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      Due to the lapse in time between the Atlas Hargrove books, and because of several requests from my most devoted readers, I have provided a quick summary of the characters from The Tears of Odessa.  These characters will either play a recurring role in The Beasts of Juarez or they receive mention in the book as a factor of furthering the plot.  I hope this helps!

      
        
        CHARACTERS FROM THE TEARS OF ODESSA:

      

      

      

      ATLAS HARGROVE: Former SWAT commander for Vacaville PD in Northern California.  Assassinated three delinquents who created untold amounts of chaos in Vacaville after holding up a liquor store and running from the police.  Atlas is currently serving three life sentences in the Supermax prison known as NorCal State Prison.

      

      ALABAMA HARGROVE: Alabama is Atlas and Jade’s kidnapped daughter.  Her location is still unknown.  Whether or not she is alive is still unknown. After completing the Russia/Ukraine job of finding Kaylee Barnes, Leopold Wentworth’s private detective found a video surveillance feed showing an older Alabama.  So far, this is all the PI has to go on.

      

      JADE HARGROVE: Atlas’s wife.  She is from Belarus and speaks fluent Russian.  She left Atlas after he was convicted of triple homicide.  She is currently seeing a younger man named Rocco Rosato.

      

      LEOPOLD WENTWORTH: Multimillionaire playboy who earned his fortune working in block-chain development. His interests have swayed, though, so now he operates in the world of vigilante justice.  By his own admission, however, he and his team are amateurs just trying to get a foothold in the world of extrajudicial anti-terrorism.  His aspiration is to take out the criminal element that governments allow and courts can’t prosecute.  It’s almost going well…

      

      CIRA KINGSLEY: Cira is Leopold’s on-the-ground tactician, travel coordinator, and an extra body in case the SHTF and they need someone else.  She has aspirations to work in the field, but those aspirations aren’t nearly as strong as her desire to be with Leopold.  Leopold respects their working relationship enough not to have sex with her and later disappoint her when he moves on to another woman.  She ended up sleeping with Atlas in The Tears of Odessa.

      

      KIERA: This young mystery girl is a vicious assassin birthed into the world of covert action for the sole purpose of changing the outcomes of war.  She is currently housed at the Blacksburg, Virginia branch of Monarch Industries, a lab that uses genetic modification to turn out super soldiers.

      

      FABIAN DICAMPLI: He is the warden of NorCal State Prison, a man Leopold and Cira managed to blackmail with compromising photos of him with both girls and boys dressed as girls.  By blackmailing him, Leopold gained access to Atlas.

      

      SCOTTY CHASE: Scotty is a former law enforcement officer (LEO) who is now a PI that Leopold put on retainer.  Scotty and his partner were able to find proof that Alabama Hargrove might still be alive.  Per Leopold’s arrangement with Atlas, Scotty only works when Atlas works.

      

      CODRIN PICHLER: This Romanian hacker is one of the best hackers in the world.  Leopold uses him in a pinch because of the young man’s understanding of everything digital as well as the dark underworld where Leopold and his team now operate.

      

      YERGHA MUGHERI: One of Leopold’s original assets.  In The Tears of Odessa, he was in a hospital bed with broken bones when Leopold called.

      

      ESTELLA BACCARIN: The other of Leopold’s original assets.  In The Tears of Odessa, Estella (Esty) was having sex when Leopold called on her for help.  She refused to go back to work so soon, prompting Leopold to find other alternatives to lean on (enter: Atlas and Kiera).

      

      KAYLEE BARNES: Kaylee was the young girl who was kidnapped in The Tears of Odessa.  Finding her was Atlas Hargrove’s first mission.

      

      KOFI DANVERS: Kofi was one of Leopold’s overseas assets.  He served as a local guide for Atlas and Kiera during their time in Ukraine.
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      Some would argue that more serial killers were born and raised in California than anywhere else in the world.  The hot sun and all the pretty girls had the propensity to bring out the worst in people.  If this particular argument held water—and more than a few scholars have maintained the merits of such a statement given the company, the hour, and the libations consumed—one could also posit that if there was such a dense population of ruthless killers in the state, one would likely find them at NorCal State Prison under lock and guard.

      Baxter “Butane” Kirtman was exactly five foot seven with lean arms, strong hands, and the kind of wild eyes last seen in Charles Manson after he carved an X in his forehead and sent a bunch of kids on a blood-soaked killing spree.

      Baxter K., as he was sometimes referred to, or later BBK, used a butane torch to cook his victims alive, eating them a few layers of skin at a time.  It was rumored that the last girl he ate took him seven months.  How she lived that long under such monstrous distress was a mystery not even the medical community wanted to solve.

      The authorities finally caught Baxter after a neighbor’s dog dug a hole under their adjoining fence and squeezed into Baxter’s rather spacious backyard.  With unrelenting curiosity and some serious investigative sniffing, the mutt discovered a femur bone that looked scraped clean, save for a few suspicious markings.  That night, Sacramento PD paid Baxter a visit, questioned the man extensively, and then took him to the precinct for questioning.  They fast-tracked a search warrant after one of the investigating officers unearthed a human skull.

      Over the next week, a team of experts exhumed what appeared to be the various parts of more than fifty different bodies.  They then located seven more corpses in various stages of decomposition inside a handful of fifty-five-gallon drums situated around his property.  The Sacramento native was charged with a whole host of murders.  When questioned by the press about the validity of the charges, the spokeswoman for Sac PD simply said, “This will be the easiest case we’ve ever tried, the evidence is that plentiful.”

      Days later, when the lead detective paid Baxter a visit in his holding cell, BBK was on the shitter, purportedly mid-dump.  In a Twitter post, according to one of the guards who happened to overhear the conversation, Baxter completed that number two then said to the detective, “If you’re looking for Missy Rodriguez, there’s a little bit of her in the toilet right now.  Should I flush or will you add ‘destroying evidence’ to my list of charges?”  In a follow-up Twitter post, the guard said that BBK started laughing so hard at his own joke that he started squirting piss out everywhere, almost like an excited puppy with an overactive bladder.  For a while, #shittingvictims was trending on Twitter, which only fueled Baxter’s notorious status.

      Before Atlas was remanded to the state prison for the duration of his life, back when he was still walking around as a free man, he had followed the case of Baxter Kirtman.  Everyone wanted this human filth to burn in hell, and by the time Baxter was hauled before a judge and jury, he had earned a reputation as one of the most ruthless serial killers the state ever produced.  That wasn’t the end of the story, though.  There was more.

      During the start of the trial, after a particularly scathing rebuke by the judge over some procedural misstep, Baxter attacked his own counsel.  A doctor had to stitch up the side of the court-appointed lawyer’s face where Baxter had taken a bite out of him.

      Now, in the sunny state of California, half of everything is either grossly overpriced or free depending on your economic status.  For Baxter Kirtman, in his pathetic economic position, a court-appointed lawyer was one of the services he got for free.

      “Easy come, easy go,” BBK said to one brave reporter who dared to ask how he felt about his lawyer’s dismissal.

      When the judge brought Baxter K. back into the courtroom a week later with a new court-appointed lawyer, Baxter saw that a Plexiglas shield had been erected between him and his counsel.  The modern-day cannibal interrupted his own attorney to tell the judge that having a protective shield up was jury tampering because it caused them to be “prejudicial” about him.

      The judge simply shook his head and said, “To be clear, Mr. Kirtman, the Plexiglas shield is not considered jury tampering, so it stays.  But I’m not a tyrant, so you can either keep the shield or the bailiffs can cuff you to the table.  Today, I’m all about choices.”

      “The shield will be fine,” Baxter K. said, defeated.

      To ensure there were no more violent outbursts, by court order, Baxter was overfed at each and every meal.  During the trial, the slight but violent man put on fourteen pounds of fat, and no other lawyers were eaten.

      Now, as Atlas was escorted to the chow hall for lunch, he got in line with the inmates awaiting whatever plate of slop the kitchen decided they wanted to serve and call food.  As always, Atlas kept to himself.  Flying solo was his MO when he first arrived and this was how it had been in the five months since he returned from Ukraine.  He was no one’s road dog.  He ate alone, showered alone, still had a cell to himself—thank you, COVID—and he spoke to no one but Trigger, his next-door-celly.

      Over the months he had endured whispers about himself as well as the occasional taunting, but when he garnered the attention of the shot callers and their enforcers, things started to change, to escalate.  At first, their BS wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle.  But then something happened.  In trying to lay low, Atlas had inadvertently become something greater than the sum of his parts.  Without even knowing it, he was feeding the legend of “The killer ex-cop,” eventually turning himself into the one thing he never wanted, and that was to become a constant target.

      Three times in the last several months, Atlas was nearly killed.  Once by a brave but stupid fish who Atlas beat so badly that the man’s jaw still didn’t line up right, and twice by torpedoes—the enforcers for the gangs inside of NorCal State Prison.  Atlas had killed both enforcers, the second murder more violent than the first just to prove a point.  The shot callers, as the heads of the prison gangs were called, had unleashed their enforcers on him hoping to either pull him into their gang or put him down for good.  That didn’t work.  As far as Atlas could tell, his only infraction had been refusing to be anyone’s bitch, June bug, or permanent pocket.

      “Everyone belongs somewhere,” one of the guards finally told him, a transfer from San Quentin.  “Find a home and a family, or you’re going to spend half your life in solitary.”

      Doing nothing, Atlas had later learned, was him being a sucker ducker, a guy who was always trying to steer clear of trouble. Trigger, his next-door-celly, said, “The best way to get somewhere bad is to try to be everywhere while being nowhere.  I hope I’m being clear on this.”

      “You’re not,” Atlas had said, giving the statement little credence then but thinking a lot about it after the last thirty-day stint in the hole.

      Having been attacked three times, Atlas was the proud recipient of seven stab wounds, four fractured bones, a cracked molar, and a trio of fading pink scars where some barbarian scratched his face with dirty fingernails.  And still, Atlas kept to himself.  If anyone thought they could own him, turn him out, or break him, now they were thinking twice.  That was the way it had to be.  To survive in NorCal, one had to adapt.  But he wouldn’t conform.  Before he managed to lose that soft, timid edge, the legend of the killer ex-cop was a tale too large for any real man to fill.  But now Atlas was living up to both monikers: killer ex-cop and sucker ducker.  Unfortunately, what he had done and who he was would ensure that he would always have to watch his back.

      When he did burpees, push-ups, sit-ups, punches, and kicks, he did so knowing his time was likely short and he had to be ready for a fight.  But whoever came after him—be it the guards or the inmates—he was going to make sure they ate their own asses before he was done with them.

      While fine-tuning the countless self-defense moves he had learned in the academy and on his own in the line of duty as a former SWAT commander at Vacaville PD, he dreamed of breaking someone’s back and neck enough to shove their head up their own ass.  Something like that was impossible, of course, but by the time someone smoked his ass or he was back door paroled (dead in prison), he vowed to at least try.

      Atlas’s daily workout regimen kept him fit and supercharged, but it also kept him relatively sane.  By relatively sane, that meant he harbored a constant agitation—a barely-checked rage that seemed to fester just below the surface.  His life was unsettled, to say the least.  Aside from the obvious problems prison life brought to him, his daughter was alive and being held captive somewhere, his ex-wife was shacking up with some supermodel pretty boy named Rocco, and Atlas had had a taste of freedom in Russia and Ukraine five months ago with no follow-up from either Leopold or Cira since then.  Now, all he had for stress management was maintaining his physically imposing size and being ready to go flat-out fucking aggro at a moment’s notice.

      After doing two fifteen-day stretches and a thirty-day stint in the hole, he was starting to rethink his plan.  As of now, he just needed a break to clear his head.  A little direct sunlight wouldn’t hurt either.

      “Hey,” Trigger whispered as he passed Atlas in line, his tray of “food” in hand.  “Keep your eyes open.”

      Atlas had been thinking about Jade right then.  Ever since he’d mailed his ex-wife a current photo of their stolen daughter, Alabama, he was expecting her to visit.  For the first few months, she didn’t come and it drove him crazy.  Had she truly put her daughter’s disappearance behind her like it no longer mattered, like Alabama was just gone and that was it?  Jade’s boyfriend, Rocco, wasn’t much more than a dick and a pretty face.  Would he even care about another man’s missing kid?  Atlas wanted to think so.  Unfortunately, he’d become rather pessimistic lately.

      Now, however, he shifted his thinking to what Trigger just said.  Was something about to go down?  Looking around the chow hall, feeling for the ripples in the pond, he wondered what spooked Trigger.  He was smart enough to know that one of these guys could have a shiv, a lock in a sock, or some other makeshift weapon with his name all over it.

      “You’re about to get fucked, yo,” the guy behind him said.  “Watch your six.  And don’t tell anyone I gave you the grapes.”

      He turned slightly expecting to feel the electric charge of a prisoner about to unleash the beasts.  He didn’t get that feeling, though.  The guy who gave him the info, or the grapes as it was called, was an inmate named Charles.  Word had it the former comedian gave up the big show in Hollywood to take care of his dying parents.  Now he was doing a dime for knocking off some Broadway sissy who wouldn’t stop running his mouth about the merits of communism or something like that.  Charles was the guy who brought the cart of books around.  He’d given Atlas a copy of 1632, an immensely entertaining novel by Eric Flint.  Aside from being well-read, apparently Charles kept his affiliations with others loose as well.

      “Thanks for the heads up,” Atlas said under his breath.

      “If you need to chill your melon, the eagle has landed,” he said.  Charles was a lugger as well—a guy who could get you smack.  Atlas wondered if the man had a line on more than just heroin.  Like a cell phone, perhaps?

      “I’ll let you know if I need anything,” Atlas said.  “Thanks, though.”

      “I have magic cookies, too.”

      Atlas gave a low chuckle and said, “I bet you do.”

      When it was his time for chow, he held out his plastic bowl.  Fearing what was coming, he asked, “Shit on a single today?”

      The man serving him “lunch” frowned then filled his bowl with hot slop.  Shit on a single was some sort of mystery-meat patty covered in watered-down gravy.  Looking down with a frown, he realized that this was something else entirely.  Today was some sort of stew concoction.

      “The semen count is high on this one,” the cook mumbled as Atlas moved on.

      Looking over his shoulder in disgust, Atlas found the man shaking in a fit of muted laughter.  Charles was laughing, too.  This caused Atlas to laugh for the first time in months.  What the hell…was he actually making friends?

      Not likely.

      Sitting alone at his own table, he pushed his plastic spoon through the stew, unable to stop the look of revulsion on his face.  What he was being forced to eat looked like bite-sized dog meat dipped in cream of mushroom soup with a sprinkling of turmeric and pepper.  If meal-planning for the prison system was a state-mandated thing, these motherfuckers were failing miserably.  He ate it anyway because he needed the protein and the carbs.  If he wanted to survive, he needed to remain quick on his feet and ferocious.  If not now, how else would he dissuade the shot callers from messing with him?

      He was just about to the bottom of the bowl when some jackass bumped into his back.  The inmate sunk his elbow into Atlas’s spine like he was itching to start something.  Atlas turned ever so slightly, watching the offending inmate out of the corner of his eye.  A few of the stooges at a nearby table snickered, but the rest of the guys—those who saw this as potential entertainment—got extra quiet.

      Keeping his head low, largely ignoring them, Atlas snuck an upward glance at the guards on the second floor.  They were armed with tasers and shotguns, and judging from past experience, the shotguns were loaded with bean bag rounds.  If any of them had seen what had just happened, it wasn’t registering on their faces.

      Hunched over but acutely aware of everything, Atlas forced himself to eat the rest of his meal.  For as calm as he tried to look, his senses had gone to high alert.

      The nature of the talk around him changed, the white noise of the others amplifying.  That’s when he heard the fish that bumped him say, “You said I was poking a rattlesnake, but he didn’t even move.  What a coward.”

      Filtering out all the other noise, Atlas twisted his head sideways and zeroed in on the new guy, some oversized scrub that easily had six inches and fifteen pounds on him.

      One of the lifers told the fish, “Your mistake was thinking you’d piss off a rattlesnake.  Hargrove is the bear that you just didn’t poke hard enough.”

      Atlas felt dozens of eyes fall on him.  So it was going to be like this…

      Deep inside his chest, he felt the blood pumping a bit harder, fresh stores of adrenaline flooding into his bloodstream.  He flexed his pecs, squeezed his biceps, set his jaw.  This was not the day to test him, not after he had just done thirty days in the hole.  Then again, maybe that’s why this fish felt so brave.  Everyone assumed Atlas would take it because he wouldn’t want to go back to solitary.  They assumed right.  The other possibility was that they were trying to get his ass on the ghost train.  Normally he wouldn’t mind a good fight, but Atlas didn’t want to be shuffled around to other facilities, not when Leopold worked so hard to turn the screws on this warden in this prison.

      The stupid mutt next to the offending brute glanced at Atlas and then said, “You smoke that dirty pig and you become a legend.  Mufukkas here be holding your pockets, not the other way around.”

      The big mistake this FNG was about to make was thinking he was dealing with the Atlas Hargrove that first arrived in NorCal State Prison.  That particular Atlas was wet behind the ears, asshole freshly probed, dressed in a fresh pair of blues not knowing shit about shit.  That guy was soft, scared—a real mess.  That guy was dead and gone.  Now, five months after Ukraine, with three trips to the hole and multiple prison murders under his belt, he was walking rage, the epitome of a problem child.  He wanted that part of him well known.  That’s why—until Leopold got him the hell out of there again—he refused to shave his beard, cut his hair, or stop training the several hours a day he did train for whatever fight was coming next.

      But the problem with running so hot all the time was that if Leo didn’t summon him soon, if the ultra-rich vigilante financier didn’t give Atlas a proper outlet for all this pent-up agitation, he was going to blow.  Unbeknownst to everyone, Atlas’s dreams of dying young hadn’t been squelched in the courtroom.  The real death sentence was him dying of natural causes fifty years later after having spent an eternity putting up with these knuckleheads in this god-awful place.

      Turning his head, he eyeballed the moron who had nudged him.  He was getting ready to take this joker to the floor when an audible ruckus caused him to glance around.

      “Fresh meat!” someone called out.

      “Fish gets fried!” someone else shouted, prompting the remaining inmates to chime in.  The chanting grew louder and louder, the inmates’ voices more fanatical.  Pretty soon everyone was stomping their feet and banging their fists on the tables, the uproar so loud, Atlas couldn’t even hear himself think.  That’s when he saw the FNG.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

      The instant Baxter “Butane” Kirtman was escorted into the proximity of others, the renowned serial killer let loose a shit-eating grin that Atlas hated with a passion.  There was a certain kind of ugliness about him you could feel from a mile away.  It oozed off him like a sickness, the look of it like toxic waste being rubbed into your eyes.

      When Baxter disappeared on his way to his new cell, the noise died down and one of the guards eased up to him.  “Don’t get any ideas, child-killer.”

      “Like what?” Atlas asked, looking up.

      The guard snickered and walked off leaving him to wonder what the heck he was even talking about.  The minute the guard left, the fish that had bumped into him earlier was back for more.  He knocked Atlas a lot harder this time.

      “Get up, pig,” the brute said.

      Atlas sat up and stared straight ahead.  He rolled his neck, popped his knuckles then looked down at his bowl like he’d missed something.  He ran a finger over the surface of the bowl, picking up whatever gravy was left over then he licked his finger and relaxed.  Even though he moved like he didn’t have a care in the world, Atlas was more than ready to go.

      “That’s what I thought,” the big guy said, walking off.

      Atlas had had enough.  He stood up fast and charged the man.  He fired a shot into his kidney, then grabbed his head and bounced it off the table twice.  The inmate slumped to the floor, but Atlas gave him no room to breathe.  He drove six or seven massive shots to the scumbag’s temple, knocking him out cold.

      Two guys stood in their seats after Atlas had disturbed their lunch.  He didn’t wait for them to attack before putting both of them down, too.  The minute he cracked the second man’s jaw, one of the guards racked his shotgun and fired.  The beanbag-round struck Atlas in his shoulder kicking him forward into the table.  The pain was instantaneous.  This would have stopped anyone in their right mind, but Atlas ran hot on a calm day and he was not in his right mind.  At that moment, he was redlining.

      Spinning around, he looked up and saw the guard re-racking his shotgun.  One of the other douchebags from the table was suddenly in his ear with curse words, threats, insults.  He drove an elbow into the man’s face, catching him in the chin.  He dropped the same as the others, prompting the guard to take aim once more.

      In one fluid movement of anticipation, Atlas spun his body sideways and swatted the air in front of his chest the way you would if you were trying to check a punch.  His palm struck the projectile just enough to divert it from its original trajectory, causing the bean bag to skip off his hand rather than striking him dead on.  It was a one-in-a-million block, something he would never replicate again, but at that moment, it was everything.

      His hand hurt like hell, but he just looked up at the guard like it was nothing, like he could eat another round if that was the meal being served up.  If the guard was stunned, he didn’t show it.  But the chow hall…oh yeah, the chow hall got really quiet.  He’d just blocked a bean bag round with his bare hand and now he was mad-dogging the guard with cold, defiant eyes.

      The guard’s shotgun was trained on his chest for a long time.  The moment felt eternal, but Atlas was steadfast in his resolve.  He wasn’t backing down.  Finally, the guard eased up, bringing Atlas a moment of relief.

      He took his eyes off of the guard then took the fish’s bowl of slop and returned to his table.  As he ate another helping of liquid dog shit, he eyed the men he’d just put down.  The instigator was still laid out on the ground, his limbs stiff and his eyes only now starting to roll back down to normal.

      A guard was now on the floor coming for him.

      “Let’s go, slugger,” he said.

      After quickly mopping his bowl clean, Atlas was escorted back to his cell with a rough hand by a guy who didn’t like him.  That’s when he saw that Baxter Kirtman had moved into his cell.

      “What’s that cocksucker doing in my cell?” Atlas asked the guard.

      “That’s not just your house, it’s his house too.”

      Atlas frowned, slowing his step so much that the guard gave him a light shove to keep him moving.  Now he knew why the guard who told him “not to think about it,” said what he said.  He knew Baxter Kirtman was going to be Atlas’s new celly.

      “You Muppets just don’t know when you’re doing a bad thing, do you?” Atlas asked.

      The guard didn’t answer.  Had they all known BBK was going to be Atlas’s new celly or was it just a few of the guards?

      “Either way,” the guard said, “this should be entertaining.”

      Atlas could actually feel the guard grinning in anticipation.  What made the situation worse, however, was that when he arrived at his cell, Baxter had taken all of Atlas’s stuff off the top bunk and moved it to the bottom bunk. An infraction like that was unforgivable.

      Atlas walked into his cell and looked up at the serial killer.  The cage door shut firmly behind him but he paid it no mind.  Just when the little freak started to speak, Atlas grabbed him by the trousers and yanked him violently off of the bed.  His body hit the floor with a loud thud, the impact so hard it left BBK gasping for breath.

      The physical outburst hurt his aching hand but he was beyond pain at that point.  He needed the time to clear the upper bunk of the serial killer’s things and put his stuff up there.

      “You two play nice,” the guard said.

      “No,” Atlas retorted.

      By the time Baxter K. got to his feet, the guard had moved on and Atlas was ready for round two.  He grabbed the smaller man and drove him into the cage door, his big hand wrapped around BBK’s throat.  Atlas squeezed hard as he lifted him three inches off the ground.  He felt his face shaking with rage.  All that adrenalized fuel was five months of agitation and harassment boiling over.  It was sadness, disappointment, and anger all wrapped in one.  Baxter K. just became his outlet, the place to put all of his hostility, and it was as good a place as any.

      “You ever sit your skinny ass on my bed again, if you ever touch my things, I swear to God I’ll pull out your fucking spleen,” Atlas growled through clenched teeth.

