admit it.

      “Mitchell and your NGO will take them into custody and set them up with a new life,” he said.  “Just like you asked for with the others.”

      “Futuros Brillantes will need to be at the exchange, then,” Kiera said.

      Duvall glanced back and forth between them and said, “Are you still donating to the cause?”

      “We are,” Atlas said.

      “They’re ready for that,” Duvall replied.

      Kiera looked at the boys and said, “Both of you, get ready.  We’re leaving this walled-in dumpster in five.”

      Atlas and Kiera shook Duvall’s hand and Kiera said, “It was interesting, Camden Duvall.”

      “Interesting?” he asked, giving her a bro-hug.  “That was fun as hell!”

      Atlas snorted and then said, “Yeah, it kind of was.”  Then his face went dead serious.  “But, the next time you think about how fun it was, consider all the kids whose lives we failed to save.  That should wipe that smile right off your face.”

      Atlas’ message registered with Duvall, loud and clear.  He said, “There will be collateral damage in any and every war, my friends.  If it didn’t hurt, no one would care enough to mention it.”

      “We care,” Kiera said.

      “That much is obvious,” Duvall replied, after which he knuckle-bumped Atlas.  “Special Agent Mitchell’s awaiting your call.”

      They loaded the boys into the stolen car and then Kiera called Mitchell.  An hour and a half later, after an early breakfast, they headed north to meet Mitchell and the NGO representative at the border.  Kiera hugged Bautista again, and then she handed the boys over to the women.  Atlas gave the NGO rep a brown bag full of cash.

      “The one-hundred thousand we promised you,” Atlas said.  “If one red cent goes to anything other than taking care of these kids, I will personally come back here, and what I do will not be pretty.”

      The woman swallowed hard and said, “Yes, sir.”

      He turned to Mitchell and asked, “What’s your current job status?”

      She shrugged, like she didn’t know and it hurt too much to contemplate it.

      “They would be losing a good agent,” Kiera said.

      “We’ll see,” Mitchell said, tight-lipped.  “I have Scotty’s number anyway, just in case he wasn’t lying when he said he’d bring me on board.”

      “Good luck to you,” Atlas said, hugging her.  Then he turned his lips to her ear and said, “In the next life, we’ll do that dance.”

      She laughed, then slapped his chest and said, “Hey, that was a moment of weakness.”

      “More like a moment of clarity,” he replied with a wink.

      Kiera looked oddly at Mitchell, then linked her arm with Atlas’ and said, “We need to go, Atlas.”

      “Yeah,” he said, putting on his sunglasses.

      They walked back over the border, to the car, and got inside.  The come-down from an op like that—one that was violent, bloody, and chock full of purpose, but not entirely successful—would weigh heavily on them in the days and months to come.  But it was not over.  They still had to get out of the country.

      “Do you have the other IDs?” Atlas asked.

      Kiera nodded, dug them out of her recently purchased clutch, and said, “Yes.”

      She handed him his passport and ID, the one made for him two years ago.  He studied them and said, “We need Ethan to come back for us.”

      Kiera said, “He said he would if we needed it.  He just has to clear it with Leopold.”

      “So, put in the call.”

      “I already texted him,” she said.

      “What are we going to do until then?” Atlas asked.

      “Well, I thought we could visit the Museum of fine arts here, Pimeria Alta Museum, and I always wanted to visit Sacred Heart Parish.”

      “Really?” he asked, surprised.

      “No, I just heard of it, but it’s on the Top 10 list of cool things to see in Nogales, so I thought we’d sneak a peek.  The altar is supposed to be beautiful.”

      “And then?”

      “Food!”

      He looked relieved.

      “Being a big fan of Mexican food, and us being in Mexico, please tell me you are going to treat me to something fantastic,” Atlas said.

      “El Marcos Restaurant is rumored to be the best place to eat, not just in Nogales, but in the entire state of Sonora, so I’m taking us there, my treat.”

      Atlas felt his heart start to swell, not only with pride but in his friendship with this fellow lost soul.  He took her hand, held it, and said, “When I first met you, I didn’t know for sure how things would go, but I never thought they would go like this.”

      She smiled and looked at him, and said, “Thank God they did.”

      He smiled and watched the road ahead, and then he said, “Yes, thank God indeed.”
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      Leopold called Kiera late that morning and told them that Ethan was en route and would meet them at the FBO at Nogales International.  Then, he congratulated them on a job well done.  Kiera thanked him and then Leopold said, “Cira wants to talk to Atlas.”

      Kiera handed Atlas the phone.  He took it off speakerphone, and then he heard her voice and the heavens parted.  Cira was happy to talk to him and thrilled that he was alive.

      “I assume I’m not headed back to Montenegro,” Atlas said.

      “That’s a good assumption,” Cira replied.

      “I’ll miss that place.”

      “So will I.”

      “So, when the jet arrives, where are we heading?” Atlas asked.

      “Cape Town, South Africa,” she said, unwrapping that lovely gift.  “It’s incredible here, Atlas; you’ll fall in love the minute you see where we’re staying!”

      “Have you moved in already?” he asked.

      She let out a belly laugh, then said, “Hell no we’re not moved in!  But I have a lot of luggage, and so do you.”

      “So, where are we staying?”

      “We’re staying with Leopold and Kathleen at their big, new home, just outside the city.  The others are staying here too until we find a place of our own.”

      “The others, you said?” he asked.

      “Esty and Yergha are going to stay here for a while, at least until we can find out who sent people after him and us.  Yergha’s wife and kids are coming, too, so we’ll get to see the little ones.”

      “What about Jade, Rocco, and Alabama?”