      On the other side of the bars, a different guard appeared.  “I feel like I interrupted you two having a…private moment,” he said, his face filled with delight.

      “Piss off, screw,” Atlas growled, never once taking his eyes off of Baxter’s eyes.

      “If you kill this one, too, you’ll get two months of darkness,” the guard reminded him.  “Is that what you want?  That’s like a year in ‘hole hours’. ”

      “I’d like to see you try to get me out of here,” Atlas said.

      Baxter’s face was turning blue.  He clawed at Atlas’s arms, his jerking legs shaking and kicking with no tangible result.  As the fight to survive waned, Baxter’s eyes began to slowly roll up into his head.

      “We always get you out of there,” the guard said, tilting his head to look at Baxter.  “Let the prison at least collect a check on this monkey dick before you eighty-six his ass.”

      “No,” Atlas muttered.

      “Be smart, boy.”

      Atlas finally let the man down, readjusted his grip, then spun and used his weight and momentum to launch him into the concrete wall where their toilet was located.  BBK hit the wall hard then collapsed into a heap.  Clearly, he was unconscious.

      Facing the guard, Atlas said, “There’s another open cell somewhere.  Put him there.”

      “Just think, if you’re stuck in the hole for two months, this chomo fuckwagon is going to wipe his ass and his filthy pecker all over your bed.  Sixty days of his dirtiest parts grinding up against your stuff.  When you finally get back here, it’ll be like curling up in his crotch.”

      Behind him, he heard Baxter groaning and trying to stand up.  “If I go to the hole again,” Atlas said, resolute, “it’ll be because I’ve broken his neck in half.”

      “You say that,” the guard grinned, “but it won’t come to that.”

      Atlas turned and looked at BBK, studied the man for a moment.  “Yeah, I’m going to make that happen.”  To BBK, he said, “Sit your ass down!”  BBK sat down.

      “If it’s any consolation,” the guard said, “I’ve got ten bucks that says he’ll still be alive in thirty days.”

      “You shouldn’t have made that bet,” Atlas growled.

      “By the way, you have a visitor.”

      Atlas felt his heart switch gears then start to gallop.

      “What?  Who?”

      “Oh, and the warden wants to see you afterward.”

      “About what?” he asked.

      The guard laughed.  “He already heard about the stunt you pulled in the chow hall.”

      “I was just defending myself,” Atlas said.  “Who’s the visitor?”

      “I’ll tell you this much, your visitor is a she.”

      And with that, Atlas appraised his appearance long enough to regret not cutting his beard, his hair, or even trimming his nails.

      “Let’s go, Neanderthal, you look amazing,” the guard chided, “if you’re into wildlife.”

      Atlas put his hands out, let the guard cuff him, and then he tried to regulate his breathing without letting his anticipation soar too much.

      Who was here to see him?  Jade?  Cira?  What if it’s neither of them?  The thought gave him pause.  Then it filled him with a cold determination.

      If his visitor was neither of the two women, he’d simply turn and walk away.  And then maybe he’d kill Baxter K. and head back to the hole where he’d take a two-month victory lap.
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        OTIS FYKES

      

      

      

      Waking up in hell with a pulse was something you learned to do because, for heaven’s sake, it was summer in El Paso and everything was hot, dry, and dusty.

      Otis Fykes rubbed his expanding belly, wondered if it was getting any bigger (of course it was), and thought that if he was able to shit out last night’s nachos and piss out the six beers he put away last night, he might be able to win the day.

      Rolling over, passing gas, he checked the side of the bed that had been empty for two years now.  He would never fill that side with another body.  After his wife left him, after his subsequent weight gain, he was done chasing tail.  One day, if he needed it, he’d just pay for it.

      He slid his hand over the hump in the middle of the mattress then let it settle into the dip Tanya left behind.  He drew his hand back, closed his eyes, tried to remember what she smelled like.  The last he remembered, she smelled like lavender.  He wanted to lean over, see if there was something of her left there, something other than the shape of her once upon a time, but he couldn’t do it.  Keeping to his side of the bed, he tried forcing thoughts of her out of his head.

      After today, you’ll be able to afford a new bed, he told himself.

      The queen-sized bed wasn’t his bed; it had always been their bed.  In two years, he hadn’t once crossed the high point in the mattress to sleep on her side, or even to form a new shape in the middle of the bed.  Today was no different.  Sitting up, he rubbed his face then dug a booger out of the inside of his left nostril.

      Looking over at her side of the bed, he frowned.  As distant as it was, Tanya’s betrayal cut him to the bone.  How was he supposed to let that go?  How could he forget or forgive?  Even now, gone two years, Tanya still had her side of the bed, and he still had his.  Frowning, angry again, he rolled the booger in between his fingers then let it drop on the carpet with the others.

      The alarm on his phone sounded, a Bruce Hornsby and The Range tune he had loved so long ago: “The way it is.”  The song reminded him of a time when there was still some good left in him.  He shut it off then checked the phone for messages.  He didn’t see any.

      “Get up, loser,” he mumbled.

      Forcing himself out of bed, he grabbed the phone then padded across the linoleum floor to a small bathroom that hadn’t seen a clean day since he was in his thirties.  He guzzled down a glass of cold water to get the bowels moving but the cold water wasn’t nearly cold enough.  While he waited for a call, for his colon to respond, he checked the weather app on his phone.  It was going to be another hot, dry day.

      “Surprise, surprise,” he said, mimicking Gomer Pyle from The Andy Griffith Show.

      Leaning sideways, he both burped and farted, and then he pulled down his boxers, sat on the toilet, and tried to undo the damage he’d done less than twelve hours ago.

      When he thought about how much food he’d eaten last night, he tried not to be too hard on himself.  After all, there was nothing like a pre-celebration celebration, and what better way to party the night away than with drinks and a victory meal.  Today, victory would be his.  Granted, it would come at the expense of four innocent people, but that was life.  Sometimes you’re the hammer, sometimes you’re the nail.  Today, he got to be the hammer.

      Thinking about his situation, he heard his old man in his head.  He used to say, “Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.”

      “That’s your world, Pop,” Otis muttered in response to the memory.  “Not mine.”

      The old man had died in his own vomit at sixty-three.  Now, Otis’s motto was, “If you shit, shower, shave, and show up, you should be just fine.”

      He felt a low rumble in his belly.  The noise held promise, but his bowels had yet to move sufficiently.  Pressing an elbow against his stomach, fighting to spur his colon to life, he groaned and wondered if he’d eaten too fast the night before.

      “We ain’t making bricks in there,” he said to his stomach.  “Just let’r go.  I know you don’t want them turds in there no more.”

      An air bubble pressed against the inside of his stomach expanding so fast and so large it caused him to fold over in pain.  Heat rose to the surface of his skin.  He started to sweat.  Using a wad of toilet paper, he wiped his balding forehead thinking this was not a good sign at ten in the morning.  If he started now, he would be sweating all day.  And if he couldn’t get it under control before it was time to go, the second he stepped out into that dry Texas heat, he’d just keep that internal faucet going.

      The air bubble inside of him either popped or found a way to move on.  Whatever the case, the pain subsided long enough for him to recover.

      Leaning forward to put the good kind of pressure on his colon, he relaxed his sphincter and said, “Stop being so damn stubborn!”

      His phone buzzed—a text alert.  Sitting up, his face red from the straining, he took a breath, then turned to the vanity and reached for the phone.  The toilet seat pushed sideways under his shifting weight, the lid’s two screws straining.  He grabbed ahold of the sink to keep from falling off the bowl, and then he snatched up the Samsung.  He swiped across the screen, then pressed the message folder and read the text message.

      THEY’RE HERE.

      He typed in a reply: GOOD.  KEEP ME POSTED.

      With his three-day-old boxers circled around his ankles and his tight wife-beater creeping up over a round, white belly, he waited for a text reply.  When none came, he scrolled his phone for something interesting to look at while struggling to crunch his morning grumpie.  Naturally, he ended up scrolling through his feed on Facebook.

      The social media site was all politics, family pets, memes, and pictures of everyone’s keto diet progress.  There were friends of his chatting about their cancer, their dying parents, how they just put their dog down because it was time.  While sitting on the toilet hoping his life was about to change for the better, he sent his prayer-hand emojis, made his sad faces with a colon and an open parenthesis, and he called some guy he didn’t know a few choice names because the douchebag’s politics were garbage and Otis wasn’t afraid to say so.

      Then movement inside his gut finally happened, a sort of unclenching that had him thinking the elevator was finally moving south…and then the phone rang.

      “Dammit,” he cursed.

      The distraction stalled that creeping-down elevator inside his gut, the one that NEEDED to offload the goods.  He checked the caller ID, drew a deep breath, let it out slowly.  The elevator stopped on the first floor, the brown passenger angry, stuck.

      “Yeah,” he grunted.

      “All four of them are together, plus the bodyguard,” the voice said, his words heavy with a Hispanic accent.  This was the same guy who texted him a few minutes earlier.

      “Has the opportunity presented itself?” Otis asked, still sweating.

      “Yes, sir,” the voice said.  “Just now it has.”

      “It’s broad daylight.”

      “We’ve already gone over this,” the man said, his tone reeking of disappointment.

      Otis knew this moron from a few jobs before.  He said he only spoke English when he was dealing with gringos, which was as little as humanly possible.  Otis had said, “Well I ain’t no fans of you people either, but money transcends both borders and racial intolerance.”  Back then, the guy laughed and wholeheartedly agreed with him.

      “And you still feel confident about grabbing them all?” Otis asked him.

      “One hundred percent.”

      “Alright then,” Otis replied, the tension in his chest easing.  “I’ll make the call.”

      The line went dead, and just like that, his colon let go.  Gripping the side of the bathtub and the side of the vanity, Otis started breathing heavy, little beads of sweat popping out of his shins, his lower back, and the skin behind his ears.

      “Mother of God!” he bellowed.

      His eyes flashing from the cramping, a groan escaped him.  The groan quickly became a steady growl until the full grumpie was crunched and life inside his otherwise unhealthy body had the chance to return to normal.  Dripping with sweat, breathing hard, he sat up straight and swore he’d stop drinking and binge-eating if he could just get through this moment.

      Unfortunately, the pain just didn’t want to let go.  Seeking distraction, he went back to his phone, saw the time, and then accessed his “Live TV” app.  He found the station he wanted, knowing what he would see: Fox at the Border.  This was a one-hour Saturday morning special featuring Congressman Camden Fox of Louisiana.  He was a huge advocate of border security and immigration reform.

      This blowhard son of a bitch was too pretty to be interested in women and too clean to know dick-all about the border, dealing with migrants, cartels, coyotes, and stolen or borrowed children.  But there he was in his fancy suit with his Ivy League haircut and all his disdain for border politics, even though his entire career was built on border politics.

      Otis knew he should call the client, but he decided to wait three minutes to watch Camden Fox do a five-minute leg of his crybaby tour.  He didn’t feel bad about what was going to happen to the man as much as he felt sorry for Fox’s wife and kids.  They didn’t deserve what was coming.

      A second and third wave of rumbling started in the middle of his belly, the sad promise that this nightmare was still far from over.  Still squatting on the toilet, marinating in turd vapors, bad breath, and body odor, Otis Fykes focused hard on Camden Fox, praying that the pain inside of him would just stop.

      On the live broadcast, the congressman was touring the border patrol’s newest detention facility in Northeast El Paso.  It was clean and well run but crowded.  Shocker.  To the BP’s credit, none of the detainees were sitting in cages or lying on their sides in their own filth.  Otis knew the other facilities were far from presentable, which was why the president had ordered a media blackout.

      Thinking about kids in cages reminded him that he had his own child to attend to.  He really should check in on her.  Pulling the toilet roll, collecting another wad of TP, he wiped the moisture from his face, under his eyes, and around his neck.

      “I know that you have given me the chance to tour this facility,” Fox was saying to the border patrol representative, “but truthfully, this is your newest, shiniest facility.”

      “We want to put our best foot forward,” the rep said, too experienced to ever look uncomfortable, “which is why we wanted to show you what taxpayer dollars have done for those making the dangerous trek north.”

      “America loves to put their best foot forward,” the congressman countered.  “But nowadays, the public isn’t interested in the latest and greatest.  We want to see the status quo, and we want to know why those other facilities are off-limits to the press.”

      “Tell ‘em where to shove it,” Otis said, squeezing out a pathetic turd that was more bark than bite.

      “With all due respect, Congressman Fox,” the BP rep said, “you asked to tour the first available facility and this is it.  The other centers are overrun, we don’t have the funding to handle the latest influx of refugees, and I’m spending my valuable time with you when I should be spending it protecting the border for you and people like you.”

      Otis laughed at the jab then paused when a text came through.  The text notification box blocked part of the live broadcast.

      DID YOU CALL YET?  IT’S TIME.

      Frowning, he texted back immediately:  CALLING NOW.

      With his good looks and eloquent way of speaking, Camden Fox was the epitome of a southern gentleman.  It was all a ruse, though.  It had to be.  In politics, as in much of life, you almost always manufacture a public persona, some rendition of yourself that speaks to a better version of your character, your morals, and your work ethic.  Camden’s public persona was disgusting.  Otis didn’t hate the man because he was a faker, though.  He hated Camden Fox because of everything the politician tried taking from others.

      “You’re about to have the worst day ever, fart-knocker,” Otis mumbled as he shut off the internet and switched over to his contacts screen.

      He found the client’s number, dialed it, then clenched tight as the bottom of his bowels crashed and growled again.  He stifled a groan as the physical agony of last night’s indiscretions persisted.

      “Yes,” the client said, drawing out the word with his gravelly voice.

      “We’re ready to light this fuse, sir.”  Otis was trying hard not to sound like he was on the can.  Then, with as much authority as he could muster, he said, “You just say the word and we’re a go.”

      “Do it,” the client said.

      Otis was about to respond when the line went dead.  Shaking his head, he opened the text box to his contact, typed in the words, then thought: When you send this text, everything is going to change.

      The funny thing was, he wasn’t thinking of the money or even the congressman and what he and his family were about to go through.  He was thinking of his own daughter, Janie.  At that moment, he wondered what his life would be like if she were taken from him.  He felt a hitch in his throat at the thought of her not being taken.  Sadly, no one would ever take her away.  She would likely be with him until he died, which was about the most tragic thing he could imagine.  Freaking Tanya!  She really left him holding a steaming bag of crap.  He looked at the text he’d written and knew time was of the essence.

      TAKE THEM NOW.

      Drawing a deep breath, realizing it was now or never, he pressed SEND.  It took a moment for him to catch his breath.

      Relieved, he turned his attention back to the live broadcast of Fox at the Border, then leaned back against the opened toilet lid and watched the congressman layout a whole host of talking points.

      The forty-nine-year-old Louisiana congressman was now conversing with a young Guatemalan girl at a kids’ table where everyone had a sandwich and a juice box.  “How scared are you right now?” Camden Fox asked.

      Beside Fox, an interpreter asked the child the question in Spanish.  She didn’t look frightened as much as she looked bored.

      “I’m really scared,” she said, contrary to her expression.  It was almost as if this was a script she’d dutifully memorized before illegally crossing over into America.

      Camden turned to the rep, his eyes shining with unshed tears.  He cleared his throat and apologized, and then he asked, “How do you handle those eyes?”

      “Excuse me, sir?” the rep asked.

      “Look at those eyes, the fear, the desperation, the absolute aloneness they must feel,” Camden said, pointing to the ambivalent little girl.  “All the kids have that same look, the same expression.  How do you handle it, emotionally?”

      “We’re not in the business of emotions, Congressman.  We’re here to protect the border with as much dignity as we can.”

      “It just breaks my heart to see this,” Fox said, again clearing his throat of so much manufactured emotion.

      “You big, stupid fraud,” Otis mumbled in his slow Texas drawl.  “You’re about to get exactly what you deserve.”

      He couldn’t take any more.  He shut off his phone, tidied himself, then started the shower and waited for the water to run hot.

      Grimacing, he stood on the scale and frowned.  “Forty pounds in two years,” he said out loud with the biggest frown.  “You can’t even see your pecker, you fat asshole.”

      He got off the scale, kicked it back by the toilet, then tried cheering himself up.  Today was the day he went from the minors to the majors.

      “You’re in the big league now, playa,” he said as he stepped into the shower.
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        SYDNEY FOX

      

      

      

      Forty-six-year-old Sydney Fox wished her husband was with her at the El Paso street fair, but she was content being there with their three girls.  In his stead, however, Camden had hired an armed escort from a local security outfit.  As comforting as Camden thought this would be to Sydney and the girls, she had assured him it wasn’t necessary.

      “A woman like you stands out in a crowd, be it at parties, charity dinners, on vacation, or even street fairs in the middle of El Paso, Texas.  I want an extra set of eyes on you, just to keep you and the girls safe.”

      “Thank you, Camden,” she had said, “but we’ll be just fine on our own.”

      No matter what the blonde-haired, green-eyed beauty said, she knew Camden’s real concern was for his daughters, especially their sixteen-year-old daughter, Callie.  Having just reached womanhood, she was fast becoming the bright and shining star in the eyes of males of all ages.  And it didn’t help that being in the family of one of today’s most controversial politicians put her in the public spotlight more times than either he or Sydney liked.

      Looking around the crowded streets of El Paso, she didn’t know how people would feel about her if they recognized Sydney and the girls.  Making the connection wouldn’t be difficult with Camden at her side, but being alone with the girls at such a pedestrian event didn’t strike her as something that required a risk assessment, or even an armed escort.  But to Camden it had, which was why he went ahead and hired Tyler Vandecourt for protection.

      “We have to think of your safety first,” Camden had said that morning before they went their separate ways.

      “You say that like we’re not going to one of the safest cities in the nation.”

      “Be that as it may, El Paso is only a stone’s throw from one of the most dangerous cities in the world.  And now that the border is wide open, even something as simple as a street fair warrants a bit more precaution on our part.”

      She tried to put those conversations and her continued agitation out of her mind as she and the girls walked through the heart of El Paso.  Fanning herself with her free hand, she said, “How is it this hot and dry and it’s not even noon?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty freaking hot,” Callie said as they meandered down the sidewalks through the crush of bodies.

      Callie was not only a flowering beauty, she was a potential problem as far as Camden was concerned.  She was getting too much attention from the press, social media, and from boys and men alike.  It didn’t help that she wore too much makeup and frequently posted a few too many provocative selfies on Instagram.  In fact, it was for that very reason that Camden had been overly protective lately.

      “If I see one more bellybutton, or the white underside of her boobs, or even her butt cheeks sticking out the way she did in that picture with her green bikini,” Camden had said just two nights ago about Callie’s latest Instagram selfies, “I’m going to break her phone, toss her laptop, and break her texting fingers.”

      “Do that and you’re going to turn her into a holy terror,” Sydney said.  “I just don’t have the patience for that and neither do you, obviously.”

      “No more posting selfies,” he had said.

      When Sydney told Callie no more provocative photos, she had said, “C’mon, Mom.  There’s nothing sexual about a freaking bellybutton!”

      “Not to you, there isn’t.  But if you want to keep your Instagram account, something your father is fighting hard with me to remove, then all selfies must be approved by me first.”

      “Mom!”

      “You have no idea how hard I’m fighting for your internet freedom,” she had said, sounding political even to her own ears.  “If you did, the only words leaving your mouth would be ‘Thank you’.”

      “Things may feel like they’re too sexual, Mom, but a lot of boys really aren’t interested in girls these days.  They like video games and porn, two things that don’t involve actual girls.  So we feed the fantasy with a few pictures, so what?  Reality is boring, Mom.  BORING!”

      She was tired of the arguments, but the fights with her daughter would go on until Callie was eighteen and able to leave for college.

      “Before you storm off and tell all your friends what a miserable wretch I am, I have something for you.”

      “What?” Callie had asked, pouting.

      Sydney had pulled her daughter into a hug, wrapping her arms around the girl just as she had done Callie’s entire life.

      “Everything I do for you and your sisters, it’s because I love you so much.  My heart breaks some nights thinking of what the world is going to do to you girls someday.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Callie had asked, resting her head on Sydney’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, and it’s getting worse.  That’s why we’re so protective of you.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Callie had said with laughter in her voice.

      “These days, people are ugly, presumptive, entitled, and just plain mean.  And that’s when they’re trying to be polite.”

      “In the world of politics, maybe.”

      “I’m afraid that before we’re dead, these people will cut our entire family down.”

      Callie had pulled out of her arms, then looked at her, and asked, “Why would you say something like that?”

      “The world hates politicians and we’re front-and-center in one of the worst controversies this nation has ever created.”

      “Immigration policies,” Callie had said.

      “I’m sorry for your father’s choice in careers.  We never knew politics would be this combative.”

      “Yeah, well, people suck,” Callie had joked.

      “Never have truer words been spoken,” Sydney had said with a warm, motherly smile.

      Now, shielding her face from the bright morning sun, Sydney walked down El Paso’s downtown sidewalks with her three beautiful daughters, trying to enjoy the day.  There were shops to look in, fried foods to eat, tons of outdoor displays, and a host of interesting people to watch.  She was just starting to relax when their bodyguard spoke.

      “Keep them closer,” Tyler Vandecourt said behind her.

      Up ahead, the crowd was tightening all around them, people moving through the streets like it was New Orleans on a Saturday night.

      “What’s anyone going to do to us in broad daylight?” she turned and asked him, the inquiry in no way demeaning of him or his specialty.

      “Let’s hope we don’t find out,” he said from behind a pair of mirrored aviator glasses.  “Keep Callie and Zoey close.  And maybe hold Maisie’s hand.”

      Right then, Callie decided to cross the street, heading straight to a booth with tattoo artists, printed body art, and a few younger guys talking to the artists like it was time to get inked.

      “Mom, come look at this artwork!” Callie called out as she pushed through throngs of people.

      “Get her back here,” Tyler growled.  “I said we can’t be separated.”

      She turned and fired him a look.  “You’re not helping any.  You’re just stressing out all of us!”

      Zoey broke away, pushed through the crowds as well.  The girl stopped when she saw two boys approaching her sister.  Sydney saw this as well.  They were older, nineteen or twenty at least—entirely too old for Callie.

      “Callie, come back here,” she called out as she grabbed Maisie’s hand.

      “Mom, you’re hurting me,” Maisie said, pulling her hand back.

      “Callie!” she called out, her daughter pretending for a second that Sydney was not her mother now that she had clearly started to panic.

      The practiced smile on Callie’s face was too old for her.  It was an Instagram headshot meant to get likes from cute boys and social media influencers, not something you use in real life with strangers in a strange city.

      “For the love of Christ,” Tyler muttered under his breath.

      “She’s got shiny penny syndrome these days,” Sydney said, stepping off the sidewalk into a street full of bodies in motion.  “I’ll go and get her.”

      Zoey walked back to her and said, “Those gross guys are hitting on Callie and I think she actually likes it.”

      “I know,” she said, moving through a group of college kids that smelled like pot and body odor.

      A few of the boys glanced at her with lustful eyes.  One of them even made a MILF comment she ignored.  But then Tyler got the sordid group moving when he shoved one of the boys and told him to keep his eyes to himself.

      As she approached the tattoo display, Sydney saw one of the customers touching Callie’s arm, telling her she could get something there, a cool tattoo of a bird or a butterfly.

      “What would you do if you got a tattoo right now?” the kid asked Callie.  He had a lot of short stubble on his face and bad skin.

      Sydney grabbed Callie’s arm and said, “She’s underage, guys.”

      Callie started to say something, but Sydney pulled her back into the street heading back to the other side.

      “Mom!”

      “Bye, Callie,” one of the guys called out.

      Callie broke free of her grip, walking ahead of her family where she could sulk in private.  Sydney caught up to her and said, “I know you need your space, sweetheart, but you have to be more responsible when you’re in public.  Some of these guys…they aren’t what you want them to be.”

      “It’s not safe here,” Tyler interrupted.

      “Who the hell asked you?” Callie turned and snapped.  “Your job isn’t to give us your opinion.”

      “Actually it is,” Tyler countered.  “Stay with the others, please.”

      When Sydney first met Tyler Vandecourt, he had taken off his mirrored sunglasses and introduced himself with a sort of icy detachment.  She had greeted him with her own brand of indifference.  Aside from his soulless eyes, he sported a wiry frame that looked lean from years of training, he had scars on his knuckles and forearms, and there were a few odd markings on his face, all good signs that he knew what it was like to mix things up in a life-or-death situation.

      “Let’s go, girls,” Sydney said.  “You need to do as the man says.”

      “He has a name, Mom,” Maisie said.

      “Do as Tyler says,” Sydney said.

      When they started walking again, Maisie looked up and said something loud enough for only Sydney to hear.  “Mom, Del Paso is kind of a scary place.”

      “It’s called El Paso, and it’s only scary to you because it’s not home,” Sydney said.  “The crime rate here is one of the lowest in the nation, I think.”

      Behind her, Tyler said, “Something isn’t right.”  He said this as he tightened his proximity to her and the girls.  “Tell Callie to slow down, and keep Zoey close.”

      “I know it’s your job to be paranoid,” Sydney said, “but you’re scaring Maisie.”

      Tyler glanced down into the eight-year-old’s liquid brown eyes—eyes that were impossibly big and super cute—and then he returned his attention to Sydney.  She saw herself and the girls reflected in his mirrored sunglasses.  And then she saw a mud-colored van rudely cutting through traffic.

      Turning around, she saw the van moving too fast.  She barely heard herself cry out for Zoey and Callie when the screech of rubber skidding over asphalt threw the crowd into high alert.

      Tyler went for his pistol, but the distinctive sounds of gunfire popped through the air.  To her horror, the bullets caught Tyler right in the chest, putting him down hard.

      Three men poured out of the van, all of them armed, all of them wearing dark sunglasses, ball caps, and COVID masks.  Panicked, Sydney pulled Maisie too hard while grabbing Zoey’s hand.  Fanning out, one guy grabbed Callie while the other ripped Zoey from Sydney’s grasp.

      She started screaming for help, but no one tried to help them.  The girls were screaming as they were dragged away, and still, no one moved to help them.

      When the third man came for Maisie, Sydney tried to protect her, but the fist that punched Sydney in the ribs had her folding over in pain.  The kidnapper jerked Maisie out of her hand, the little girl screaming bloody murder.

      When two men finally came for her, she tried to fight them off, but it was no use.  They were too strong.  As they hustled her to the van with her girls, she kicked and swore and tried squirming free.  Then a shot rang out.  One of the men trying to snatch her grunted hard and collapsed to a knee.  Another shot barked out, hitting the man again.  By this time, the other man had gotten her to the van.  A deafening roar of returning gunfire erupted, fraying her already battered nerves.  She was roughly shoved inside with her girls and several other men.  As the exchange of gunfire peaked, and then tapered off, the man who had been shot crawled into the van beside her.  He rolled on his back, pulled his legs in, and then let out a god-awful groan.  She glanced down and saw blood smeared all over the bare metal floor.

      “¡Vamonos!” one of the men yelled as he jumped inside and slammed the van’s sliding side door shut.

      The driver smashed the accelerator and the van screeched off, weaving in and out of foot traffic as they made their getaway.

      As one of the kidnappers tried to stop his partner’s bleeding, Sydney’s eldest two daughters fought the men who took them.  Their captors solved that problem within seconds.  Not only did they zip-tie everyone’s wrists, they duct-taped their mouths shut, too.

      She leveled her scared, hateful eyes on the men.  The man with the duct tape caught sight of her hostility and responded by duct-taping everyone’s eyes shut.  The second the sticky tape was pulled across her face and smoothed down, she told herself not to panic.  It was scary now but everything would be okay.  That’s when the man covered her head with some sort of a sack.  Claustrophobia set in and that’s when she started to panic.
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      Otis was scrambling eggs and frying bacon when his cell phone buzzed.  He double-tapped the screen, accessed his messages, and read the text saying that the Camden family had been taken.  A big smile broke over his face.

      He’d made it to the big leagues for sure!  He texted back right away: EXCELLENT.

      Unable to stop smiling, he finished cooking breakfast.  He checked the time and frowned.  Esmeralda would be there soon.

      Due to this morning’s business both on the phone and the toilet, he’d already made his daughter, Janie, wait too long to eat.  He didn’t want her to wait another minute.

      The phone started ringing and it looked like Janie would be waiting a little longer.  He put down the spatula, wiped his hands on the dishtowel at the sink, and took the call.

      “Give me the good news,” he said.

      He snugged the phone in between his ear and his shoulder while he turned off the stove to stop the loud popping sounds and the splattering grease.

      “We have them,” the voice said with confidence.

      “No one got hurt?”

      “They’re scared but they’re fine,” his contact said.  “The team’s approaching the staging grounds now.”

      “What’s their ETA?” Otis asked.

      “Five minutes tops.”

      His stomach growled hard, giving him significant pause.  This wasn’t a shit bomb being assembled internally, this was hunger.

      He dropped two pieces of toast in the toaster, lowered the rack, and spit in the sink because his mouth was dry from nerves and maybe a bit of dehydration.

      “What about the bodyguard?” he asked, then drank some water from a dirty glass.  “Was he an issue?”

      “They put him down but he got one of my guys.”

      “You’ll manage that, right?” Otis asked.

      The disdain in the man’s voice came through as clear as day.  “Of course.  I’ll call when we reach the next leg of the journey.”

      Before his contact could hang up, Otis disconnected the call.  Smiling once more, he took a breath, phoned the client, and exhaled as the line rang through on the other end.

      The grouchy old prick answered with what sounded like phlegm in his throat.  He coughed a couple of times to soften the rattle.  “I’m not sure if getting old is a privilege or a curse,” the seventy-year-old groused.

      “I suppose it all depends on how excited you are for tomorrow.”

      The man laughed himself into another coughing spell.  “Did you get the packages?” he asked when he was done.

      “They’re heading to the warehouse as we speak.  You asked that I call you for approval to proceed.”

      “You have it,” the old man said.  “Call me when it’s done.”

      Otis called his contact on the other side of the border.  “You’re good to go.  Call me when they’re across.”

      “I’ll text you instead,” the man said, ever the pain in the ass.

      There were two knocks at the back door and then it slowly opened, an older Mexican woman appearing.  “Hola, Señior Fykes,” Esmeralda said, not exactly jubilant, but not moody either.

      “Hola to you, Miss Esmeralda,” he said, cheerfully.

      His daughter’s caregiver, Esmeralda Rodriguez, nodded to Otis almost like she was confused by his agreeable mood.  Otis watched her walk back to Janie’s bedroom before turning the stove on to finish his eggs and bacon.

      “Bitch,” he muttered under his breath.

      Ever since Tanya left him, Esmeralda was about as cold as a Michigan winter with no signs of thawing.

      Through the large picture window in the kitchen, Otis stared at a clear blue sky.  For a moment, he dreamed of the money he was going to make from this job.  And then he found that he was grateful that Tanya wasn’t there to take it from him.

      “I’m heading out,” he called out after setting his unwashed dishes in the sink.

      “Come say goodbye to your daughter,” Esmeralda said in a tone.

      He frowned then moseyed to the back where he saw his fourteen-year-old child in a special bed with tubes in her throat and a heart monitor next to her.

      “Bye Janie,” he said.

      The bedridden girl glanced over at him, wordless.  He hated the look in her eyes, but he smiled anyway.  Her fingers moved, but he didn’t know what that meant.  Was she waving goodbye, saying hello, or just giving them a wiggle?

      “I’ll probably see you tonight, Esmeralda,” he said.

      Without a reply from her, he turned and left.  He was walking down the hallway when he heard the woman mutter, “Asshole.”

      “Same to you,” he grumbled back.

      Outside, he got into a beat-to-crap Ford Ranger pickup, started it up then checked the time on the dashboard clock.  With a few minutes to spare, he lumbered along the streets and highways, moving toward the predetermined location near the border.  He glanced over at the sealed white envelope sitting on the seat next to him.  Inside was a thousand dollars in cash.  Movement in his rearview mirror grabbed his attention.  He glanced up in time to see a Texas state trooper pull in the lane behind him a little too fast.

      “Oh, for shit’s sake.”

      He double-checked his speed then he discreetly folded the envelope of cash in two and tucked it inside an opening in the dash.  Next, he slid his throwaway pistol under his thigh hoping he didn’t have to use it.  Then he looked back up at the rearview mirror again.

      The state trooper’s light bar suddenly became bright and busy, followed by the wail of his siren.
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      Atlas walked toward the visitation room with his heart beating so hard that he found it tough to regulate his breathing.  He couldn’t stop wondering if he would see black hair or blonde hair.  Black hair was Jade; blonde hair was Cira.  Did he want to see one more than the other?  He hadn’t thought of this before, but now he wasn’t sure.  All he knew was the thought of seeing either of them had his boisterous heart skipping beats.

      Pull yourself together, he told himself.  He was building this visit up to be too big.  Then again, he was so desperate to see either woman that he’d lost sight of the old Atlas Hargrove—the charming, more refined version of himself.  When he walked into the visitation room and sat down at the table with the Plexiglas barrier between them, he saw the gorgeous face of the woman he’d been in love with for most of his adult life.

      He couldn’t help but smile as he took in her striking appearance but the smile turned into a frown as he thought about how he must look to her.

      They picked up their phones at the same time.  “Hello Jade,” he said, self-conscious and for good reason.  “After our last conversation, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again.”

      “What the hell happened to you?” she asked as she took in the state of his hair, his beard, and the exceptionally gaunt look of him.  He couldn’t fault her for asking the question but did this really need to be the first thing she asked?

      “This ain’t the Club Med, sweetheart,” he joked, sloughing off the judgment in an attempt to preserve what little pride remained.  “Guys want to ass-rape you in here when you have a pretty face, and as you know, I happen to have a pretty face.  I thought it would be best to dress down the rest of me.”  He said this and then he leveled her with one of his more charismatic grins.

      “There’s the smile I once knew,” she said in Russian, her tough exterior softening into what some might argue was the slightest hint of a smile.

      Atlas was about to ask why she was speaking to him in Russian when he saw that douchebag boyfriend of hers sitting nearby.  So, that explained her speaking in her native tongue.

      Rocco Rosato sat by himself like a good little boy.  He frowned at the sight of Atlas staring back at him.  Atlas didn’t care.  The kid’s hair was still a little long, the front falling just below his eyes and the back resting on his collar.  Even worse, his hair was nothing but loose curls.  It made Atlas sick.  Rocco looked like the kind of guy who did cologne ads in overpriced magazines when he wasn’t doing underwear and abs ads.  His brilliant green eyes would have been his best feature had the rest of his face not been model-perfect.  Even the guy’s physique—while much smaller than his own—looked lean and strong the way it would look if you did a lot of Pilates or hot yoga a few times a week.

      “If I didn’t know you better,” he said, holding his sarcasm in check, “I’d say you were dragging your little brother around with you.  He’s cute, does he have a girlfriend or is he the kind of guy who’s into other guys?  He sure is pretty, pretty enough to go both ways.”

      “Stop it, Atlas,” she said.  “That’s Rocco.”

      “I know who he is.  I just don’t know why he’s here.”

      “He wants to talk to you.”

      “I’d like to feed that cocksucker his own spleen.”

      “Be nice,” she warned.

      “To the man who took my wife?  You want me to be nice to him after I’ve spent six months in here?”

      “This is the responsible adult who was there for me when my husband lost his way and forgot how to be a good man,” she said.  “You know, I used to be sad thinking of what happened to us, but then you went berserk and that clarified everything for me.”

      He forced a smile, then wagged his index finger at her and said, “You were letting him inside of you before I went 5150, my Belarusian beauty.”

      “Don’t call me that anymore.”

      “Let’s try again,” he said, his temperature rising.  “You were letting him inside of you before I went 5150, Rocco’s little Belarusian beauty.”

      “Doesn’t roll off the tongue quite the same way,” she said without emotion.  “I appreciate you finally acknowledging him, though.”

      “What does that skinny little bitch want to tell me?”

      “I don’t know.  He’s his own man these days, so just…indulge him if you will.”

      Atlas was about to bring up Alabama when Jade pulled out some papers and said, “I hired a divorce attorney.  He needs you to sign some papers.”

      “No, he wants me to sign some papers.”

      “C’mon, Atlas.  This was inevitable and you know it.”

      He couldn’t believe he was sitting across from her, but even more, he couldn’t believe the different emotions crashing around inside of him.  And they were crashing around.  He was so attracted to her that his entire body ached with need.  But she was gone, now sharing a bed and a life with another man, a better-looking, younger man.  That stung, too.

      Once upon a time, she and Atlas had their youth, their daughter, and a family.  All of that filled him with so much joy he wanted to cry.  But now, that same family had been hit with an Atom bomb and had been completely destroyed.

      “I hate that you brought him here.”

      “I know,” she said.

      With the end of their journey together just one signature away, Atlas suffered a deep and lasting humiliation as well as the ripping-open of old wounds.  All those tender memories of their lives were memories they would never make with each other again.

      Mother of Christ, he thought as the heartache took hold.

      It was like every lovely, vile thought was a hot, iron poker being shoved into his skull, his heart, into the deepest, darkest depths of his soul.

      “Send him over,” he finally said, resolved to get this done.

      “Before I do, why do you really look like that?”

      He smoothed back his hair, pulled his beard straight.  “I’ve been watching Vikings re-runs.”

      “No, you haven’t.”

      “My heart has been obliterated in here, Jade,” he confessed in a moment of unguarded vulnerability.  “Another large piece cracked off just now.”

      Nodding, rendered speechless by his confession, Jade abruptly stood and walked over to Rocco.  She talked to him for a moment and then he got up and headed Atlas’s way.  Rocco picked up the phone looking nervous, which was exactly how one should look after taking a man’s wife.

      “Hello, Atlas,” he said.

      “What do you want, Rocco?”

      “You’re bigger than I thought you’d be.  Jade says you use your size to intimidate people.”

      “I was bigger than this last month, but I just did thirty days in solitary for bad behavior.”

      “What constitutes bad behavior in a place like this?” Rocco asked.

      “You get that kind of time for committing murder.”

      “You killed someone in here?”

      “I’ve killed a few people, Rocco,” he said with hooded eyes and a tight jaw.  “You came here to tell me something, so just spit it out before I break through this barrier and crush your fucking windpipe.”

      Rocco swallowed hard, all that beauty devoured by fear, intimidation, and nervousness.  “I want to say that I’m sorry for the part I played in you getting here.”

      “If you’re truly sorry, then say goodbye to my wife, walk out of her life, and never come back.  You want to apologize to me the right way, that’s the way to do it.”

      “I might have another way,” he said.

      Atlas felt his diaphragm lift, flooding his pectoral muscles with blood.  He rolled his shoulders forward slightly, his traps bulging.  The hand that gripped the phone…he wanted to use that hand and that phone to destroy Rocco’s pretty face.  Instead, he tried forcing a smile.  The look that emerged, however, was insincere and cruel and it had the opposite effect on the man who had taken Jade from him.

      “Show me how creative you can be, Rocky.”

      “It’s Rocco,” he said.

      “It’s whatever I say it is,” Atlas hissed.  “Now speak your mind before my time expires.”

      “I want to make an honest woman of her.”

      “She was honest until she wasn’t,” Atlas said.  “You can’t take that back no matter what you do.  And if she cheated on me to be with you, then she’ll cheat on—”

      “I mean to say—”

      “I know what you mean to say.”  The anger stewing inside of him became blistering hot and aggressive.  Leaning forward in a purposefully hostile stance, he said, “You want me to sign the divorce papers, then give you my permission to marry her, is that it?  Well, I have news for you, pal, I’m not her daddy, which means you don’t need my permission.”

      “You took the wind out of my sails,” Rocco said, cautiously flipping his hair back out of his eyes.

      Atlas pulled back and sat up straight.  “Poor little Rocco,” Atlas said, less aggressive, but deadpan in his delivery.

      “I think that when you two are officially finished, Jade and I can proceed forward with a new life together, all ties of her former life severed.  She needs a second chance at happiness, Atlas.  She won’t find it from you.”

      “There’s one tie you can’t quite sever,” Atlas said, the bomb about to blow.

      “What’s that?” Rocco asked.

      Atlas shot up and slapped the flat of his hand on the Plexiglas partition so hard, Rocco practically jumped out of his chair.

      “Our daughter, you son of a bitch!”

      “Atlas, SIT DOWN!” the guard roared, pulling out the stun gun.

      Atlas’s face was beet red with veins pulsing everywhere and his muscles were pulled so taut it was a wonder none of them tore in half.  He sat back down and started doing his breathing exercises, the ones he used when he went from zero to psycho in one second flat.

      Smoothing his hair back in place, straightening his prison blues, he calmed himself and then picked up the phone again.

      Rocco looked taken aback by the outburst, as well he should be.  The man had never known Alabama and yet he dismissed her like a piece of shared property between Atlas and Jade—a piece of property that simply got stolen or lost.

      “Sit down,” Atlas told Rocco, mouthing the words through the Plexiglas.  Rocco’s handset was lying on the table between them.  Using hand gestures to direct Rocco to his chair, Atlas pointed at the receiver and said, “Pick up the damn phone.”

      Rocco finally sat down and picked up the phone.

      “I will agree to this on one condition,” Atlas said.

      “I’m listening,” Rocco replied.

      “If you ever hurt Jade in any way that scars her—I’m talking about cheating, lying, verbal abuse, physical abuse, drugs, or pornography—I will personally rip your heart out of your chest and shit in the hole I leave behind.”

      “That’s a wonderful visual,” Rocco said.  For some reason, he stifled a yawn and then managed to look embarrassed about it.

      “Am I boring you?” Atlas asked.

      “Sorry, late night.”

      “Well, your perm still looks fresh.”

      “I told you, it’s natural.”

      “Sure it is.”

      The two men looked at each other for a brief moment then Atlas said, “Put my wife back on the phone.”

      Rocco got up and left without saying goodbye.

      Jade stood as well, ran her hands over his arms in a soothing, supportive gesture, one that said she understood completely.  That Rocco got this kind of nurturing sickened Atlas.  Rocco wasn’t a kid.  He was a grown-ass adult.

      She returned with the divorce documents.  “I’m leaving them with the guard.  Look them over and then sign them.”

      “Are you and GQ getting married?”

      “I’m just trying to open up my options, Atlas,” she said in Russian.

      He wanted to talk to her, but what could he say?  That she was ending him?  That he looked like hell because he was nothing but a soulless monster locked in a cage for the rest of his life?  No, she wouldn’t listen to any of that.  She just wouldn’t care.

      “I was so in love with you once,” Atlas finally said.  “It consumed me to the point that I could barely breathe when I looked at you.  I remember that feeling.  It’s the first good emotion I’ve had in years.”

      “And how do you feel now?” she asked, still speaking Russian.

      “I feel like I want to break everything I see.  I want to crush it and destroy it, but not so that I can ruin anything else.  Lord knows I’ve done enough of that already.  It’s because I need to get all of this hate out of me.”

      She looked away at first, and then she looked down.  He watched her eyes fill with tears.  Discreetly, she wiped away the pain.  Still looking down, still speaking in Russian, she said, “I was in love with you, too.  There was no part of me that was not yours forever.”

      “If I get out of here someday—” he started to say.

      “You won’t.”

      “Yes, but if I do?”

      She looked up, the shine now out of her eyes completely.  “You’re in here for three life sentences, Atlas.  What makes you think there’s any other way out?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      “You need to come back to reality.  Your life is over.  I’m done.  This marriage is done.”

      “I told Rocco if he ever hurts you, I’m going to beat him to death.  I just want you to know that I mean it.”

      “He’s good to me.”

      “So was Santa Claus,” he said.

      “God, you’re still a child,” she said.  “Just sign the papers, alright?”

      “What about Alabama?”

      Mention of their missing daughter startled her.  At that moment, something dark and unpleasant dawned on him: Jade never intended to bring up Alabama.  She came there only to discuss the divorce.

      “Don’t say her name,” she whispered.

      “She’s still alive.”

      “Yes, Atlas, but where?”

      “How do I know?” he asked.

      “I want to know how you got that picture,” she said in English, her words sharp, her tone aggressive.

      “It was sent to me,” he said, purposely being vague.

      “By whom?”

      “A guy looking into things for me.”

      “That guy from Vacaville PD?” she asked.  “Foster Truitt?”

      “No, not him.  I can’t believe you’d just write her off like that for this…this…”—he glanced at Rocco and wanted to kill the guy—“this brainless candy-ass fucking twat.”

      “Rocco’s smart in his own way.”

      “He sure knows how to wear a perm well.”

      “You want to make fun of people’s appearances, Atlas?” she asked with fire in her voice.  “What’s with your stupid hair?  And that lumberjack’s beard?”

      “Alabama is alive,” he said, letting that sink in.  “Doesn’t that register with you?  She’s alive Jade.”

      All of her youthful beauty seemed to vanish and that weary, broken look she wore for so long returned with a vengeance.  “I’m so tired, Atlas.”

      “As am I.”

      “We have to let her go.”

      Staring at her in disbelief, burning holes in her with his eyes, he felt the adrenaline hit his bloodstream like a jackhammer.  “I will NEVER let her go!” he yelled, his volume rising beyond what he was told by the guards was acceptable.

      Beside him, a few feet away, one of the guards said, “Cool it, Atlas.  I’m not kidding!”

      Ignoring both the guard and Atlas—almost like she had planned the speech and was unmoved by his outburst—Jade said, “I’m only saying that we worried ourselves sick about her when there was really nothing more we could do.  She’s gone, Atlas.  We can’t find her.  It’s time to let go and live.”

      He shot out of his chair and started punching the Plexiglas barrier over and over and over again, spittle and foul, embarrassing curse words landing on the clear shield like an affront to everything good, moral, and sane.  Several old cuts opened up on his knuckles, each and every punch leaving blood splotches all over the glass as he raged.

      Dancing between worlds, he spiraled into a different place, a dark place, a bottomless pit so deep he could not be reached, saved, or stopped.

      The stun gun’s darts pierced his skin, filling him with electricity.  His muscles squeezed tight with convulsions, and then he fell over sideways, crashing to the floor like an invalid.  The physical pain was instantaneous, but it was nothing compared to the idea that Jade had given up on Alabama.  Their child was still alive!

      While being cuffed for the return trip to his cell, Atlas turned his neck despite his ultra-tight muscles.  He did this in time to see an upset-looking Jade being escorted out of the facility by Rocco.  Mr. GQ glanced over at him and Atlas tried flipping him the bird.  His muscles were still too tight, so the gesture fell flat of its intended purpose.

      The guard pulled him to his feet.  “After your earlier incident, Warden Dicampli said that if you step out of line again—even if you fall outside the lines by a ball hair’s width, which you just did—you’re going back in the hole.”

      “Warden Dicampli is a bitch,” Atlas said, his words slurring a bit.

      “Be that as it may, there’s a ten-foot by ten-foot cube of utter, dismal darkness with your name written all over it.”

      Atlas forced himself to wait out the effects of the high-voltage wake-up call.  When he could speak with reasonable clarity, he said, “If Baxter so much as touches my bed, you tell him I’m gonna kill him with my bare hands and eat what’s left of him for breakfast.”

      “Sure you will,” the guard said with a hint of laughter in his voice.  “It’ll be a wonderful fanboy moment, a way to pay tribute to your cannibal crush.”

      “You tell him!” he barked, his inner monster back in the driver’s seat.

      The guard escorted him straight to the hole, ordered him to strip down to nothing then shoved him inside where it was pitch-black and cold.