      “They’re here, too, staying at a nearby Airbnb.  Alabama canceled her trip to Pristina and promised to see Feliks later this week.  She’s going to stay with me tonight.”

      “I’m thrilled to hear that,” Atlas said.

      “She says she’d miss me too much if she was with Jade and Rocco, but the truth is, she wants to see that you’re okay.  That girl loves you so much.”

      He felt his emotions buckle under the weight of all that love, especially when he thought about all the years he and Alabama had missed together, what the poor girl had survived, and who she had become as a result.

      When she spoke next, Cira’s voice was low and airy, almost as if she didn’t want anyone in the world but Atlas to hear.  “We’ll have to talk about the matter of who from Venezuela is after us.  Until we eliminate that threat, we’ve got to circle the wagons, so to speak.”

      “And then what?”

      She leaned even farther into the phone, which he knew she’d done by the louder sounds of her breathing, and said, “Assuming you’re still a virgin—”

      “I am,” he said, turning away from Kiera.

      “Then, you and I are going to get downright filthy,” she said with what he knew was one of her trademark grins.

      Atlas turned red, but a charge ran through him.  He loved it when she talked like this because he knew there might come a day when his grumpiness would get the best of her and all that would change.

      For now, this was the true victory dance.  If only he felt better…

      “You’re going to need to take it easy on me for a few days or a few weeks,” he admitted.  “I’ve got some cracked or bruised ribs, and it’s making it hard for me to relax.  Nevertheless, we’ll light that fuse the second I see the whites of your eyes, so be ready.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      When he hung up, Kiera looked at him and smiled.  “Well, how’d I do?” she asked.

      “For your first op,” he said, mulling it over, “you did good, young lady.”

      She laughed and said, “That was a better assessment than I deserve, but I’ll take it either way.”

      He pulled her into a hug, kissed the top of her head, and said, “I’d hunt with you anywhere, Kiera.  Anywhere on this green earth.”

      “Good,” she replied, circling her arms around him.  She pressed her head to his chest and said he felt like home.  Then, “I’m not supposed to tell you, but I think Leopold and the team are counting on you hunting, even if they don’t say as much.”

      “Really,” he said.

      “Welcome back to the game, Atlas Hargrove.”

      

      
        
        THE END

        Join Atlas and the gang in their next big adventure, The Cape Town Massacre.
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      Emerging authors always get that writer’s high reading great reviews from readers like yourself, but there’s more to a review than an author’s personal gratification. As independent writers, we don’t always have the financial might of New York’s Big 5 publishing firms, and we’d never shell out a bazillion dollars to Barnes & Noble for that ultra-prime shelf space (yet!).

      

      What we do have, however, is far more valuable than shelf space or movie contracts or all the marketing money in the world: we have you, the devoted reader.

      

      If you enjoyed this book, I’d be immensely grateful if you could leave a quick and easy review when prompted by Amazon, or by clicking/tapping HERE.  You can also visit The Martyr of Nogales product page on Amazon.com and leave a review there as well.  Simply scroll down to the review section of the main page and click or tap, WRITE A CUSTOMER REVIEW, and voilà, you’re ready to go!

      

      Not only do reviews like yours help this series get the exposure it needs to grow and thrive, reading your kind reviews is the highlight of my day and encouragement to keep writing, so please be sure to let me know what you loved most about this book!

      

      PLEASE NOTE: The way Amazon’s review system works is five stars is good, four stars is all right, and three stars or less are just degrees of no bueno.

      

      *If you happen to see any errors (typos, etc…), they sometimes show up uninvited and can get overlooked (sad face!), feel free to email me https://atlashargrove.com/contact/. Thank you!
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      Unimaginable wealth...

      

      …in an ocean of sinister delights.

      

      Cape Town is now a powder keg with the fuse lit.

      

      In the enchanting city of Cape Town, South Africa, Atlas and the crew find solace amid family and the gorgeous, vibrant culture of the region. Little do they know that beneath the city’s façade lies an insidious black market, catering to third-world countries, desperate individuals of extreme wealth, and those who profit from the misery and suffering of others.

      

      In the face of a daring attack on one of their own, Atlas and the team leap into action, not only to pursue the assailants, but to send a resounding message to Maduro—the game of revenge is theirs to master and his to lose. However, as the crew unwittingly ventures into the murky waters of conspiracy, they find themselves immersed in a sea of megalomaniacs and psychopaths. With stakes soaring to unimaginable heights, their relentless quest for peace and vengeance leads them through minefields of peril and intrigue. And then, in a harrowing twist of events, Cape Town suddenly transforms before their very eyes from a sanctuary into a savage killing field.

      

      Can Atlas and the crew tie-off this shockwave of insanity before the entire city erupts into chaos, or have they bitten off more than they can chew? Find out this and more in the seventh blistering installment of the bestselling international thriller series!
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      R.B. Schow is a USA Today Bestselling Author who grew up reading anything from Robert Ludlum to Stephen King to Chuck Palahniuk. As a real life second-degree black belt and self-described adrenaline junky, he’s drawn to books, movies and TV featuring gritty, capable characters who are admirable but flawed, and eventually willing and able to go knuckle-to-knuckle with the most formidable of adversaries.

      

      That said, the best characters are always rich with personality, but struggling under the weight of some internal strife. Sprinkle in some chaos and muddy the waters between right and wrong, and, to Schow, you have a compelling tale. These kinds of impossible circumstances tend to make for the best stories, and this is reflected in both the characters and content of these novels.

      

      For more information about the author or to chat with the author about the current books, upcoming releases, or cover reveals, be sure to join Atlas Hargrove’s private Facebook page, called The Atlas Hargrove Readers Corner! Just TAP OR CLICK HERE to request entrance!
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