      “Warden Dicampli said he wants you to have the sock again.”  The guard then picked up one of Atlas’s socks and threw it at him.

      If there was one thing Atlas appreciated from the warden, it was the sock.  He could sleep on it the first day, maybe even the second day as well, and when he was finally forced by his body to drop that deuce, he had something clean and soft for that first, dangerous wipe.

      For a short while, the sock was comfort, the sock was dignity.

      Instead of lamenting his situation, he stalked into the darkness, and then he dropped down and started doing push-ups, sit-ups, and planks.

      “See you in a couple of months,” the guard finally said.

      “Not if I see you first,” he mumbled.

      The last two times Atlas was thrown into the hole, the guards vowed to stop talking to him.  They were his only lifeline to the outside world.  With that single crappy pact, these same guards severed his last link to humanity.  He had never felt more alone in his life.  But even though this two-month stint would test him mentally, physically, and emotionally, he vowed to grind out the time like a man.  After that, he would return to his cell where he’d deal with that Baxter Kirtman the way someone should have dealt with him a long time ago.
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        SYDNEY FOX

      

      

      

      Sydney Fox and her three daughters—Callie, Zoey, and Maisie—rode in the empty, featureless panel van to an unknown location on what felt like the outskirts of El Paso.  At first, she tried memorizing the route.  But when she started losing track of the turns, she gave up in that pursuit.

      They slowed down almost to a stop, drove up over a small curb then cruised ever so slowly over uneven concrete.  When they finally came to a stop, she heard the driver roll down the window and start speaking to the man outside in Spanish.  A moment later, she listened as someone lifted a clunky metal gate.  Were they at…a warehouse?  This certainly wasn’t the kind of garage door noise you’d hear at a house.  When they idled inside, she heard the echoing sounds of the engine confirming they were in a warehouse or some sort of large industrial garage.

      The van’s doors opened up and someone said, “Muévete.”

      Hands grabbed her, shoved her, and dragged her out of the back of the van.  Through all of this, she told herself she wasn’t going to freak out because she couldn’t spook her daughters.  They had to be terrified as it was.  Moreover, she didn’t want any retaliation from whomever she and the girls were being brought to, or handed off to, whichever was the case.

      Narrowing her focus, she listened for any noises that her daughters might have made or might still be making.  She knew them well.  Their near-silence bothered her the most.  She heard them, though.  She managed to identify all three of them.  Now that she was sure they were all there, her biggest fear became being separated from them.

      The men who brought them there were talking with the men they had come to see, but they were conversing so quickly in Spanish she couldn’t keep up, not with a rudimentary understanding of the language at best.

      As a group, they were shuffled across a hard concrete floor, then led toward the familiar sounds of someone opening another set of van doors.  Where the panel van’s doors sounded thin and hollow, these doors opened and closed with authority.  Suddenly the hard concrete surface beneath her feet softened.  Was this some sort of carpet, or a pad?

      “¡Alto!” the voice barked.

      She stopped.

      The girls stopped.

      “Lay down,” the voice commanded in English.

      She lowered herself into a squat, then leaned back and landed on her butt.  She was able to steady herself on what felt like a shag carpet.  Slowly, she lay down on her side.  A pair of hands rolled her body over onto her stomach then flattened her out.  The pressure on her cheek, her breasts, her pelvic bone, and her knees was more than she wanted while feeling so scared.  Hands pulled her ankles together, and then whoever was handling her stepped off the carpet.

      Huffing and snorting, the duct tape constricting her lungs, everything was dark and threatening.  Was she about to die?  Was this an assassination instead of a kidnapping?

      Inadvertently, she inhaled carpet fibers, jumped at the tickle of them then blew hard to clear her nose.  Laying her head down sideways, she smelled fabric dye and warm stale air.  Why the carpet?

      To her dismay, her daughters were made to endure the same treatment.  Should she be more or less concerned about this development?  She just didn’t know.

      Her panic began to diminish a bit but only because she was scrambling to figure out what the hell was going—

      A pair of hands grabbed her by her armpits and hauled her forward until her cheek touched the cold concrete floor.  Before she could make sense of any of this, the man flipped the carpet on top of her and began rolling her up.  Her head remained free, but the rest of her was squeezed in the rug so tightly she could hardly breathe.

      She was then hoisted head-first into the back of what felt like a longer van.  Her head was suddenly smashed against the metal divider between the driver’s cabin and the van itself, but then the rug was pulled back a bit, giving her the relief she needed.  With only her nose and ears to tell her what was going on, she sniffed the air and smelled fresh carpet, lots of fresh carpet.  Her ears picked up everything, including the slight grunts of the girls as they too were shoved into what had to be a commercial carpet van.

      She heard her girls’ little noses working to inhale and exhale against their fear and whatever pain they were in, and again, she was grateful that as bad as the situation had become, they were still together.

      When all four of them were inside the van, the heavy doors were shut and sealed, and there was nothing but the sounds of the four of them breathing and the muffled noises of the men outside the van.

      Even though she could not understand their conversation, she listened intently, catching a few of the familiar words and phrases she learned during her three years of high school Spanish.  The words she made out, however, were not very encouraging.  One thing she understood clearly was “Avénida dé las Américas”—a.k.a. the border.  Other than that, she thought she picked up something about them taking a specific lane.

      If what she heard was right, they were leaving El Paso and heading into Ciudad Juárez, one of the scariest places on earth, and home to some of the most horrific drug dealing, child trafficking, and gangland activity in the world.

      The men then got in the van, started it up, and pulled out of the warehouse.  The instant she heard the sounds of a Spanish pop group playing on the radio, she began to cry.
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        * * *

      

      Sydney knew the minute they approached the border because the van slowed down, she heard other cars idling around them, and they were moving forward for a long while but at a snail’s pace.  When they finally arrived at what she thought might be the predetermined lane, the driver turned off his music to speak to a man outside the van.  What transpired was not a typical exchange of dialogue for people passing through toll stations or border lanes.  It was a shorter conversation, more clipped.

      A moment later, when they were let through without an official inspection of the vehicle, Sydney felt her heart skip a few beats.  No one was going to stop this from happening.  That much was becoming clear.  Now, with the border checkpoint likely behind them and America in the proverbial rearview mirror, she felt the last of her hope being dashed away.  Soon she would be in the belly of a new, terrifying beast.

      They hadn’t driven very far when she felt the van changing both speed and direction.  She heard a few horns blaring, radios from other cars playing, and the general but identifiable sounds of stop-and-go traffic.  Based on what she heard and felt, she reasoned that they were in Ciudad Juárez.

      They drove for a long time after that, so far in fact that she felt the steady and soothing vibrations of the van and the exhaustion of the endeavor trying to lull her to sleep.  This would not work though, because she was still wrapped in a carpet, stuffed in the back of a van with her daughters, and in another country with men whose intentions were unclear at best and diabolical at worst.

      Eventually, the driver turned off of a paved road and onto a dirt road where the ride became bumpy and nearly unbearable.  When they finally came to a stop, the driver rolled down his window and had a short, to-the-point conversation with a man who spoke in no-nonsense tones.  A moment later, she listened to the sounds of a retracting metal gate opening.  Wherever they were going, it seemed that they had arrived.  A short drive on what sounded like pea-gravel took them to what became a paved driveway.  The driver shut off the engine and that’s when Sydney’s fear came rushing back with a vengeance.

      When the van doors were opened, the carpet she was wrapped in was dragged out of the van with no care or concern for her exhausted, abused body.  No one bothered to catch them as they hit the ground in their rolls of carpet.  The impact was hard enough to have her gasping for breath.  Grunts from the children landing on the concrete followed, sending her into a firestorm of worry.  Their captors unrolled the girls’ carpets first, and then they freed Sydney.

      “Please stand,” an unfamiliar voice said in English.  He had a Spanish accent, but when he spoke it was softly and with the sort of kindness one would call hospitable.

      She was lying, face-down and depleted, her energy all but drained from the difficult trip.  Rolling over, she pushed herself to her feet, standing before a man she could not see.  Sydney managed to remain standing but on unsteady legs.  Her balance was hampered by her inability to see anything.  Moments later, she heard the sounds of feet walking toward her.

      Someone suddenly wedged a fingernail under the edge of her duct-tape blindfold.  When he got an edge, he ripped it off, causing a low groan of pain inside her.  He did the same thing with the silver strip smashed over her mouth.

      With her eyes now open, she expected to be looking at a pack of monsters.  Instead, she laid eyes on a Hispanic man in an expensive suit with styled black hair and a handsome face.  His eyes, however, were so dark and unbelievably empty that the mere sight of them had her wondering if she was looking at the devil himself.

      She snuck a quick look around and saw a gorgeous house in the middle of nowhere, a desert landscape in all directions, and enough armed guards to number in the double digits.  Another glance over her shoulder showed her Callie, Zoey, and Maisie.  They were standing near each other, their mouths and eyes still duct-taped shut.  After a snapping of the fingers from the man in front of her, the guards pulled the duct tape off of the girls’ eyes but not their mouths.

      Sydney nearly broke into tears at the sight of them but she held her composure and instead turned back to the man standing before her.

      For a second, he merely smiled at her, taking all of her in.  But then the very air around him seemed to change, to darken, and crackle with energy.  Without a word of warning or notice, he grabbed her face roughly, jerking her head forward so they were eye to eye.  The act of domination and disrespect shook her to the core.  If what he wanted was her full attention, he sure as hell had it.

      “Welcome to Juárez, Sydney Fox,” this creature with dead eyes said.  “My name is Santiago Cardenas and you no longer have to die to go to hell.  This is the front gate, I am your gatekeeper, and you are about to leave this world for another that will scare you, maybe even to death.  Are you afraid to die, Sydney?”

      She just stared at him, his hand still gripping her face.  “Yes,” she managed to say.

      “That is the right feeling,” he replied, shoving her face away.  “I trust you are happy to see your daughters?”

      She felt herself starting to shake inside, the gravity of the situation never heavier than at that moment.  He wiped her wet eyes for her and then she nodded.  “Yes,” she said, “I am.”

      “Are they afraid to die, do you think?” he asked, looking not at her now, but at Maisie, Zoey, and Callie.

      She turned around, cautious but desperate to face her children.  She imagined the men holding the girls at gunpoint were low-level cartel members, maybe even some sort of street gang that got pushed out of the drug or weapons trades and was now resorting to kidnapping.  But then she put her assumptions and her fears aside to instead focus on her three girls.  They looked exhausted and afraid, their cheeks stained with tears, their eyes red-rimmed, swollen, and bloodshot.  Just making that visual connection with them was everything to her, her only way now of bonding.

      She fought to mask the fear she felt for she didn’t want her daughters to see her cracking lest they might fall apart as well.  But then her eyes landed on little Maisie and everything inside of her came to a crashing halt.  Her eight-year-old was so scared she had wet her pants.

      To his men, Santiago said, “Take the two younger ones to the maquiladora and turn them into stars.  I want them on the boards by tonight, tomorrow at the latest.”

      “No, wait,” Sydney said, fresh panic shooting through her.  “Where are you taking them?  Where are you taking them?”

      The men hauled both Zoey and Maisie away.  Zoey kicked and fought her man, but Maisie simply walked to the van with the one who had taken her.  In her defense, the fiend had a tight grip on Maisie’s hair.  It seemed more like an insurance policy more than anything, but she couldn’t stop wanting to scream at the man to let her go.

      Sydney fell into fits of wailing and swearing.  She even tried to break away and go for them, but Santiago grabbed her and punched her in the kidneys so hard she felt her knees go weak.  Right then her entire world collapsed.  Sobbing on the ground, in more pain than ever, she had but one question for this heathen, this godforsaken monster: “What do you want with us?”

      “What about the oldest one?” one of Santiago’s men asked about Callie.  “There are better places than the textile mill for her.”

      Santiago ignored Sydney’s question.  Instead, he walked over to Callie and looked her over as though she were a piece of merchandise.  Sydney got to her feet despite the pain.  She could only watch as this creep sniffed around Callie’s neck like he was a dog.  Then he stopped and seemed to think about the smell of her.  What is he doing?  Undecided, he leaned in and sniffed her one more time.

      “This one is almost a woman,” he announced as he stood up straight.  “She’s too old for Arturo, but Guillermo…Guillermo is going to love her.  When does the auction start?”

      “Tomorrow,” a very large man said in English.

      “Please,” Sydney pleaded, her body giving in, her mind terrified despite her will to keep her family together.

      “You beg like what you want even matters to me.  Do you think you’re human beings down here in Juárez?” Santiago turned and asked her.  Before she could answer, the godless prick said, “You are but a dollar figure to me, a way to fund this life.  Something to import and export as your country figures out what to do about your ridiculous border.”

      The car with Zoey and Maisie started up and then drove off.  Sydney felt like her heart was going to explode.  Mewling noises formed in the back of her throat at the sight of her girls being torn from her.  Entire parts of her brain—those parts in charge of her sanity—were sparking, flailing, short-circuiting.

      “Please don’t take them all,” she cried.

      Behind her, one of the men mocked her, and the others laughed.  She didn’t care.  Her girls were being separated like cattle to be taken off to market, except the market was not central to any one location.  This was a human market and it was everywhere that there was an internet connection.  She knew this because Camden knew this.  What she didn’t know was what kind of auction Santiago and his men were talking about.  What were these boards on which they intended to put Maisie and Zoey?  Who was Guillermo and why would he want Callie?  Would she ever see her children again?

      “I can see the wheels turning in your pretty head,” Santiago mused.

      The brute stepped forward and ripped open her blouse, the buttons jumping this way and that as their threads snapped.  He looked at her, a broken woman who was too terrified to give even an ounce of concentration to her appearance.  As if this wasn’t bad enough, he then snuck a peek inside one of the cups of her bra and smiled.

      Standing there crying, feeling totally helpless both as a woman and as a mother, Sydney could hardly grasp the situation.

      Santiago pulled her ruined shirt back over her chest and said, “You know what’s happening, don’t you?  You know it but you can’t admit it to yourself because that would crush you, end you, put your purpose on this earth to rest.”

      He was right.  She knew what this was all along.  Juárez had a reputation for being one of the most dangerous cities in Mexico, one of the most important drug hubs for the distribution of narcotics into the US, and a place where women and girls were not only trafficked but killed in what the locals called “femicide.”

      When girls in Juárez went missing, they were seldom found.  And if they were, it was not by police, it was by advocacy groups, men and women helping each other find their loved ones.  These were people who devoted their entire lives and all of their resources to seek closure for those whose daughters had disappeared without a trace.

      “Take her to Guillermo’s place,” Santiago finally said.

      As Callie was dragged off, her eyes and Sydney’s eyes met, both of them tear-soaked and jumping with fear.  Both women were too horrified to speak; the experience was so surreal and unimaginable, words alone could not convey the moment.

      The sounds of agony started in Sydney’s throat again, but when the wailing sounds rushed out of her once more, they transformed into the most ferocious of screams.  Her eyes bled tears and her body shook as if charged with electricity, but for all of her rage, this outburst of emotion changed nothing.

      Callie shook with fear, tears streaming down her face, but she was brave, brave and beautiful.

      “Callie!” she screamed.  As her daughter was taken away, Sydney fell to her knees, her body rocked with tremors.  Whatever strength she had left inside of her was fast diminishing.  “Please, please,” she begged, the agony in her voice unyielding.

      If it was the last time Sydney saw her oldest child, she wanted to memorize her face, lodge it so deeply into her memory that not even death itself could pry it loose.  Instead, all she did was memorize the fear in her sixteen-year-old’s eyes.

      The moment Callie was shoved into the trunk of a nearby car, Sydney wanted to die.  When the men got into the car and drove off, the last light inside of her winked out completely and she felt nothing but the pall of death hanging over her.

      “Look at you, Mrs. Fox,” Santiago said in that soft, smooth voice.  “I do believe you are ready to become the slave.”
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        OTIS FYKES

      

      

      

      The trooper whom Otis thought was pulling him over wasn’t coming for him after all.  The highway patrol unit with the flashing lights changed lanes and raced by the Ford Ranger, sirens blaring, the engine at a high roar.

      Otis let out a deep breath and tried to still his mind.  “You’re still early, everything is fine,” he told himself.

      He had planned to arrive at the prearranged location a few minutes early.  He wanted to make sure there was nothing awry, that he wasn’t being tailed or surveilled in any way.  The meeting he was attending was really just a handoff of sorts.

      It was easy, simple, uncomplicated.

      He had arranged with the courier to meet just outside Modesto Gomez Park off of Edna Avenue along the side of the road where a dry gully separated the park from the nearby neighborhood.

      As he approached the road leading into the park, he scanned the squat one-story homes looking for anything out of the ordinary.  He checked the residential windows for guys peeking through the blinds, eyeballed the vehicles parked curbside or in short driveways wondering if the feds were working surveillance inside of them, and let his gaze fall on any and all possible places where one could set up a sniper’s nest or the staging grounds for local narco task forces.  Nothing stood out, allowing him to relax even further.

      Most of the homes he passed were set behind two-foot rock walls, decorative iron fences, or sliding iron gates.  Everything felt dry, dust-blown, and baked.  Case in point, the asphalt streets, the concrete sidewalks, even the stucco finish on the decorative walls and the sides of the homes.  These many surfaces were marred by cracks and fissures, some wider than others.  Although this kind of wear and tear was emblematic of a neighborhood in decline, Otis was overcome by a yearning for his childhood years, that’s how strong the nostalgia had hit him.

      He pulled the truck alongside a dipped section of the road where it cut through a dry stream bed.  Behind him there was a long run of power lines, the sagging black wires feeding the neighborhood; before him stood an industrial yard as well as an open field where kids and dogs could run freely, or a family could have a picnic.

      With the old Ford idling roughly but strong, he rolled down the crank window and let that warm air inside the cabin.  He loathed the heat, but it was important to be able to hear what was happening in the neighborhood.

      Through the dirty windshield, he studied a stretch of chain link fence with sheer green netting behind it.  The industrial yard’s privacy net shifted slightly in a warm breeze, entire sections of it worn away from the elements.  Through the holes, he saw garbage piled here and there, old scraps of metal and lumber tossed about, and a few abandoned vehicles dead where they sat with the rust to prove it.

      Otis lit a cigarette, checked his watch again, frowned because the courier was two minutes late.  Punctuality was critical in these kinds of transactions.  There was nothing worse than jumpy criminals, for they tended to do some pretty stupid things when spooked.  He was no different.  As he smoked his cigarette, he stared at the border wall.  Beyond that, the mountains of Ciudad Juárez stood in direct contrast to the clear blue skies.

      When his paranoia finally broke through the trance, he checked his watch again.  “Pinche cabrón,” he grumbled.

      Anxiety and apprehension wormed their way into his every thought.  What if the family didn’t make it over the border?  What if they were stopped because the flow of traffic fed the driver into a different lane?  What if this whole operation was belly up and he didn’t even know it yet?

      A few cars moseyed past him, people heading up to the park.  This didn’t bother him.  Not on a Saturday.  During the weekdays, after the COVID lockdowns, fewer and fewer people visited the park.  Talk about sad.  Modesto Gomez was once a beautiful place.  He and Tanya had spent more than a few weekends there with Janie.  Tanya even brought her on Thursdays to watch Otis play softball with some of the guys from work.  Of course, that was back when the world was more normal and Tanya wasn’t off living her best life without them.

      The courier was now seven minutes late.  Otis couldn’t help fearing the worst.  Trying not to let his mind leap to false conclusions, he flicked his cigarette butt on the asphalt, lit another, then took a deep drag and tried to remain calm.  He hung his elbow out the window and filled the cab with a long exhale of smoke.  He turned and watched as a dog shoved his body under the residential fence line then trotted out into the park a few feet before breaking into a full-out run.

      “Freedom,” Otis said as he watched the black lab go.

      The last time he and Tanya visited the park together, they had come for the Feria Juárez, a summer event he and Tanya agreed was one of their favorite experiences.  That weekend, they ate from half a dozen Mexican food stands until they were stuffed.  As the sun began making its way to the horizon, they spread out a blanket, lay on the grass together, and listened to a concert.  Tanya wanted to smoke with a fun couple they met that day, so they all got high and laughed, and it was the best time ever.  This was no longer that park, not anymore.

      Due to poor maintenance of the softball fields, the surrounding grounds, and even the uneven walking paths, Modesto Gomez was now a source of complaints by the locals.  After COVID happened, with the world in such an unsteady state economically, the park fell upon even harder times.

      That didn’t change the determination of some families to enjoy it, or for some seniors to continue putting together pickup softball games on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  Ever since Tanya left him, though, he hadn’t picked up a bat or even thought of hitting a ball.  His whole life had gone to hell after she left.  Now all he wanted was to get out of this grimy wasteland.

      Colorado was gorgeous from what he’d seen in pictures and on the internet.  He could move there and take up snow skiing, live off-grid in a cabin in the woods, or even go hunting whenever he wanted.  But that was a pipe dream.  Even now, nine minutes after the courier was supposed to be here, he felt that dream swiftly unraveling.

      The truth was that if this job worked out, if the courier would just get his dumb ass there on time, he would officially be in bed with the kind of people who wouldn’t want him leaving town just yet.  And if these people continued to pay the way they were paying him now, he’d probably stay a little longer.  It couldn’t hurt to pad the savings account a bit before making that midnight run to Aspen.

      In the side mirror, Otis saw a maroon-colored Impala make the turn from Francis Street onto Edna.  He breathed a sigh of relief, took one last drag of the cigarette—a short one—then flicked the second butt into the street where it would smoke itself out.

      The lowered Impala cruised past him, the tinted passenger window rolled halfway down.  The driver’s head was covered with a blue bandana, his eyes were hidden behind big black sunglasses, and he wore a white wife-beater that showed off what might be a nice tattoo on a sculpted shoulder.  The guy looked big, like he could take Otis if push came to shove.  Otis hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  If it did, he’d just as soon put a bullet in the guy.

      The Impala’s driver gave him a nod of acknowledgment—which Otis returned—then he drove up the road far enough to turn around and head back Otis’s way.  The Impala moved like a shark swimming through shallow waters knowing it could kill anything it wanted at any minute if only it made the decision to do so.

      Otis reached over and grabbed the envelope with his left hand because in his right hand was a throwaway pistol he’d picked up a few years back.  It was a .38 Special, six in the wheel, the hammer cocked and ready for action.  Discreetly, he checked his surroundings.  It was just the two of them for now.

      The courier pulled up next to Otis’s truck and showed him the picture of the carpet van crossing over the border.  He verified the markings with what he’d been told to expect and zeroed in on the van’s plates.  They matched.  Satisfied, Otis reached out and took the picture.  He slid his finger onto the .38’s heavy trigger.  The revolver rested sideways on his lap, aimed across his thighs at the Impala just in case he needed to shoot through the doors.

      Calmly, like it was nothing, he handed the courier the envelope.  The man took the cash, nodded, then slowly drove off, just another predator cruising through shallow waters, deciding what he wanted to kill, what he wanted to eat.

      Otis carefully decocked the hammer then set the gun aside.  Picking up the phone, he dialed the client’s number.

      When the old man whose real name he did not know picked up the phone, he fell into a brief, phlegm-rattling cough then said, “Yeah.”

      “It’s done,” Otis said.  “They made it across.”

      “You have the photo we requested?”

      “It’s in my hand as we speak.  I’ll take a picture of it and text it to you.”

      The grumpy prick said, “You’ll have your payment by this time tomorrow.  If anything is out of order—”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Yes, but if it is…”

      “I’m aware of our arrangement.”

      “Good.”

      The client hung up before Otis could thank him for his business.  Drawing a deep breath, looking at his half-empty pack of smokes, he shook a cigarette loose, lit it, then sat back for a second and smiled.

      Feeling good about himself for the first time in years, he put the Ford in gear and started up the road.  Slowly, he drove up to the park and cruised through the huge parking lot, glancing at the large stadium lights and the fields beyond.

      Across the highway, and the border wall beyond that, was a massive sculpture of a giant red X.  The la X at the front of the Plaza de la Mexicanidad was a great place for fairs, concerts, outdoor activities, holiday events, and some pretty amazing ice cream.  Looking at the monument, he couldn’t help but think he should have taken Tanya and Janie there when they had asked.  He’d been such a stickler about not going to Juárez because of the crime that he had denied all of them the opportunity to enjoy a piece of Mexico.

      If he ever got a do-over…

      His phone vibrated.  He looked down and saw that a text had come through.  He opened up and saw it had come from his work.

      WHERE ARE YOU?

      He texted back: ON MY WAY.

      He should never have agreed to pick up a few hours on Saturdays.  Shaking his head, he changed into his work shirt, adjusted himself in the rearview mirror then popped a Tic Tac into his mouth to freshen his breath.  Twenty minutes later, he arrived at the West Texas Anti-Gang Center where the security guard said, “Good morning, Agent Fykes.”

      “Morning, Bryan,” Otis said.  “How’s your sister?”

      “Fat and tired,” he replied.

      “Is she still alive?”

      “I’m pretty sure she hasn’t died yet,” he replied.

      Otis looked over his shoulder as he walked away.  “Give her my best.”

      “Will do,” he said.

      Bryan didn’t have a sister; he was just a crabby old fart who seldom smiled.  The sister joke between them was funny for a few months, but then it became routine.  For years, this was the only conversation between them and then they started to become friendly.  Now it was a reason for both of them to smile when neither of them really felt like it.  And to think, this odd friendship had all started from thirty words meant to be a good morning piss off by Otis.  It’s funny how things begin.  But now that he’d hit the big leagues, how would things end?  Hopefully with him giving the FBI notice and high tailing it out of El Paso.

      Having served on federal task forces for years, he knew that when you play with dirty money you almost always get a dirty ending.  Not him, though.  Otis was smarter than that.  He knew gangs and drugs and trafficking better than most.  Then again, he only knew one side of the racket.  Now he was learning about it from the other side, the more lucrative side.

      When the animals wanted to bite off his head and take everything from him, he vowed to already be gone.  He and Janie would be kicking up their feet in the cool Colorado air far away from this garbage life and all of the misery that came with it.
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        CAMDEN FOX

      

      

      

      Camden Fox was on live TV when he was interrupted by a hefty woman in a really smart pantsuit that fit a bit too snugly for a television audience.

      “You have an urgent call,” she whispered from beyond the camera’s reach.

      The fact that she was about to disrupt a live broadcast had him smiling extra wide for the viewer audience.  He did that when he got angry.  Camden’s only hope was that his anger wasn’t so transparent while he was on TVs all across the nation.

      “Not now,” he said with a tempered smile.  He was so mad he’d forgotten her name in that minute.  “We’re on live TV.”

      In politics, single moments like the one Camden had crafted were precious, especially when your audience was on the edge of either supporting you or tuning you out for forever.  The balance was so delicate, even the shifting of winds could send everything into chaos.  It wasn’t just the words or the way they were said that sold an idea, it was all the little things that added up to something large.  It was the fear in a child’s eyes, the dire conditions of an overfilled plastic cube or a tiny bathroom, the stymied look on the border patrol’s faces when they were asked tough questions for which they didn’t have the answers.  If all these little things were done right, they had the power to help shape a nation.  And then something like today happened and the momentum behind all of those little things was lost.

      “Sir, it’s your family’s bodyguard,” she said.  At that moment, her name came back to him.  Mary.

      “Thank you, Mary.  Can you ask him to hold a moment?”

      There were sweat stains under her armpits, the smell of too much perfume wafting through the air, a stiff head of hair held in place by hairspray or some other aerosolized lacquer.

      “Um, no,” she said, seeming uptight.  “He said you need to take it now.”

      Smiling wide, the expression weighing about a hundred pounds on his face, he politely excused himself, then turned and quietly said, “What about my bodyguard?”

      “He said…there’s been an…incident,” she said, scratching her neck, her face hesitant, anxious, worried.  “He said it’s urgent.”

      Three red welts lifted off her skin where she’d scratched herself a little too hard.  Otherwise, her face was pale, chilled with the kind of bad news that warranted this.  He felt a pit form in his stomach, one he instantly dismissed.

      “Did he say if…if…everything is okay?” he asked, his smile faltering.

      The woman slowly shook her head.

      Looking down, Camden saw that she was kneading her fingers.  For a second he felt bad for her.  Whatever news she had was important enough to warrant an interruption.  How should she handle that?  He didn’t know, but if she was breaking into a live feed…

      He was about to say something comforting when he heard the reporter behind him say to her cameraman, “Keep it rolling.”

      The higher Camden’s cheeks lifted as he apologized to the reporters for having to break away, the more he let loose with a string of internal cursing.

      Discreetly, he leaned toward Mary and whispered, “If this is anything less than life-altering I’m going to make sure you never work another day in your adult life.”

      Startled, she said nothing, but the look on her face remained unchanged.  She handed him a phone and said, “I stand by my decision.”

      He took the phone from her.  “This is Camden.”

      “Sir, the family was taken,” his bodyguard said, breathless.

      “Where are you?” Camden asked, bloodless, a dozen pairs of eyes on him.  If this was bad news, these people wanted it on film.  Vultures... maybe useful vultures, though.

      “I…I don’t know, sir.  Someone got the jump on me.  A lot of someones, I think.  I’ve been talking to people in the vicinity to see if they had actionable intel.  One guy gave me the plate number to one of the vans, but other than that…”

      “Other than that, what?”

      “They’re gone.”

      Camden took a deep breath, felt the world around him tunneling down, pulling him into a tiny pinprick of existence where he could neither move nor breathe.  For a second he tried to imagine what his wife and daughters were going through, what they must be feeling, and then unexpectedly, he felt himself starting to fall apart inside.

      The phone slid from his hand, bumped off his foot, and skidded across the floor face-down.  He took an unsteady step backward, aware that the camera was still rolling.

      Someone took his arm, led him to a chair.  “Sit down, you’re looking…Jesus man, you’re looking…green.”

      “Cut the feed, stop rolling,” he heard the reporter tell the cameraman.

      He didn’t know who was telling him he looked green but he didn’t appreciate it.  The squeeze of tears was brief but powerful.  When they came, his tears leaked out warm and plentiful, and then he wiped them away.

      He turned to Mary and said, “My family was just taken.”

      “Taken how?” she asked.

      “Kidnapped.”

      She drew a sharp breath.  “What are you going to do?”

      “I…I don’t know,” he stammered.

      “You have to call the police,” a man said, someone he didn’t know.  He went and picked up Mary’s phone and handed it back to Camden.  Thankfully the screen wasn’t cracked.  He handed it back to Mary.

      “I think I should make a call,” he said as he fished his own phone out of his pocket.

      His fingers were weak, his countenance in total disarray.  It was like he was being swallowed into a void, one so dark and all-consuming he knew that soon there would be nothing left of him but sadness, fear, and regret.

      He dialed his closest friend in the world, a former federal prosecutor living in San Antonio.  Damien Stone.

      “Damien,” he said when his friend picked up, “this is Cam.”

      “Hey Cam, what’s going on?”

      “Sydney and the girls were just grabbed in El Paso.”

      His friend paused for a long moment then he let out a breath.  “That’s right on the border,” he said.  “Are they still in the US?”

      This is actually happening, he told himself in disbelief.  For a moment, he felt this unbearable disconnect between this tragedy and the stark reality of the situation.

      Looking up, he saw the sad eyes of several people around him.  One of them was an unattractive female reporter for CNN.

      “What was the bad news, Congressman?” the reporter asked.

      “It’s a family matter,” he replied, covering the phone so that Damien didn’t have to hear all of this.  He absolutely hated reporters.  “That’s off the record, of course.”

      “Of course,” she replied.

      He wiped his eyes then said to Damien, “The border, yeah…I…I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “You know as well as anyone that they’re grabbing girls from El Paso and taking them into Juárez for…well, this could be a bigger matter than either of us thinks,” Damien said.  “Did you contact local law enforcement yet?”

      “And say what?”

      “Tell them what happened!”

      “No,” he said in a desperate voice as he ran a hand through his hair.  “I thought maybe, if you wanted to reach out, if you could…I don’t know.  Do you know anyone here, or even close by that might have influence or free rein between here and Mexico?”

      “If this is an international incident, Camden, things could get convoluted really quickly.  It’ll be even worse if the cartel is involved.  If that turns out to be the case, we’re going to find ourselves in the middle of a shit storm of catastrophic proportions.”

      “What do you suggest?” Camden asked.

      “Be quiet, let me think,” Damien replied.  Then: “I have a guy.  He’s not cheap, but he and his team are more than capable.”

      “Capable of what?”

      “Capable of getting your family back and vanquishing the threat, permanently.”

      “How much does he charge?” Camden asked.

      “I don’t know.  I’ve never personally used him or his team.  How liquid are you?”

      He leaned in close to his phone.  “A million, maybe two?”

      “Overseas or local?”

      “I don’t have—”

      “I know the drill with you guys.  This isn’t the time to dick around, Camden.  How much do you have and is it local?”

      “Seven million,” Camden whispered, “most of it offshore.”

      “I’m going to give you a phone number but once you call this number you need to treat the situation like everything is in play.”

      “Meaning?”

      “When you hire these people, you are ringing a bell you can’t un-ring,” Damien said, cryptically.  “The kinds of people you’re about to employ, you don’t want to cross them, let alone disappoint them, because they are about to unleash hell on your behalf.”

      “It’s my family, Damien.”

      “Do you have a pen and paper handy?”

      “Yes,” he said, exhausted already.  Standing up, he spotted a woman with a pen in her hand and a sheath of papers next to her.  She looked up when he approached her.  “Can I borrow the pen and paper?  It’s an emergency.”

      “Yes, Congressman Fox,” she said, blushing, “of course.”

      He took the pen and paper and returned his focus to the task at hand.  “Okay, Damien,” he said, “Who am I calling now?”

      “A man named Leopold Wentworth.”

      “Is that his real name?”

      “I don’t think so, but that’s who he decided he wanted to be a very long time ago.”

      “That’s fine,” Camden said.  “I’m ready for the number.”

      Damien gave it to him, then said, “Good luck and keep me posted.”

      “Will do,” he said.  “And thank you.”
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        LEOPOLD WENTWORTH

      

      

      

      Leopold Wentworth stirred at the sound of his cellphone ringing somewhere in the bedroom.  With the blackout drapes closed, it could be night even though he suspected it wasn’t.  The phone rang again.  Rolling over, he checked the clock on the nightstand, but the numbers were blurry so he rubbed his eyes hard and blinked a few times.

      “Shut it off,” the girl next to him complained.  He fell still for a second as bits and pieces of last night’s activities worked their way back into his brain.

      “I’m trying,” he said to the mystery girl.

      Half sitting up, he patted the comforter and the bed sheets, but he couldn’t see a thing.  The phone just kept ringing.  He finally reached over and turned on the bedside lamp, flinching at the sudden burn of light.  That’s when he saw the back of a girl’s head and her bare shoulders.  The phone was ringing closer to her but she wasn’t doing a thing to help him find it.

      He pulled back the blankets and sheets, found the phone next to her naked body.  In a brief moment of panic, he failed to remember who she was.  He was with a girl last night, but it wasn’t this one.  Who in the hell did he take home?

      He grabbed the phone where it lay near her bare ass.  That was about the same time she reached up and cupped a hand over her ear.  “Leopold, please, I have a screamer of a headache.”

      That’s when he realized he was naked, too.

      Oh, no…

      The king-sized bed was huge, larger than normal with a memory foam topper, more than enough pillows, and three layers of blankets.  Sitting up fully, pulling the blankets around him, he answered the phone.

      “Yes,” Leopold said.

      “I got your number from a friend,” the man on the other end of the line said.  For a moment, Leopold wasn’t sure how to take the man’s voice.  Was he broken up?  Falling apart?  Barely keeping it together?  Usually, he could tell these things right away, but not with this man.

      “Let’s start with the name of the friend who referred you to me and then you can tell me your name,” Leopold said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “Damien Stone referred me to you and my name is Camden Fox.”

      “Camden Fox from Louisiana?” he asked.

      “That’s me.”

      The girl tried to pull the blankets back over herself but Leopold pulled them back off of her, prompting her to roll over.  When she rolled over, he saw tired eyes, small breasts, and a flat stomach.  Yeah, he definitely didn’t know this girl.  But there she was, asleep in his bed, right next to him!

      “What has prompted this call?” Leopold asked.  “And please, before you speak, I want you to understand something—I’m not a political problem solver.  If that’s the nature of your call, it’s best we end things before we begin.”

      In the bathroom, he heard a toilet flush, causing his eyes to flash a little wider.  He knew he should take the call in the other room, but he wasn’t dressed and there was now a stranger in his bathroom doing God knows what.  Hopefully not checking his cabinets for Vicodin, Percocet, Oxy, things like that.

      Camden cleared his throat and then said, “My wife and daughters were kidnapped in El Paso.  We believe they may have been taken over the border into Juárez.”

      “There are a lot of kidnappings that take place in and around Juárez, Mr. Fox.  Have you spoken with the authorities?”

      “I was directed by Damien to call you first.”

      “That’s curious,” he said.

      “My daughters are sixteen, twelve, and eight years old.  Do you have any idea what happens to girls their age in Juárez, Mr. Wentworth?”

      “I am acutely aware of what happens to girls that age all around the world, especially in Juárez.  They auction them off to sadists in other countries, whore them out, or use them in snuff films they later sell, making millions in the process if the kill is gruesome enough.”

      The sleeping girl was suddenly awake, pulling the blankets tighter than ever.  She looked over at him like she didn’t know if he was a businessman, a playboy, or a monster.

      Two of the three are right, he thought, looking back at her.

      The bathroom door finally opened and another girl appeared, nearly naked.  He recognized her right away as the girl he had taken home.

      “Will you excuse me for one moment, Mr. Fox, I’m afraid you caught me in the middle of a delicate situation I must quickly remedy so that I can give you my full attention.”

      “If you’re busy,” Camden said, sounding impatient.

      “I was busy when you called me, Mr. Fox.  I’m about to clear my slate.”

      “Every minute is a matter of life and—”

      “If you haven’t the patience to navigate a phone call, Mr. Fox, then you might not have the patience to see this through—”

      “My patience is already worn thin,” Fox said.

      “With all due respect, please let me get to another room—”

      “Time is wasting,” Fox snapped.

      “Mr. Fox, kindly shut the fuck up for two minutes or I will leave you to the men and women who handle this sort of thing but never really get anywhere.  They will listen to you speak of the merits of ‘wasted time’ in a kidnapping situation with smiles on their face, but I will not.  If you want to procure my services, you’ll need to exercise more patience than you are now.”

      “I don’t even know why I called you—”

      “Because I’m the best there is and I can work on short notice.”

      “Fine, I’ll wait,” he conceded.

      So now he was standing in the nude with two twenty-somethings looking at him and wondering just what the hell he did for a living.

      He muted the phone then said, “Ladies, it’s time to get dressed, leave me your numbers, and make sure your schedules are clear for dinner this evening.”  Both girls smiled.  He turned to the one he didn’t know and asked, “Were we together last night?”

      “We all were,” the girl he knew said.  He was fairly certain her name was Stacy, but he couldn’t quite remember.

      “And how was I?” he asked.

      “Fantastic,” Stacy said with a sly smile.

      “What’s your name, dear?” he asked the girl he didn’t know.

      “Emily.  I’m Stacy’s friend.”

      “Emily, I hope to enjoy you when I haven’t had too much absinthe, so we must do this again.”

      “I was good, too, by the way,” Emily said with a tired smile.  “We’re not in a rush though, unless you need us out.”

      “Let me think about that one and get back to you,” he replied with mischievous delight.

      He quickly grabbed a towel from the bathroom, wrapped it around himself, and started for the kitchen where he’d definitely need to put on a pot of coffee.  Before leaving, he said, “If you two want to shower together, let me know, I’d like to watch when I’m done, or possibly even join you.”

      “If we do that,” Stacy said, “we’ll wait for you first.”

      “Splendid,” he grinned.

      He walked into the large chef’s kitchen overlooking the pool, the backyard, and the rather expensive views beyond.  He texted a quick inquiry to Codrin Pichler, his Romanian hacker, with “911” attached, then said, “Okay, Mr. Fox, tell me everything that happened and spare me no details big or small, for I’m going to assemble a hostage rescue team right away and send them to either El Paso or Juárez depending on what you say next.”

      Over the next few minutes, the congressman told Leopold everything that happened, where it happened, and then he provided Leopold with the contact information for his bodyguard, Tyler Vandecourt.

      As Leopold was jotting this information down in shorthand, he heard the girls coming down the hallway.  He turned and saw them walking hand in hand dressed only in panties and half shirts.  The two of them wandered into the kitchen, both girls eyeing him seductively.  He knew he should not have picked them so young and he shouldn’t have invited them back to his house but alas, he was overtaken by the absinthe and the demons such a powerful concoction unleashed.  Regardless of the myriad of questionable decisions, his heart still fluttered at the sight of them.

      He put his finger to his lips to keep them quiet.  They giggled quietly as they sauntered by, one of the girls trailing a finger across his butt as the two of them headed for the large pocket doors leading out to the pool.  Once they were outside, they dipped their toes in the pool, then sat down and lowered their legs into the water.

      “When you said you could get a hostage rescue team out here,” Camden asked, “how quickly are we talking?”

      A beep on his phone alerted him to an incoming text.  He quickly opened the text and read the contents.  After that, he said, “I can have my team rendezvous with Tyler in El Paso tonight.  You and Tyler can then fill my team in on this and anything else you deem pertinent to finding your family.”

      “We need to talk compensation,” Camden said.

      “Yes, we do.”

      “I need you to understand that I am a civil servant, that my salary is roughly one-hundred-and-fifty-six-thousand dollars a year and that my wife is a full-time mother.”

      “First off, I know your account balances, both here and offshore, and this isn’t the time to play games with money.  I will not overcharge you because I know what you’re worth, nor will I undercut the price because I know what you’re worth.”

      “Knowing these things is not legal, Mr. Wentworth.”

      “If you want legal, then go deal with the cops.  Damien qualified you before you made this call because he is not a fool.  I qualified you while I was on this call because I am not a fool.  If you want your wife and kids back, it’s going to cost you.  If you want to leave the work to the FBI task force and hope they somehow garner cooperation from Obrador’s new Guardia Nacional, be my guest.  But half of those corrupt sons of bitches won’t lift a finger for you because no one does squat about kidnapped girls in Juárez but pay lip service to their mysterious efforts in front of a camera.”

      “You make it sound so cut and dry,” Camden muttered.

      “What you need to know about Juárez as it relates to your particular situation, as well as COVID and the border crisis, is that all of these narco-trafficking cells lost a ton of money when the southern border wall was built.  The border patrol got their big new wall and a whole host of high-tech tools by which to enforce our nation’s new laws.  The busiest countries, the cartels, and the coyotes had an administration who told them they couldn’t come here, that they would be sent right back to Mexico.  That was before COVID.  When the pandemic shut the border down completely, not only did human smuggling all but dry up, the cartels were unable to get drugs into America.  Do you know what happens to businesses when they have product to sell without their regular distribution channels intact?”

      “The big businesses eat the little businesses, turf wars escalate, and after that, there are but a few main competitors who will carve out new distribution channels.”

      “Sort of.  Juárez is a self-inflicted wound.  They have almost one-hundred-thousand drug users, seven thousand drug dealers, and a host of cartels that can’t stop killing each other.  The cops are either extra dirty or sparkling clean, but they are at war with each other because President Obrador, like our former president, is a change agent who can’t stand corruption.  The city has one and a half million souls in it and it is in constant turmoil.  What do you think that means for little girls and kidnapped wives?”

      “New distribution channels,” Camden said.

      “But to where?”

      “Middle-eastern countries, some European markets—”

      “Now that the border is wide open and the trade routes are active and virtually unregulated, take the new demand and add it to the old demand with renewed distribution channels and what do you get?”

      “A crap ton of demand but without the supply to match,” Camden said with despair in his voice.  “I know that it’s simple economics but the repercussions are frightening.”

      “It helps that you understand economics.”

      “I understand economics just fine,” Camden said.

      “Well, then you’re one of the few politicians who does.”

      “There aren’t many of us.”

      “Drugs, women, weapons…now that things have changed in America, everyone’s buying.  You’re a smart man, Camden.  You know what happens next.”

      Outside by the pool, the girls took off their tee-shirts and underwear then they stood and dove headfirst into the heated waters.  He turned his back to them hoping to maintain his concentration.

      “I guess I do,” he said, even though his tone would suggest that he had just come to this conclusion moments ago.

      “The girls will sell for a premium and they’ll sell quickly.  If you think for one minute that I don’t understand the importance of time in this matter, you’re sorely mistaken.  I understand it well enough to know that you can’t wait for local and federal authorities to coordinate their activities and react on an international level.  You need someone to hop the border and get started immediately.  That’s why Damien had you call me.  He knows this, too.”

      “You make it sound hopeless,” Camden said.

      “You need skilled operators to slip into Juárez under the cover of night and lay waste to these monsters.  These operators must be free from international rules and they must respond with savage force.  I have those operators and they possess such a skillset.  Local law enforcement and the FBI don’t, which means you don’t.  What I’m offering you here are recovery and retribution.  So now that we’re clear on the lay of this land, I expect you to understand the risk on my part versus the reward on your part enough to not make an issue of the price.”

      “Which is?” Camden asked.

      “Well, here’s where I told a little white lie,” Leopold said.  “The price will be ten million, but you only have a little over seven million in all of your accounts.  Where I lied was in saying I wouldn’t back off the price if I knew you couldn’t afford it.  I’m going to make an exception.”

      “I appreciate that, but why would you do that when you explicitly said you wouldn’t?”

      “It’s not because I need the money.  I don’t need it at all.  And it’s not because my operators need work.  They don’t.  I’m doing this for Sydney, Callie, Zoey, and Maisie.”

      “How did you know their names?” Fox asked.

      “The minute I said I needed to clear my slate, I began working.  For you, I will do the job for four million with one million good-faith money up front.”

      “I can’t get that amount right away.”

      “You have to transfer offshore money, I understand.  And that kind of money doesn’t transfer into the United States so easily.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “It so happens I have a small account at the same Swiss bank as you, Mr. Fox.  Migros Bank.  We can do the transfer without issue tomorrow.  If you agree to the price and the transfer of funds, I will put my team to work immediately.”

      “I’m in agreement,” he said quickly.

      “There is no backing out of this, Camden.  Once you’re in, you’re in for the duration and I need you to understand that.”

      “What if something bad happens to my family?” he asked.

      “Something bad already happened to your family.”

      “What if they want ransom money?”

      “Let me handle that.”

      “I can’t pay them and you at the same time,” Camden said.  He was starting to sound a little worried.

      “I will make you two promises,” Leopold assured him.  “First, when we begin, you will have the most qualified assets in the country working for you.”

      “And second?”

      “If you do not follow through with your payment, I will personally cut off your head and bury it in a burlap sack at my vacation home in Switzerland.”

      “I agree to those terms,” Camden said less enthusiastically but without hesitation.

      “I will forward you my account information with Migros Bank in the next few minutes.  Make sure the transfer is complete by tomorrow or I will be coming after you.”

      “I understand,” Camden said.  “And, thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet.  Your life is about to get really, really rough,” Leopold said.  “Before you go, I need your contact information.”

      The congressman gave Leopold the name of the hotel where he was staying in El Paso as well as his room number.

      “I’ll have someone there by midnight,” Leopold said in conclusion.  “Stay up no matter how tired you are.  And let Tyler know we’re on our way and that he should be there as well.”

      “Mr. Wentworth,” Camden, his voice desperate and emotional, asked “can you guarantee me their safety?”

      “No,” Leopold said.  “But I will guarantee their return.”

      For a second, Leopold thought he heard the man gulp.  Leopold didn’t have a vacation home in Switzerland—although he could if he wanted to—and he wouldn’t decapitate the man if he didn’t keep up his end of the deal.  That was just a bluff.  But if the congressman fell short of any of his promises, Leopold would leave it up to the team on how they wanted to proceed.

      Estella would gut him like a pig, but she was a psycho about things like that, so maybe he’d leave it up to Yergha.  He was the more level-headed of the two and would likely break a lot of the man’s bones.  He’d probably enjoy the hell out of it, though.  After all, Yergha only got into this business because Leopold promised him he could hurt and maybe even kill a few crooked politicians.
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        SYDNEY FOX

      

      

      

      “What are you going to do to my daughters?” Sydney asked, her voice sounding so lost, so far away.  When Santiago refused to answer her, she got louder.  “Where are you taking them?”

      “They’re going here and there,” Santiago said with the lackadaisical wave of a hand.  “Follow me.  I want to show you the house.”

      When she didn’t move, one of Santiago’s goons stepped up behind her and said, “He isn’t asking.”

      She turned and appraised the man.  He was at least seven feet tall and big—mostly muscle, but some fat, too.  And mean looking.   Good God, the look in his eyes was terrifying!

      “Go,” he growled, looking down his nose at her.

      There was a sickness in this man’s eyes Sydney couldn’t dismiss, a clenching of the jaw, a grinding of his molars that could only be described as raw hatred restrained.  For a second, he was looking at her like he wanted to pull her apart the same way some kids pull the legs off spiders.  She refused to look at him a moment longer.

      The mansion before her boasted beautiful views of the city below, but there were also several hillsides around them and the face of the mountain behind the house.  They were completely secluded and far enough away that no one could hear her scream.  As she walked toward the house, she heard only the sounds of a calm, quiet desert interrupted by the faraway barking of either a coyote or someone’s dog.

      Inside the massive home, Santiago strutted through the interior common areas showing her the chef’s kitchen, the expansive living room, the doors that opened to a huge outdoor pool with the mountains as a part of the backdrop.  And then he showed her the bedrooms.

      “There are fifteen rooms in all,” he said as they walked down a long tall corridor with arched ceilings and soft up-lighting.  “The master bedroom is the best room, of course.  But thirteen of the fifteen rooms are for guests.”

      “Guests?” she heard herself ask.

      “A lot of people stay here, Mrs. Fox.  Some are distinguished guests while others are forced to stay here against their will.  And some merely end up here because I want them here.  They stay in the fourteenth room.  This is a junior suite, which is almost as nice as my master bedroom.  Guess which room you are getting?”

      “The worst of them all?” she mumbled.

      “The fourteenth room,” Santiago said, delighted.  “I know you are in pain, for the loss of a child, of children, can unleash a torrent of emotion, especially inside of a mother such as yourself.”

      “You have no idea what I’m feeling,” she seethed.

      “True,” he replied.  “I was married once, and I had a child, too, a little boy.  Oh, the dreams I had for that child!”

      “Is he dead?” she asked, pumping cruelty into her voice.

      He paused, then stopped and faced her.  “As a matter of fact, he is.  Both my son and my wife have passed.  You might be wondering if this happened as a result of my…occupation, but it was not that at all.  My son caught my wife having an affair with a friend of mine.  He failed to inform me of this…indiscretion, this…betrayal.  My son’s mother poisoned his brain with threats and fear, eventually turning him against his own father’s interests.  But then my brother found out.  If not for his loyalty, his honor, I might never have known.  He came to me right away because he is a good brother and that’s what brothers do for each other.”

      “What happened to your family?” she asked, wanting him to get to the point.

      “I slaughtered them.  It was the saddest day of my life.”

      She swallowed, horrified.  “I bet,” she said softly.

      “I could have killed them with dignity, you know?  Two bullets to the chest, one to the head.  Then I thought, where is the suffering in that?  Where is the real payback?  At that time, my heart had been so full of love, of life.  Then she burned those emotions from me.”  He put his hand over his heart and said, “She turned this soft organ tissue into…into fucking tire tread.  My heart once beat with adoration for my wife and son, but the moment I learned the truth, hatred and the need for vengeance shoved any and all love from my broken heart.”

      “What did you do to them?” she asked, looking directly into his eyes for the first time.

      “I took their lives with a chainsaw,” he said without an ounce of emotion.

      “You’re a monster,” she heard herself say, unable to exert any control over her emotions, or the loathing he inspired in her.  “A beastly, foul, horrible creature.”

      He blinked away the memory and focused on her face as he came back to the present moment.  “I am but one of the beasts of Juárez, Sydney.  We are many—too many to count—and we have no feelings, no remorse, no ambition but to corrupt others for a profit.  Drugs, prostitution, human trafficking, sex trafficking, murder…this is what I sell, and sales are good.”

      “There is no honor in that,” she argued.

      “Not for you there isn’t.”

      “Not for anyone!” she retorted.  “Unless you’re sick in the head.”

      “I traffic in the kind of darkness a woman like you will only know in her dying moments.  My occupation is the thing you never discuss in polite society, the trade that fuels the deepest corners of this world.  I am the distribution channel and the seller, the buyer and the killer.  I do it all in this black market, which is something your civilized world has no clue about.  But it will.  We have quietly invaded the United States, gathering power in the streets, paying influence to police and politicians alike, corrupting judges, and creating sellouts in congress.  Of course, you will never know about that world because that was never your scene.  But it is now.  You’re in my world, and in my world, you don’t beg for your life, you beg me to end it.  If you can’t see the honor in that, then you are blind, foolish, or just plain stupid.”

      “This is a large house,” she heard herself say.

      She had to say something to keep her mind off of his cruel words, for this malevolent demon was unfolding its leathery wings before her like some ferocious nightmare taking shape.

      Smiling, sloughing off the darkness that seemed to have taken hold of him, he said, “My house is ten thousand square feet.  Do you like it?”

      “It’s too garish for me,” she replied, no longer concerned with offending him.  “All of this shiny crap is just a man trying to prove he has taste when in reality he amounts to very little.  You staked your claim in the sinister world, Santiago.  Since when does the opinion of a woman even register with something like you?”

      “It doesn’t,” he replied.  “Let me show you the rest of the house and then I’ll show you to your room.”

      Santiago continued the tour telling her how his décor was better than everyone else’s décor and, despite her noted revulsion, a house of this size and design spoke to a man arriving at his place in the world.  As much as he seemed to be telling her about himself, she really didn’t know what kind of status he had in Juárez.  Was he the head of one of the local cartels?  Or was he just a hustler who saw a crack in the system he realized he could exploit?  Whatever the case may be, in her estimation he was just another godless, narcissistic prick trying to pretend he wasn’t a blight on the ass-end of humanity.

      The thing that bothered Sydney about Santiago was not the love affair he was having with himself.  It was that after completely unraveling her life, he had the gall to talk about fabrics and dynasties and how much this or that thing cost.

      Making matters worse, the same seven-foot creature that looked at her with such disdain only moments ago was now walking behind her with his gun pointed directly at the back of her head.

      “I won’t run if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said over her shoulder, “so you don’t need to keep that thing pointed at me anymore.”

      “You don’t have it in you to flee, and even if you did, where would you go?” Santiago turned and asked.  “To find your daughters?”  He erupted in a brief but hearty bout of laughter.  “One-and-a-half-million people living in Juárez, many of them of the criminal sort.  Do you know what criminals are good at, Mrs. Fox?”

      “Covering their tracks,” she said, unamused.

      “Precisely,” he replied.  “That’s why you’ll never find your daughters.

      “People will come for you, Santiago.  I’m not just some daft blonde who went missing on a Saturday afternoon.”

      Santiago waved his hand like he didn’t care about that.  “Do you know why Jose has a gun pointed at your head?” he asked with a pleasant smile.

      “Because he’s protecting you?” she asked.

      “Ha!  Protecting me from what?  From you?  What could you do to me that I wouldn’t do back to you a thousand times worse?”

      “Then why?” she asked.

      “Jose is holding a gun to your head because he likes to kill women.”

      Somehow, this didn’t surprise her.  The way the fiend had looked at her earlier said it all.  “Oh, he’d be a hit in America.”  Behind her, she heard the hulk of a man grunt out a laugh.  She glanced over her shoulder for just a second then said, “Yeah, they love it there if you don’t like women.”

      “Ah yes, your silly cultural upheaval.”  To Jose, Santiago said, “They hate straight white men in America.  Right now, women and minorities are assuming control to the detriment of white people, as it should be.”  Now he looked at Sydney.  “White men are shit.  White women who like white men are shit, too.  Your little girls are shit, except for what we can do with them, and what others can do to them.  If you haven’t figured it out yet, the only worth you have left is as a commodity that men like me, heathens like me, live to exploit.  We do it because we can, because it makes us truckloads of money.  And Jose?  He isn’t in it for the money as much as he wants the experience of making people like you die.”

      She felt that awful pain expanding if that was even possible.  Where a deep and poignant sense of detachment kept her from suffering the true depths of her emotions, there was still a part of her that knew these men were speaking from a place of truth.  They would turn the world over with their wickedness at the cost of everything, even their very souls, and they wouldn’t even think twice.

      “Every minute I tell Jose no, that he can’t shoot you, or rape you, or hack you into pieces and throw you to the dogs, is an additional sixty seconds that you get to live.  So rather than thinking you’re being held hostage, why don’t you try to understand that every single minute you are allowed to breathe, it’s because I gave you that minute.”

      That motherly instinct to find her girls, to save them, and to get the hell out of there, was a slowly dying flame.  She fought to summon her courage and her resourcefulness, but the truth was simple.  There was nothing she could do to save herself or her girls.  Where would she even start?  Where had her daughters been taken?  What was happening to them at this very moment?  The fact that they’d been separated was a truly daunting thought, one that brought her to a state of such crippling paranoia she wanted to fall to her knees and scream until her lungs were raw.

      Sydney turned and looked at Jose one more time.  He glared at her with eyes cold enough to freeze water.  She hated him immediately.  But would killing him even matter?  Would killing anyone in this house matter?  Even if she succeeded, she still wouldn’t know where to find her children.  The one thing she had left, the only thing of value to her, was the ball of rage quietly building inside of her.  If she attacked either of the men around her, it would be for her own selfish pleasure now that the girls were gone.

      So with that, Sydney rushed Santiago, jumped on his back, and snaked her arms and legs around him.  In the same fluid, vengeful movement, she bit down onto his ear so hard that when Jose tore her off the man, it was just what she needed to rip away that one piece of Santiago he couldn’t get back.

      Jose not only grabbed her, but he also threw her to the ground so hard that the expulsion of air caused her to spit out the ear.  The red chunk landed somewhere on her chest.  She tasted the man’s blood right before the two of them started kicking her.

      As she curled up and took their unrelenting abuse, as spikes of pain drove into her side with each and every shot, she wondered if she had earned the right to be killed.  Without her girls, she didn’t care if she died.  Death was, in fact, preferable to living without them.  But death was not what these monsters had in store for her.

      Instead, Jose reached down and began to rip and tear the clothes from her body.  The brutality of the attack was so frenzied and vicious, she could mount no defense.  The whole demeaning experience rattled her beyond measure.  When her clothes were finally torn off and tossed aside, when the two men stood back huffing and puffing and out of breath, she pushed herself to her feet like a beaten animal with hardly any fight left, and then she stomped on the piece of Santiago’s ear where it lay beside her.

      Jose took out a blade then walked up to her.  She couldn’t run, let alone stand much longer.  He wrapped his mammoth hand around her throat, his fingers digging into her flesh.  He forced her to stare into his dead eyes as he cut away her bra and panties.

      “A man like you could never get laid on your own,” she hissed.

      Santiago grabbed her by her arm and dragged her out into the backyard where the other guards had perfect views of her naked body.

      There, in front of the pool, he held her in a controlled chokehold while Jose used his blade to cut away her beautiful, shoulder-length blonde hair.  When they were done with her, she was left with mostly stubble cut down to the base of her scalp, with a few longer strands remaining because they made her look ugly.

      Santiago pushed her off of him, letting her stand on her own two feet humiliated, disrespected, assaulted.  She did not tuck her head in shame, nor did she turn and submit to these two sadistic Neanderthals.  Instead, she met the eye of every single guard looking at her.  They seemed to take no pleasure from what had just been done to her, yet they stared at her parts like this was the first time they’d seen a naked woman’s body.

      “How pathetic,” she said, loud enough for them to hear.

      The strange thing was, other than pity, she felt nothing.  No shame, no fear, no anger.  Even the immense amount of pain hobbling her body served only to dull her emotions.  Whatever feelings she had left she had wept out as her daughters disappeared before her very eyes.  When they took Callie, Zoey, and Maisie, these behemoths literally took everything.

      Slowly, she turned her gaze on Santiago, who had blood running down the side of his jawline from his chewed-off ear.  He glared at her with rancorous, hateful eyes.  Her eyes were soft now, the fight gone, the most ferocious parts of her stamped down and dead.  And then she smiled, wondering if the blood in her teeth would make her look savage and formidable.

      “You have no idea what you just did to yourself,” Santiago hissed, touching the torn edges of his ear.  “The things I’m going to do to you…”

      From a few feet away, she drew up whatever blood and saliva mixture she had in her mouth and she spit it at him.  The blood loogie landed wet and slimy on his otherwise nice clothes.  He flicked the nasty blob off of his shirt and then he punched her right in the face.  She saw his fist coming milliseconds before it smashed her in the mouth.  Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do but take the shot, fall down, and black out.
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        SYDNEY FOX

      

      

      

      The man known to her only as Jose carried her nearly unconscious body back into Santiago’s house, laid her down in the shower, and then turned on the water.  He didn’t regulate the temperature to make it comfortable for her, he just turned the water on hot.  Did he know she had regained consciousness?  Is that why he did this?  When her skin started to burn, when she realized with full cognition what was happening, she scrambled back into the corner out of the way of the scalding water.  Then, painfully, she pulled herself up and turned everything off.

      “Mr. Cardenas wants you clean,” Jose said in clunky English.

      She covered her privates with her arms and said, “I’ll clean myself if you promise to go out.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “At least turn around,” she said.

      “I will look at Instagram,” he grumbled, “or check my email.”

      She stood and turned the water back on, running it as hot as she could without burning herself.  Her hope was that by steaming the glass she would get some measure of privacy.  With her back facing him and the pain in her ribs and along her spine returning too quickly she started to cry.  The clear water hit her battered body, but red-tinged water ran into the drain.  As badly as she had been abused, the ache in her heart rivaled all the other pain she suffered, which was why she wanted nothing more than to give herself over to the sorrow.

      Just when she found a small, private place in her head to let go, she heard the manufactured sound of a camera shutter opening and closing.  Did Jose just take her picture?  She turned and saw his cell phone camera pointed at her.  Glaring at him, instantly outraged, she covered herself with her hands and hissed, “You soulless prick.”

      He looked at the photo and then he turned the screen around to face her.  She wiped away the steam that had gathered on the glass and looked at a picture of her legs, her butt, and her back.

      “Even though I am not a fan of women,” he said, “I am a fan of women.”

      With no choice but to endure yet another violation, Sydney stepped back into the hot water and seethed.  Turning away, unwilling to let him see that he’d gotten to her, she let her tangled emotions run free.

      The tightness in her lower lip, the white-hot pain in her gums and teeth, told her she was cut from where she’d been punched.  The surrounding tissue was now swelling.

      She splashed a little water on her face then watched as small trails of red ran between her breasts and down the front of her body.  Licking her tongue over her lips, she located the source of the bleeding.  Santiago had split her lip when he punched her.  But the pain wasn’t isolated to just her face, her torso, and her legs.  The back of her head hurt, too.

      Gingerly, she ran a hand over a rather large lump.  After Santiago knocked her out, had she fallen on the pool decking?  She crying started again.  This time she couldn’t help it and she couldn’t stop it.

      When the shower was sufficiently steamed, when she couldn’t see Jose in detail anymore, she told herself that he couldn’t see the details of her either.  That’s when she soaped down, shampooed her butchered head of hair, and let herself think of the girls.  The agony spread inside of her like fast-acting cancer.  She fell into fits of sobbing that were even worse than before.  Whatever she was dealing with here at Santiago’s house was bad, but she imagined her girls were dealing with far worse elsewhere.

      She slumped down in the corner of the shower in a heap, pulled her knees to her chest, and circled her arms around her shins.  What had Camden done so badly that he could let this happen to his family?  It wasn’t his fault, though.  She knew that.  He was just a politician in today’s world trying to do what he thought was right for the safety and security of America.  There was no way he could have known his efforts would produce this or he would have resigned in an instant.

      The shower door opened and Jose stood there.  She glanced up enough to see his boots and the front of his pants.

      “You’re wasting hot water,” he said.

      “You’re letting out my steam,” she retorted, wiping her eyes.

      He stepped inside the shower, startling her.  Instead of assaulting her again, he reached out and shut off the water.  Sydney remained where she was until he threw a towel at her and said, “You think it’s bad now but it’s going to get worse.  You are lucky he let you shower.”

      She took the towel, started to dry herself off, then stood only when Jose shut the glass door and went back to sitting on the toilet seat.

      When she was ready, he handed her some clothes she hadn’t even known had arrived, complete with underwear, a bra, socks, and shoes.

      “These are all my size,” she said in disbelief.

      “Mr. Cardenas is good with details and he is a proficient planner.”

      “He bought these for me?” she asked.

      “Last week,” Jose replied.

      An icy chill raced down her spine, the cold spreading to the connecting tissue.  How long had these men been planning to take her and the girls?  Sydney had just learned they were going to El Paso last week, but apparently, Santiago knew this as well.  What the hell was going on?

      “Why did you take me and my daughters?” she asked.

      “Because we could.”

      “How did you know we’d be in El Paso?”

      He looked away, glanced back down at his phone, and then he said, “We’re just lucky, I guess.”

      “You said Santiago is a proficient planner, that he is good with details.  You don’t just wing something like this.  And you certainly don’t plan for someone’s arrival before they even decide to be someplace.  Not unless this is part of a larger plan already in the works.”

      “Your daughters are gone, Mrs. Fox.  You are never going to see them, your husband, or the United States ever again.  That is the only thing you need to know.”

      “That is also what makes me so dangerous,” she said in a moment of pure, unbridled anger.

      He stood up fast, ripped the towel off of her body, then grabbed her head with a giant hand and drove her face into the mirror.  Her cheek, half of her nose, and one eye were shoved so hard into the glass she was surprised it hadn’t cracked.  He kept her pressed against the mirror.  And then this frothing-at-the-mouth maniac leaned forward so close, she felt the warmth of his breath upon her.  Her pulse quickened as Jose peered down into her one available eye.

      “Do you really think you are dangerous in this world?  To people like us?  Because that kind of thinking will get you killed in a hurry,” he said.  “You only live because we let you live.  You only get privacy because we allow it.  You will only be spared from suffering if we decide you’re not worth the effort.  But guess what?  After biting off part of Mr. Cardenas’s ear, and now trying to play tough titties with me, your suffering might just be worth the effort.”

      With that, he pulled her face off the mirror then slammed it into the glass again, making her world go black for a split second.  When she came back around, her head was spinning ever so slightly.  Was he even aware of his strength?  Did he even care what he was doing to her?

      “I’d think with what you’re about to go through, you’d be smarter than this,” he said calmly into her ear.

      “You don’t even see me as human, do you?” she asked, her face still shoved into the mirror.

      He started to laugh, and then he laughed even harder.  “You’re not even a dog to us,” he said.

      “Nor are you to me,” she retorted, her anger getting the best of her.

      He held her there, looking into that one eye just long enough to make his point—that he was in control of her—and then he let go.

      “Get dressed before Mr. Cardenas thinks I’m doing something with you that I shouldn’t be doing.”

      “Am I off-limits to you?” she asked, grabbing hold of the edge of the sink to keep from falling over.

      “Yes, but not for sex,” he answered.  “That’s not something I want with you or any other woman if that’s what you’re worried about.  It’s the killing that’s off-limits to me.  Well, until it’s not.”

      She put on her underwear and bra, and then she asked, “Are you going to be the one to kill me?”

      “I thought so until you did what you did to Mr. Cardenas,” Jose said with deep sorrow.  “Now he may want to kill you himself.  Or maybe not.  He is the kind of man who appreciates a strong woman.  He likes the challenge.”

      She pulled on her pants, which fit nicely, and then her blouse, which was the perfect size for her frame.  When she was done, she slipped on her socks, laced up her shoes, then looked up at him with nothing more to say.

      “Mr. Cardenas will want to see you now,” he said.

      The two of them walked out into the hallway, a long wide hallway replete with full-sized statues, decorative vases set in perfectly-sized wall niches, expensive paintings, and all number of ornate and foreign décor.

      In his rather large office, Santiago Cardenas sat at a presidential-sized desk facing the open doorway.  Looking up, he said, “Behold, the princess.”  He said this with a fair amount of sarcasm.  “Although a princess would never have such disastrous hair, nor would she attempt to eat someone who was still alive.  But I digress.”

      “How’s the ear?” she asked, aware that her stylish clothes stood in direct contrast to her butchered hair.

      He looked up at her, held her gaze for a long time, and let out a chuckle.  Fixed to his ear was a large white bandage from where Sydney had Mike Tysoned him earlier.  Making mention of it was her way of saying she could go toe-to-toe with his sarcasm any day.

      “She’s all clean, boss,” Jose said.

      “Were there any problems with her?”

      “No boss.”

      “Come here, Sydney,” Santiago said.  “Pull that chair over here next to me so that I can show you something.”

      “Sir?” Jose asked, the rest of the question being unspoken.

      Santiago nodded.  Jose then joined the three of them behind Santiago’s desk where there was a large computer monitor with what looked like an online human auction going on.

      “Do you know about the dark web?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Sydney said.  “It’s a place for perverts, pedophiles, drug dealers, and hackers, free from the prying eyes of the NSA and the US government.”

      “Oh, it’s so much more than that,” Santiago purred.

      She felt the metal end of Jose’s gun press against the back of her head.  Now she knew what Jose had been asking his boss a moment ago.  He wanted to know if he should protect Santiago from her.  The fact that he was there told her that Santiago was worried about her.

      Looking at all of those precious faces on the monitor felt like a boot stomping on her heart, her lungs, her stomach.  There were little boys’ and girls’ faces, all lined up like playing cards, all of them with the same look—a forced smile.

      This was indeed a human auction.

      Her mind went into a frenzied state, a terrified frenzy where she knew that if she saw any of her daughters there, her mind would tear itself into pieces.  How many times must it fracture before enough was enough?  How many blows could she take to her emotions before she could no longer function?  If they were trying to break her, it was working.

      “I don’t see your daughters here,” Santiago said like he was disappointed, “but when I do we will see what this little expedition has netted us.”

      Her mouth moved, not to speak, but to quiver in horror, almost like she was beyond words, beyond regular functioning.  Her instincts flared with animal rage, but they were quickly tempered by that same, crushing sense of helplessness.  She was sitting next to what she feared might be the head of a human trafficking cartel with a gun pressed to her head, a gun held there by a man who hated women enough to want to kill them for his own sick pleasure.  She never once felt like a victim in her life, but now…was she a victim now?  Hell yes.  Was she powerless?  She was, in every sense of the word.  Was there anything she could do?  Slowly, dutifully, her body told her no, which was why she didn’t go after Santiago Cardenas this time.

      Her eyes stung with salty liquid, little pinpricks of sorrow that would soon become a flood of tears.  They got really glossy, swam for a moment, and then they spilled over as she looked at each of the children for sale.  These kids had mothers and fathers, and many of them surely had brothers and sisters who missed them, who would wonder what happened to them after they disappeared.  These were people she was looking at, human beings, alive.  They weren’t cattle, pigs, or horses meant for an auction block.

      The tears cascaded warm and heavy down her cheeks as she studied the expressions on their faces.  When the tears reached the end of her chin, they fell into her lap, soaking through the fabric into her skin.  She heard herself start to speak, but she was not in control of her words.  It was like they came on their own and she could do nothing to stop them.  “You don’t buy and sell kids unless you’re a disgusting freak.”

      Santiago slowly turned and locked eyes with her.  “I am a disgusting freak, Sydney Fox.  I would have thought Jose made that clear by now.”

      “You’re making it perfectly clear right now,” she said with a heart full of hatred.

      On the screen, there was an intermission in the list of human products for sale.  “This is the end of this particular block,” Santiago said.  “The next auction will start in fifteen minutes.  In that block, I am quite sure that we will see Zoey and Maisie.”

      A small, pained noise escaped her as her world began to collapse.

      “Before that, I feel like it’s time to speak to your husband.”  He picked up his cell phone and handed it to her.  “Dial his number then give me the phone.”

      She begrudgingly did as he asked.  When she heard Camden answer, Santiago said, “Mr. Fox, I have your wife and daughters.”

      She leaned toward the phone, hoping to hear what her husband was saying.  Camden asked what he needed to do to get them back.

      “You will need to transfer ten million dollars into my account.  It is a dummy account, a corporate cutout, so there is no need to try to find out who I am.  I only want you to know that I have what is most precious to you, and I am willing to let each of these precious creatures die a horrible death if you don’t give me what I want.”

      “But I don’t have that kind of money,” Camden said.

      “You have two days, Mr. Fox.  Sydney, say goodbye to your husband,” Santiago replied, turning the phone toward her.

      “Camden—” she started to say, and then Santiago hung up.

      The second he cut the line, Sydney suffered a violent, explosive reaction.  She drew her left arm in, tightened her hand into a fist then glanced sideways just enough to line up an elbow-shot right to his chin.  She did all of it in less than two seconds.  But then something hard slammed into the back of her head and everything went black once more.

      When she opened her eyes, all she saw was the blur of carpet.  It took her a moment to realize where she was and why she was face-down on the floor.  The pain came roaring back immediately.  Moving to try to get up, her head still swimming, she groaned and fell back again.  A minute or two later, she pushed herself into a seated position and looked around in a daze.

      “She has a head like concrete,” Jose told Santiago.

      With the end of his gun, he tapped her on the skull.  The pain sent shockwaves through her, causing her to wobble and reach out for something to hold on to.  It happened to be Santiago’s leg that she had grabbed.  He didn’t shake her hand off of him or complain.

      “Why did you hit me?” she asked, sounding drunk.

      “Because you are arrogant and you do not learn,” Jose said in response.  “You think you can just assert your will without significant consequence?  Well, I want to show you something.”

      She turned and looked up at him.  He was holding a rather large hunting blade.

      “I personally believe that it’s okay to hit you on the head a few times, but only if you’re going to learn.  But you are not learning, so it’s not okay to keep hitting you.  What will come next will be me cutting off pieces of you.  Maybe your fingers, your toes, maybe even your tits.  We will see how good or how bad you behave when the stakes are this high.”

      “I think you need to understand why you are here and what you need to do to get to safety,” Santiago said calmly.

      She felt that swirling darkness inside of her letting up a little bit.  Was he giving her a way out of this?  Was there also a way to get the girls back?  Or was this all a ruse to force her to behave?

      “How much do you love your daughters?” Santiago asked.

      Sydney started to cry at the thought of never seeing them again, of them being abused by scrupulous men, maybe even killed.

      “They are my life,” she said in a tortured tone.

      “How much does your husband love those three beautiful girls?” Santiago asked.

      Her eyes were streaming, her nose leaking as well.  She didn’t need to say anything that her personal anguish wasn’t already saying.

      “Most people think the cartels deal in drugs, weapons, and the trafficking of humans over the border.  Different cartels handle different trades, and some diversify.  Not us.  We move humans and that’s it.  This new border wall hurt us.  Then, when the pandemic caused a full shut down, whatever sex trafficking we could manage came to an immediate stop.  There was no way to move them through, not under the former president and his enhanced border patrol.”

      “Why do you keep tormenting me with the details of your work?” she asked.  “I don’t need to be sold on your persona anymore.  You’re a bad guy, one of the worst.  I hear you loud and clear.”

      “When we couldn’t traffic our stores of people over the border into your lovely, corrupt country, we began to sell them to other countries with less problematic travel restrictions.  But now, as of about a week ago, it has become rather easy to get people from America into Mexico and vice-versa.  Think of how easy it was to get you and your daughters into Juárez.  Other kids were taken, too.  Not just yours.  And not just from America.  We pull children from many other countries.  In fact, we have entire warehouses full of them.  And now that all the borders are open and everyone is vying for new product, our supply will not only sell fast, but it will also yield a higher price.  That is why your situation is so perfect for us.”

      “You’re sick,” she said, brushing her tears aside.

      “What we are is rich.  The safest, most available commodities are always the ones with the smallest profit margins.  But trafficking in kids?  They are on the radar when we take them, and they’re hard to transport unless you have a network of paid helpers.  And the things that can happen to them along the way?  The things people do to them?  Well, now, that is some truly diabolical shit.  Then again, it’s always the diabolical shit that pays the biggest dividends.”

      She turned away, unable to even look at him anymore.

      “When a person’s depravity sinks that low, when what they do is far more than even monsters like me can stomach, then what you have is a bunch of rich assholes and truly sadistic sons of whores who couldn’t tell right from wrong.”

      “Do you even look at their faces?” she asked, no longer biting back her tears.

      “Yes, I do, each one of them.  And do you know what I see?  I see dollar signs.  Some kids are worth more than others, but your kids, Sydney…your kids are going to fetch a premium.”

      She ached with every fiber of her being to go after him again.  She could take getting knocked on the head with a gun, but cut with a knife?  That was one of her worst fears, third only to being raped and having her kids taken from her.

      “We have become the hub for the sales and distribution of young women,” Santiago said.  “Jose is my enforcer and he likes to enforce.”

      “I don’t give a damn about your business,” she muttered.

      “You think I limit trafficking to just children?  They are far more profitable than adults, but a woman like you, even you being an old goat like you are, you have value as well.”

      “I’m hardly an old goat,” she said wiping her eyes again, the lids becoming raw to the touch.

      “Compared to your eight-year-old daughter, you are,” Santiago said.  “There are men who don’t have the taste for children but would pay to play with you for a while before killing you.”

      She looked at him, floored by his forthrightness, by his blunt and brutal honesty.

      “I bet your husband has not taken care of you in months.  He is, after all, a politician.  And everyone knows that politicians only take care of themselves.”

      “My husband is none of your business,” she said.

      “Actually, he’s exactly my business.  But I don’t want you to feel despondent.  I would like to give you hope that things will be okay.  I wanted to tell you this earlier, but you were rude, to say the least.”

      “For a reason,” she said.

      Touching the bandage on his ear, he said, “It can take time to move a girl like Callie, and children like Maisie and Zoey, from the auction block to the end-user.  Days, perhaps.  Maybe even a week, if we stall.  So here is my offer, the one you will convey to your husband.  If he brings me the money I request in the time that I request it, your children will survive this with their fingers, their toes, and their adorable little eyes.  But if your husband involves the authorities, if he tries to be a hero, the clock on your kids’ lives will run out.”

      “We aren’t rich people,” she said.

      “Nor are we greedy people.  But the men who will soon bid on your three daughters…well now, they have both money and desire.”

      “We don’t have ten million.”

      “If your husband fails to counter with some reasonable offer inside of our time frame, your girls will be sold to the highest bidders and then carted off to the farthest parts of the world where men who are not as nice as me—men who like little girls—will do unspeakable things to them.  And then, if your stupid husband still doesn’t cooperate, I will mail him pieces of you for years to come, that last piece being your heart because no man truly deserves the heart of a woman unless he earns it, right?”

      She sat there quaking, her soul shrinking so far inside of her that it almost seemed to have forsaken her.

      Santiago slapped her across the face so hard she lost her equilibrium, and then he screamed at the top of his lungs, “AM I RIGHT?”

      Holding her face where she’d been hit, she slowly nodded in reply.  “Yes, Santiago.  You’re right.”

      With that one slap, with the cumulative amount of contempt Santiago and Jose had shown her and her family, Sydney vowed that no matter what happened, no matter who survived, she was going to kill these two men.
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        LEOPOLD WENTWORTH

      

      

      

      Leopold told Stacy and Emily to play with each other a little while longer while he made some business calls.  Looking at the two twenty-somethings, he started feeling like a parent telling a friend’s daughters to behave.  This left him with an awkward feeling inside.  The girls were of legal age, of course, but they were also a welcome distraction.  He hadn’t run but two smaller ops in the last few months, which meant he was bogged down in the doldrums of his old life dealing with block-chain cryptography.  The money was good but the work he did was about as passionless as making toast or clipping your toenails.

      “Every man who reaches an elevated state of earnings finds himself in the same conundrum,” a New York socialite had told him on a date they’d gone on maybe a month or two ago.  “They need a big house, a handful of fast cars, and a pretty woman on their arm.  I want to be that pretty woman for you, Leopold.”

      “A fashionable man doesn’t have just one pretty woman on his arm,” Leopold countered playfully.  “If he wants more than one, he has them.  But maybe what he wants is peace and quiet, a little solitude.  In that case, having a woman will not suit him.  I suppose it depends on his ambitions at the time.  Surely you understand that.”

      “Of course,” she had said, eating her steak and savoring every bite.  “But you don’t strike me as a man who likes to go to bed alone.  At least that’s what I’ve heard.  Aren’t you at the age where having some permanence seems attractive?”

      “Not really, but maybe?  I won’t really know until I meet the right woman.”

      “That’s interesting,” she had said as she sipped her wine.

      “There is no way to determine who will be the right woman, or how that special connection will form.  It either will or it won’t.  I pray, for my own sake, that I make such a connection sooner rather than later.  If it doesn’t happen, I have other interests.”

      “You sound both hopeful and cynical,” she’d said, reaching across the table to take his hand.  The way she looked at him, her sapphire eyes hypnotic and the skin of her hand so soft, he nearly fell prey to her gravitational pull.  “After this, we should do coke together and fuck.”

      And that had done it.  All the hope he had garnered with her suddenly felt pointless.  Was true love even possible anymore?  Were the days of romantics gone, swallowed whole by this weird, completely unrecognizable new society?  After he and the socialite had a great two weeks together, they parted ways.  He tried not to rule out the possibility of true love somewhere down the road, but then this morning happened and he wondered if the age of addicts had replaced the age of romantics.  Dear God, what a dismal feeling!

      Then again, he couldn’t be too judgmental when he had woken up in bed with a stranger he was sure he had sex with who was now swimming naked in his pool with the girl he did remember bringing home so he could have sex with her.

      Perhaps he was just as soulless as everyone else.

      Outside, Stacy got out of the pool, her glistening body dripping wet.  “Leopold, is it okay if I sit here?”  The suggestive way she said it did a number on him.  He nodded his head in approval.  In reality, she didn’t need an answer, she just wanted his attention.

      Emily got out of the pool next, parted her friend’s legs, then moved in and put on a show for him.

      “You need to come join us, Leopold,” Stacy said before throwing her head back and letting out the most satisfied sigh.

      And this is the last time I get involved with girls in their twenties, he told himself.  Turning his back to them, he dialed Estella.

      “Yeah,” Esty said after answering on the first ring.

      “I need you,” Leopold replied.

      “Thank freaking Christ,” she replied.  “I’ve gone through as much dick as I’ll ever want, I’ve had ten facials at the spa in the last few months, and I replaced my entire wardrobe.  I’m dying to save someone, or kill someone.”

      “Well, then,” he replied, “you’re going to love this.”

      Leopold told her the job, holding back on some of the details while embellishing on others in an attempt to get her moving ASAP.

      “I’m on the next plane to El Paso,” she said.  “I’ll let you know my flight particulars when I get them.  Did you already speak to Yergha?”

      “You were my first call,” he said.

      “Aww, thanks, Leo,” she replied in a sweet voice she seldom used.  “But Yergha’s in love now, so you’ll have to let him know the—”

      “I don’t care if he’s in love or not,” Leopold said, turning back to the poolside show.  “We’re talking about three little girls and a missing wife.”

      “She’s a politician’s wife, Leo,” Estella said.

      “I know,” he said.  “And quit calling me Leo.  It’s Leopold.”

      Ignoring him, she said, “Yergha got into this business with the hope that he could kill some politicians, not save their families.”

      “Yeah, well maybe we work our way up to the politicians by way of the cartels and all the other scumbags.  You know as well as I do that more than a few of our elected officials are shady as shit.”

      “Yeah.  No kidding.”

      “As for Yergha’s current state, love is fickle.  It can turn on a dime.  So maybe, like you, Yergha’s desperate for work the same way you were desperate for work.”

      “You’re still mad that I didn’t do the Russia job,” Esty said.

      “I’m not mad,” he lied.  “I was more disappointed than anything.  But it was good that some guy was balls deep inside of you.  If not for you and your sexual escapades, I would not have expanded the team.”

      “Will they be joining us?” she asked.

      “Only if you say you can’t handle it, and then maybe only Kiera.  Atlas’s situation is…delicate, if not problematic.”

      “What’s his last name?” she asked.  “And why won’t you tell me anything about either him or Kiera?”

      “Compartmentalization is key when we’re new and, admittedly, a bit sloppy.  The goal is to get better with every job, but the jobs aren’t coming as quickly as I’d hoped, and with the amount of human filth operating in the world today, that’s pretty damn depressing.”

      “Spoken by a true hero,” she said.  “I’m batting my eyelashes at you, Leo.”

      “I asked you to stop calling me that,” he said thinking about how much he hated Atlas calling him that.  “Now book your flight and send me the details.  And if Yergha arrives close enough to your arrival time, be sure to pick him up.”

      “Roger that, big daddy,” she said, which for some reason made him laugh.

      “Leopold, I think I’m going to cum!” the girl in the pool squealed.

      “Who the hell was that?” Estella asked.

      “You’re not the only one with a personal life, Esty,” Leopold said, embarrassed.  “Book that flight and I’ll see you in Texas.”

      He hung up with Esty and called Yergha who answered promptly on the fifth ring.  This was far less prompt than Leopold expected when calling one of his assets.

      “Hello, boss,” Yergha said, the Pakistani sounding happy.  “Talk to me.”

      “I have a job for you,” he said.

      “Name the time and place, and I am on my way.”

      “I thought you were in love, that you might have found the one,” Leopold said.

      “I have decided to live my life as you do, being married to the things that make me happy, and not clinging so tightly to everything else.”

      “I thought women made you happy,” he said.

      “For a few nights,” Yergha said.  “But when I am alone, I dream of bigger things.  Then you don’t call or text and so I am forced to substitute women for my true passion.  The job, boss, that’s what I love.  Now tell me, who do I get to kill today?”

      “Not a politician,” he said.  “Not yet.”

      The man blew out an irritated sigh then said, “I was sure this call would be the call.”

      “Well, it’s not,” Leopold said.  “Besides, I’ve only called you three times, Yergha.  Think of this as a marathon, not a sprint.”

      “You have called three times and you have not allowed me this honor, this pleasure.”

      “In due time, my friend,” Leopold said.  “In due time.”

      “Alright, then.  Let me know where I need to be and I’ll be there.”

      “El Paso, Texas.”

      “Ah, dammit, Leopold.  That’s a dust bowl and they hate people like me there.”

      “No one even knows you well enough to hate you.”

      “True, but El Paso?”

      “I have alternatives to you now,” Leopold said.  “If you give me even an ounce of grief about the job, I will tell you to find another job.  This is how it works when the team expands.”

      “So it’s going to be like that?” he replied, his voice soft, hurt.

      “You knew it would be this way one day,” Leopold said.  “How are all of your broken bones?”

      “No longer broken.  I will be in El Paso shortly.  I’ll text you my flight information.”

      “Estella is going to meet you there.”

      “The one woman I actually want to sleep with is the one woman who won’t sleep with me on principle alone.”

      “Why do you want to sleep with her so badly?” Leopold asked.  Estella was gorgeous and hardcore but her attitude was usually crappy and she had the propensity to be mean.

      “Because she is the one girl who can get close enough to kill me.  And if she wanted, I just might let her.  I mean think about it.  The passion of a fight like that between two adversaries, along with the animal instincts to mate—”

      “I’m sure she doesn’t have those instincts for you,” Leopold said.

      “But if she did…”

      “She doesn’t,” he said with a grin.

      “And this is what makes me really want to kill.  Before I go, tell me the job.”  Leopold told him the particulars of the abduction, and that’s when he said, “So you tell me I can’t kill a politician, but that I have to save a politician’s kids, and his wife?”

      “Who are all innocent.”

      “I am shaking my head in disgust right now, Mr. Wentworth,” Yergha said.  “But I will do this job because I need the money.”

      “Need it or want it?”

      “Want it.”

      “Good, text me your flight information, and I don’t want to hear any more of your opinions on life, women, or even Estella from here on out.”

      “You say the word and it is done,” Yergha said, jubilant.

      “I just said the word, dumb-ass.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hung up, looked at the girls by the pool, and thought that they were both so lovely and so ready to go that it would be foolish to disappoint them any further.

      Walking outside, he removed his towel and said, “Ladies, you’re about to get the best ten minutes of my day so let’s make it worth it.”

      “Now that’s what we’re talking about, Mr. Wentworth,” Emily said as her head popped up from between Stacy’s thighs.
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        ZOEY FOX

      

      

      

      As Zoey and Maisie were dragged into a different vehicle and driven away from Callie and their mother, Zoey fought hard not to cry.  She was shoved into a bench seat next to Maisie.  Her baby sister’s face was whiter than normal, her eyes wide with terror.  This was by far the scariest thing that had ever happened to their family and it kept getting worse.  She didn’t know what to do, what was happening, or when her father would come and rescue them.

      When she could no longer see her mother, Zoey turned back around and glanced at Maisie.  Her younger sister was looking forward, stiff as a board, with the odor of urine from her pants starting to permeate the air.  The man on the other side of Zoey cracked a window pushing his head outside for fresher air.

      Half an hour later, they pulled into an industrial yard filled with junky cars and several large scrap piles of fabric.  The building at the center of the yard was big, like a warehouse, and it was ugly.  There was peeled white paint, the dull shine of metal, and more than a few large patches of rust.

      “Get out,” the man said to the girls when they stopped.  He was a big man with acne pits and a few lines of scarring on his knuckles and arms.  His black hair was thick and shiny, his mustache like a dead snake someone draped over his lip.

      Both she and Maisie got out of the vehicle.

      “Follow me,” the man said.

      The two girls walked through the dusty parking lot to the warehouse.  Zoey looked behind her and there was another man behind them making sure they didn’t run.  Where would she run?  With whom would she talk?  They were trapped in another country and they didn’t know the language.  That meant they wouldn’t run.

      Zoey believed that her and Maisie’s only hope for survival was to do exactly as these men said and hope that someone would come for them.

      Inside the warehouse, Zoey saw rows of what looked like standing desks full of strips of fabric.  Around twenty women, girls, and boys were working.  There were fluorescent lights strung up overhead along with open slats in the roof allowing for ventilation and natural sunlight.  The workstations were situated on the bare concrete floor.  Beside each station was a huge stack of fabric, presumably the day’s work.

      Zoey wasn’t sure what they were making nor did she understand why young kids were working.  One of the boys was a few years younger than Maisie and white.  Was he American?  He glanced up at Zoey and Maisie, but quickly returned his eyes to the task at hand.  He had a bruised cheek and a split lip.

      “Eyes forward,” the man who had driven them here shouted.

      Zoey made sure she kept her eyes forward.  She did so all the way into the office where an even uglier man sat behind a desk with the phone to his ear.  He was yelling at someone in Spanish.  When he was done, he slammed down the phone, looked up at the girls, and smiled the way you smile when everything just keeps getting worse.

      “Are you kidding me?” the man barked in passable English.

      “What?” the driver asked.

      This new monster studied the girls carefully then he drew a deep breath, blew out a hostile sigh, and looked back up at the man.  “Do you know who these two girls are?”

      “Boss doesn’t seem to care, so I don’t care.  I take them where I’m told to take them and I was told to take them here.”

      “Those are the kids of a US Congressman,” the man bellowed.

      “No kidding?” the driver asked, surprised.  He looked the girls over, cocked an eyebrow, and said, “All the same, they’re yours now.”  To the man who had been walking behind Zoey and Maisie, the driver said, “Ándele, Paco.”

      The two men disappeared leaving the girls with this new creature who did not want them, but who seemed to know them.

      “You weren’t supposed to end up here,” the man grumbled.

      Neither she nor Maisie said anything, so he stood up, walked around the desk, then leaned down and pulled the duct tape off of Zoey’s mouth.  She drew a breath from her mouth at long last.

      “Thank you,” she said.  “I was having difficulty breathing.”

      He went to Maisie and pulled off her duct tape, too.  She took a breath then looked at Zoey, almost as if Zoey’s actions dictated her actions.  If Maisie was as scared as Zoey, she sure wasn’t showing it.

      “I’m going to ask you some questions,” the man said.  “They may seem funny or even a bit uncomfortable but they are important to the men and women who will be interested in you.”

      “I want my mother,” Maisie said.

      “You will never see your mother again, little one,” the man said, now sounding more comforting and less riled.  “It is best to hold to the memories of her in your head.  No more interruptions, please.  Interruptions make me mad, and when I get mad, I tend to kill people.”

      “You can’t just kill people,” Maisie said.

      “Maybe not in your country, but over here, in this city, killing people is easy, especially little girls.  We have entire deserts filled with them.”

      Zoey vowed not to speak to the man again, not unless she was spoken to first.  At least, that’s what she told herself.

      “What is your name, dear?” he asked Zoey.

      “Zoey Fox,” she said.

      “Zoey, have you had your period yet?” he asked.

      She dipped her eyes and started to blush.  He said the questions were going to be uncomfortable, but he didn’t say he was going to be asking such personal questions.

      “C’mon, child.  A simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ will do just fine.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Have you ever had intercourse?”

      “Sex?”

      “Yes,” he said with a smile.

      “No,” she replied.

      “Have you started to grow breasts?  Do your nipples hurt?”

      Inside, she started to panic.  The man was disgusting, just the kind of creep her mother warned her about.

      “I can ask you or I can find out for myself.  As embarrassing as this is for both of us, there are price points on everything.  Our buyers have very specific tastes.  If I somehow mislabel you, if our buyer pays for one thing but gets another, a man like me ends up buried in the desert next to someone like you.  Now please, answer the question.”

      “My…they’re…I’m a little swollen there.”

      “Do they hurt?”

      “Sometimes,” she nodded.

      Has any adult touched your privates inappropriately?  I’m not talking about bathing you as a child or changing your diapers…”

      “No,” she said.

      “Have you ever performed any sexual activities with either girls or boys in your school?”

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “Anything involving their private parts or yours.”

      “I showed my friend where my…where my nipples hurt, but she said hers didn’t hurt.  They were still flat, so I told her maybe they would hurt soon, too.  Is that what you mean?”

      “Nothing with any boys?”  She shook her head.  “Good, that’s good.  I’m so sorry for having to ask such terrible questions but I have mouths to feed.  Daughters about the same age as you and a wife.”

      “Do any of them work here?” Zoey asked.

      “No,” he said quickly.  “And I hope they never do.”

      “Is it bad to work here?” Zoey asked.

      “It is very bad to work here.”

      “What is this place?”

      “A maquiladora, or a textile factory.  We assemble jeans that we export to other countries.  Knockoffs of American jeans that can be sold for half the price in American dollars and produced almost as low as those made in the Chinese factories.”

      “Will my sister and I be working here?” she asked.

      “For a little while.”

      She looked at Maisie, who was starting to tear up.

      “Don’t cry yet, little one,” the man said in a compassionate voice.  “You can do that when I’m done questioning you or when we’re done with the photographs.  After that, you’ll be working, so maybe you’ll have to wait until after you’re done with work to cry.  It’s okay, though.  You’ll have all the time you need.”

      “Are you going to ask her the same questions that you asked me?” Zoey asked.

      “As embarrassing as they are, yes, I will ask her the same questions.”

      “Then the answer is ‘no’ to all of them,” Zoey said.  “She is only eight years old.”

      He looked over and asked Zoey’s younger sister, “Is this true?”

      Maisie nodded then looked at her sister.  Zoey worked extra hard to keep her chin up and her eyes dry.  She couldn’t think of how they’d escape but she knew one thing for sure, her father was coming for her, and sooner or later, he would make them all pay for what they were doing.

      “Okay, then,” the man said, standing up.

      He put his hands to his lower back and pressed his belly out in some sort of stretch that old people do.  He didn’t look that old, but he was pretty fat when he arched his back.

      He picked up a camera from his desk and said, “Zoey, you need to go stand against that wall.  Face me and give me a half-smile.”

      “Are you going to take my picture?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Who will see it?”

      “Rich people,” he said.  “Be a good little girl and do what I ask.”

      Zoey liked this man much better than the others so she did as she was told.  She wanted to smile the way you were supposed to smile when your picture was being taken, because her father once said, “Who knows, maybe that will be the picture they use one day when you’re older and powerful like me.”  She barely smiled for this man, though, because that’s what he’d wanted her to do.  If rich people didn’t want her smiling big, then she wouldn’t smile big at all.

      The man took photos of her when she was facing the camera, when she was turned sideways, and when she had her back to the camera.  As long as she got to keep her clothes on, she was happy to let him take as many pictures as he wanted.  It turned out he only wanted three photos of her and three photos of Maisie.

      When he was done, he said, “You two were terrific.  Now I want you to follow me onto the factory floor.  I will have one of the women teach you to sew and you can begin making pants.  Isn’t that fun?”

      “Where will we sleep?” Maisie asked.

      “You will work until midnight then we will take you to an offsite location where you will sleep in your own designated spot.  In the morning you will shower, we will feed you, and then you will come back tomorrow and do it all over again.  Doesn’t that sound grown up?”

      Maisie’s eyes started to water and she said, “Can you please take us back to our mommy?”

      The hunched man knelt down before her, took her little chin into his hand, and tilted it toward him so that they were looking eye-to-eye.  “Don’t you remember what I said?  I told you that you would never see her again.  Now, don’t be a little asshole or I will kill you myself and throw you away like we throw away all the bad little girls.”

      Maisie started to cry now, so the man grabbed her face, and that’s when Zoey stepped forward, took her sister’s free hand, and said, “I will help her learn.  And we will sleep in the place you want us to sleep, and eat the food you want us to eat.  We won’t be bad little girls.”

      With Maisie’s face still gripped in his hand, he looked deep into the eight-year-old’s eyes and said, “Your big sister just saved your life.  For now.  If I see any more tears from you, I will cut out your eyes.”

      Maisie nodded her head as much as she could in his grip.  He then let go of her face, stood up tall, and in a cheery voice, said, “Your time here can be as easy or as hard as you make it.”  He looked down at Maisie.  “It will be easier for you if you do what your sister is doing, and that’s doing exactly what I say.  Soon you will be somewhere else, wishing you were back here.  But by then someone else will have taken your place and I will have forgotten all about you.”

      Throughout the rest of the day and well into the night, an older woman named Olina showed them their part in making the jeans.  When they got the hang of it, Olina left them to their work, checking on them less and less.

      Their tasks were not that hard, but Zoey’s feet, legs, and back hurt just as much as the raw ends of her fingertips.  And it was boring work.  When they weren’t served dinner, her stomach started to growl and hurt.  It had never felt so hollow before.  When Maisie asked Olina about dinner, she said, “Only breakfast.”

      “One meal a day?” Zoey asked, floored.

      Olina looked up toward the man’s office they had come from, then shushed them and made the finger-across-the-throat sign that likely meant they would kill you for talking.  Based on what the man said before, Zoey was pretty sure Olina hadn’t made the gesture halfheartedly.

      When the man finally emerged from the office hours later, he whistled and all the children put their tools down and followed him.

      “Zoey, Maisie, you as well!” he called out in English.

      She and Maisie followed several other kids into the back of a large pickup truck.  The kids draped blankets over themselves, then two of the girls waved Zoey and Maisie closer, sharing their blankets with them.

      In the grip of a midnight chill, they drove for a short time before turning into a large dirt lot with another building similar to the one in which they had been working all day and night.  They followed the other kids’ leads and got out of the truck.  When they walked inside the giant warehouse, there were hundreds of other kids already asleep on their cots.

      The group they had arrived with had their own section of cots which was where the girls had taken them.  Zoey introduced her younger sister to a man overseeing them.  He had asked for their names, studied a list, then nodded and pointed to two nearby cots.  Zoey and Maisie crawled into their scant beds then lay there trying to get comfortable.

      “I miss Mommy,” Maisie whispered.

      “I do, too,” Zoey said.

      Zoey reached out with her hand and Maisie found it.  She wasn’t sure if Maisie was crying or sleeping but it didn’t matter.  The man who had taken their pictures said there were times to work and times to cry, and right then, Zoey realized it was time to cry.
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        CALLIE FOX

      

      

      

      Guillermo Calderon looked over sixteen-year-old Callie Fox, smiling at what he saw.  He stepped forward and sniffed her hair and her skin where it wasn’t covered with clothing.  Satisfied, he said, “Show me your teeth.”

      She did.

      To Callie, Guillermo was not an attractive man, but he wasn’t ugly either.  Not physically.  What tightened her skin into goosebumps—the bad kind of goosebumps—was that he was looking at her like a predator and sniffing her the way a dog sniffs another dog’s asshole.

      “What is wrong with you?” she asked, low like she wasn’t confident in saying anything at all but offended enough that she couldn’t keep her mouth closed.

      Despite her instincts to be quiet and remain small, her father always told her that when a dog growls at you, you stand your ground and growl back harder.

      “Plus,” her father had said, “you never turn your back and run.  That’s how you hold your power in front of a savage animal.”

      Would that work with Guillermo?  She prayed to God the way she treated this mutt would yield her the results her father promised.  But then he responded to her and she knew, almost immediately, that the move she made with this particular dog was the wrong move altogether.

      “When a little girl stands before me knowing she is not where she is supposed to be, knowing that the strange man in front of her is having illicit thoughts, they do not presume to think they can talk, let alone ask questions.”

      He leaned toward her and spoke both softly and quietly, so softly and so quietly, in fact, that Callie had to lean forward as well just to understand him.

      “I am going to ask you some questions you will not like,” he said, his breath smelling like cooked cabbage and raw meat.  “They are invasive and impolite, but you need to answer honestly or I will do things to you that you cannot comprehend.  I will start by putting cigarettes out on your tongue.”

      She leaned back, her heart jolting to a full gallop, her chest pulling so tight she could hardly gather a breath.  Callie was scared before; now she was terrified.  It wasn’t just the cruelty he promised as much as how he promised it.  He spoke delicately, his voice slight and unrushed, his eyes bright like he was happy in spite of the cruelty he promised.

      When he started asking her questions about her sexual activities, her period, if she minded other men seeing her naked, she was overcome with revulsion.  But when he asked if she was interested in being with older men or how she would feel about being tortured for pleasure, revulsion turned to sheer terror.  She was so scared hearing the things he was saying that she had to clench her bowels just to keep from soiling herself.

      When he was through with his vile line of questioning, there wasn’t a nerve left in her body that wasn’t raw.  Her fight or flight response was off the charts.  But there was no way she could run from these men or take them on in a fight.  The worst part was that no one was there to help her.  She was on her own, which meant she would have to save herself.

      “What are you going to do to me?” she finally asked.

      “Very, very bad things.”

      She started to cry at that point.

      Guillermo snapped his fingers, prompting one of his men to turn and leave.  The man returned a moment later with a clean shot glass he handed to Guillermo.

      Leaning close, Guillermo the quiet talker pressed the shot glass to her cheek and began collecting her tears.  This perversion of her pain caused her to cry more, producing for him an even greater amount of tears.

      She pulled away, saw the shot glass filling, but then yelped a little when he grabbed the back of her head and smashed the glass into her cheek once more.  He had a grip on her hair now, which was both painful and humiliating.

      “The ones who cry the hardest make for the best actresses,” he whispered.  “There was a girl just last week, she cried so hard before they soaked her in gasoline and set her on fire, it actually made me cry.  I did not shed tears of pain for her, nor was I overcome with the sadness of her death.  I cried because fear like that—sadness and despair as deep as that—you can almost smell it in the air.  It is the most powerful aphrodisiac I have ever felt and it is oh so very rare.”

      “What do you want from me you deranged asshole?” she barked, her outburst tempered by an unsettling combination of hiccupping and sobbing.

      “Only everything,” he purred.

      She tried to back away from him, but he strengthened his grip on the back of her head, keeping her pressed against the shot glass.  She knew he wanted to capture every last tear.  When he was finally done torturing her, he shoved her head away and looked longingly into the shot glass.  It was half full with her tears.

      “There is a pureness to you that I don’t normally see in girls your age,” he said, smelling the inside of the shot glass.  “You are virtuous, clean, and respectful.  Do you keep a diary?”

      She was so scared that it took her a moment to nod her head, yes.

      “I bet you have a crush on a boy.”

      She looked down, not meaning to confirm his statement but doing so anyway.

      “I bet that little boy has no idea the depths of your feelings for him.  He does not know how ripe you are for the taking.  But I do.  So many of us do.  That’s why you’re going to bring me to tears once more.”

      To the man who brought him the shot glass, Guillermo snapped his fingers once more.  The man left only to return moments later with what looked like a decorative wooden box and a clean shot glass.

      “Are you a drinker?” he asked.

      “I’m only sixteen.”

      “So, maybe?”

      She shook her head.  All she’d ever had were a few sips of this apple pie moonshine some guy named Boyd from Michigan brewed up in a whisky still that was supposedly legendary.  She kept this detail to herself because it seemed irrelevant to the conversation.

      “This is a Gran Patrón Platinum,” Guillermo said, opening the case.  Inside the velvet-lined box was a bottle of Patrón.  “The thing about this particular tequila is that it goes down smooth and naturally sweet.  Usually, it takes the addition of sugar to reach this level of sweetness but not the platinum.  The timing of the agave harvest is everything.  If the crop is harvested too soon or too late, the agave’s sugar content is much lower.  I see you the same way I see this particular bottle of tequila.  You are ripe, so sweet, and perfectly aged.  Any later in life and you’d have been run through by some arrogant little shit not aware of the virtue he has taken from you.  And if taken too early, for some men, you would have looked like a boy with a vagina, which is no way to enjoy a child as far as I’m concerned, but to each their own.”

      Inside, she swallowed a bit of vomit.  She could not listen to this, could not hear it, nor could she even begin to understand what was happening to her or what exactly this pervert wanted from her.

      “I am going to sell you to the highest bidder, young lady,” he said as if reading her mind.  “The man or woman who purchases you will spend a lot of money.  When they get you, it is customary to sell your virtue to the ten highest bidders.  These men will make you into a woman.  After that, they will film you being killed.  This is called a snuff film.  Copies of the film can be sold over and over again to men and women of distinction, people who understand the value of a secret kept.  In other words, I’m going to make you famous.”

      Right then she fell to her knees and threw up all over the floor.  She expected him to punish her for such an infraction, but instead, he poured a drink of the tequila, lowered it into her face, and said, “You do the honors.  Trust me.  You’ll like it.”

      Sitting up, snot drizzling from her nostrils, her stomach still upset, she took the shot glass with shaky hands.  Callie studied the clear liquid for a moment and then she wiped her eyes and tossed it back.  She swallowed hard, cringing at the incredible warmth then she let out a long sigh.  He was right.  The drink went down warm, but the finish was as smooth as it was sweet.

      She glanced up, handed him the tiny glass, and watched as he poured another shot.  Before enjoying this shot of tequila, however, he stared deeply into her eyes, almost like he was desperate to see the girl she was or all the secrets she kept hidden from him.  When she answered his terrifying gaze with a frown, he answered her rebuke by taking a shot.  But it wasn’t the tequila he threw back and swallowed with a euphoric sigh.  It was her glass of tears.  When he was done, when he had sufficiently allowed the taste of her to marinate within him, he chased the drink with a shot of Patrón.

      “When you die screaming,” he said with such carnal delight, his voice just as low and unrushed as before, “I will pray that your soul goes to heaven if there is such a place.  You do not deserve an eternity with men like me, not after what we’re going to do to you.”  When she began to cry again, he leaned down, roughly swiped her tears away, and said, “Save those tears for later, young lady.”
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      Atlas didn’t know how many days or nights had passed while he sat in solitary confinement.  He was exhausted from being exhausted, his circadian clock was all screwed up having been sleep deprived for God knows how long, and now he was getting just plain aggravated.  The meals came and went.  He ate them, crapped them out, and then he drank water only to piss in the bucket, go back to working out, sleeping, and eventually to talking to himself.  This led to him singing old Lynyrd Skynyrd songs.

      He knew the classics by heart—“Sweet Home Alabama,” “Free Bird,” “Simple Man,” and “Tuesday’s Gone.”  But he also knew parts of some of the lesser-known tunes.  Well, lesser-known in these times.  He sang, “The Ballad of Curtis Loew,” “Swamp Music,” and parts of “Call Me The Breeze.”

      But then he changed bands and started to sing Credence Clearwater Revival because CCR had some seriously catchy tunes that had long ago been lodged in his mind.  For some reason, maybe because he had no other form of stimulus, all of these classics started floating into his mind like a bouquet of balloons some kid let go on a sunny day.

      He personally loved “Bad Moon Rising,” “Proud Mary,” and “Susie Q,” but when he got to “Down on the Corner,” he started to get pissed off and something in his brain suffered a spell of glitching.  He couldn’t stop singing that song.  Even when the guard outside started hitting the metal door with his baton, or whatever, Atlas belted that song out so loud his voice turned gravelly and hoarse, but still, he sang.

      Finally, the door opened and a guard said, “If you don’t shut your bitch ass up, the boys and I are going to put you out of our misery.”

      Atlas was up in a flash, grabbing the man by the collar even as he backed up and tried to shut the door.  His hands were strong, his mind focused on one thing: pull the guard inside the room, beat him to death.

      He wrestled the guard inside before other guards could assist.  Four elbow strikes to the guard’s mouth and they all heard the sounds of teeth skipping on the cold concrete floor.

      Taser darts deployed, sticking in his side, and then he got a taste of lightning.  His muscles grabbed hold of his bones, stopping his surge of violence.  He toppled over like a plank but the crackling of electricity and the pain didn’t stop.  When it finally did stop, he thought he smelled burned flesh but that could also have been his imagination misfiring.

      The guards put a beating on him like they’d never done before, yet he was smart.  When he could move again, he protected his balls, his fingers, and his teeth.  He could deal with bruising, a concussion, or any other number of injuries, but he wanted to keep his teeth, he liked his fingers operational, and no one in their right mind likes getting kicked in the nuts.

      When they were done, he rolled over, coughed up so much blood he nearly choked, then said, “Guard.”

      No one answered, but he heard movement outside the door.

      “Guard!” he bellowed.

      “What you sack of shit?  What?”

      That’s when he cleared his throat and started singing the CCR classic again.  “Down on the corner, out on the street, Willie and the Poor Boys are playin’, bring a nickel, tap your feet.”

      “Shut up,” he growled, slamming his hand on the door.

      “You don’t need a penny, just to hang around.  But if you’ve got a nickel, won’t you lay your money down.”

      From the other side of the door came a banging, hateful ruckus that made Atlas stop singing long enough to start laughing.

      “You going to pick up the teeth in here?” he howled.  “‘Cause I don’t want to step on them next time I beat one of your asses, you bunch of sissy clowns!”

      He started laughing so hard he couldn’t stop himself, and then when he laughed and cried himself into a fit, the last of his energy waned and he managed to drift off to sleep.  By then, the guards had already left.  When he woke next, it was to the sound of the door opening.

      His eyes creaked open, the light hurting them.  He lifted a hand to shield himself from the glow.

      “Warden,” Atlas said, sitting up.  “Well, isn’t this an unpleasant surprise?”

      Another light hit him in the eyes, a flashlight this time.  And then another lit him up as well and he smiled.  On either side of the warden, these two men looked like they had tasers as well as flashlights.

      “You’re becoming a larger problem than I know how to deal with here.  Do you realize the guard whose jaw you broke has two kids?”

      “I have one.  He has two.  What’s your point?”

      “You’re just six feet and an inch worth of smashed assholes.  No one cares about you.  No one will ever come and check on you because you’ve done nothing but wreck lives,” Fabian Dicampli said.  “So your daughter is missing, so what?  Lots of people don’t get to see their kids.  But my guard?  I liked him seeing his kids.  They kept him sane so he could deal with you cocksucking fucking toilet bugs five days a week.”

      “Warden Dicampli,” he said as if announcing him on stage.  “The man with so many dirty secrets.”

      “Save the high school head games for people who care.  What do I have to do to make you stop this constant onslaught of stupidity and violence?”

      “I want to talk to Leopold,” he said.

      “He doesn’t want to talk to you otherwise he would have called,” Dicampli said.

      “I bet you blocked those calls, didn’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Because he’d cut you in half and feed you to the political vultures.  A guy like you, with secrets like yours, you’d get your shit pushed in so hard, your permanent pocket would be a bullseye for every faggot and prison wolf in the joint.”

      “Shut up,” Dicampli barked.

      “They’d have you making tortillas in here 24/7.  Straight guys, gay guys, and booty bandits…they’d turn that butthole of yours into the prison cum dumpster—”

      The man struck Atlas so hard, spit actually left his mouth.  He’d never had the spit slapped out of him before, but by this punk bitch, that just happened.

      “Touch me again,” he growled.

      “Hit him with the juice,” Dicampli ordered.

      Right before that happened, Atlas managed to catch the warden in the chin with a stiff jab, rocking his head back.  Before the warden’s head bobbed back for a second shot, four electrified darts from two different guns pierced him in the chest and stomach.

      When the crackling died down and Atlas lay there stiffer than a grizzly’s pecker, drool leaked out of the corners of his mouth, the saliva pooling on the concrete below.

      To the other guards, Dicampli said, “If this rodent dies on my watch, I’ll take the heat.”

      “He might die tonight,” one of the guards said.

      On his way out, Dicampli turned and said, “If you can hear me, maggot, you’re not ever going to see the light of day.  As long as I’m the warden here, this is your new home.  Get used to it.”

      The paralysis broke just as the guards were ejecting their spent dart packs.

      He groaned a little, trying to make some sounds.  One of the guards leaned forward and said, “What did you say, asshole?”

      “Down on the corner…”

      He couldn’t quite finish the tune.  Not before the other guard kicked him in the face.  After that, he couldn’t tell the difference between being unconscious and every other day in the hole.  Then again, it was just as well.  The warden was right.  No one cared.  He had only wrecked lives.

      He felt himself drifting off, or passing out—he wasn’t sure which.  But as he felt himself being dragged down into the abyss, a single name lifted into his mind: Kaylee Barnes.  He had saved her from sex traffickers in St. Petersburg and Ukraine, from a horrible life of abuse, and most likely from being overdosed, murdered, or suicided.  That counted for something, didn’t it?

      At least I’ve done one good thing, he thought to himself.
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      Estella flew into El Paso International Airport late that night.  She waited half an hour for Yergha’s flight to arrive, then she met him at baggage claim where she gave him a big hug and said, “Glad your bones didn’t give out on you completely, old man.”

      Yergha wasn’t that old, but he knew she could be mean, so he took her biting humor in stride.  “Does it burn when you pee?” he asked.

      “As a matter of fact, it does,” she laughed.  “Before we get into that, though, I got a text from Leopold.  He says we need to see some guy named Richie Frank.”

      “Who is that?” Yergha asked.

      “Big guy, funny as hell apparently, thinks the world is being overtaken by reptilians,” she said.

      “Wait,” Yergha asked, deadpan, “it isn’t?”

      Estella laughed at his humor.  “Whatever he says, just go with it.  Leo said he’s the best arms dealer in this area, but as far as cans of Coke in a six-pack go”—she said, tapping her skull—“word is he’s got three or four at best.”

      “You Americans are hard to understand, even after all this time.”

      “I’m Mexican, you asshole,” she said.

      “Mexican-American.”

      “Whatever.  I rented us a car.  It’s a subcompact.”

      “So, will we be sitting close?” he asked as everyone’s luggage started to appear.

      “Close enough to smell my armpits,” Estella said.  “I haven’t bathed in days.”

      “Just the way I like my women—fresh from the earth, none of the perfumes or dyes they use to mask their natural fragrance.”

      With that, she lifted her armpit and said, “Smell.”

      He did with a grin but then he gave a hearty sniff, yelped, and turned away fast.  “Ya Allah, what have you done?”

      “Everything on me is clean, perfumed, made to smell like flowers,” she grinned.  “All my womanly parts are clean and shaved to the skin.”

      “This truly is a travesty,” he said, saddened.  When he got his baggage, he said, “I still have the smell of your deodorant on my nose.”

      “Think of it as a warning for when you think you want to get too close,” she said.

      After they checked into the rental car company and walked out to pick up their car, they were given a bright, Easter-egg blue Chevy Spark.  The tiny hatchback immediately struck her as hilarious but Yergha threw a fit.  The attendant who dropped it off picked up his pace, ducking back inside the rental facility like a kid who had just stolen someone’s purse.

      “What in the name of Allah is this madness?” he cursed.

      “It’s a Chevy Spark.”

      “My God, the color…it’s…offensive!”

      “It’s Mystic Blue.”

      “No,” he said, looking around for the rental attendant.  “This is some kind of mistake.  We are not going anywhere in this car!”

      “It was either this color or Passion Fruit.”

      “Anything is better than this blinding blue!  What color is Passion Fruit?”

      “Purple,” she said, tempering her laugh.  She hadn’t realized how much she missed Yergha.  He was fun to tease, almost like an older brother she secretly wanted to be around.

      Shaking his head, he said, “You used to be hardcore.  What happened to you?”

      “I’m still hardcore, Yergha.  You just wait and see.”
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        * * *

      

      With Estella in the driver’s seat and Yergha in charge of directions, the two of them left El Paso’s airport on their way to see the congressman.  They traveled up Airport Road, finding their way first to Sergeant Major Boulevard and then to Spur 601/Liberty Expressway.

      “Who the hell calls a highway Spur 601?” Yergha asked.

      “Texans.”

      “Why not just call it Highway 601?” Yergha asked.

      “Do I look like I’m from El Paso?”

      “Maybe?” he said, more like a question.  “I haven’t seen these people in the daylight yet but if they’re all as beautiful as you, I might want to stay awhile.”

      Heading west on 601/Liberty Expressway, they passed a long line of chain link fencing that seemed to separate the expressway from what Yergha said was likely Biggs Field.  He wasn’t the best navigator she’d ever been around.  Focusing on the road ahead, Esty kept to the sixty-mile-per-hour speed limit, which Yergha said was making them a target for regular drivers and suspicious cops.

      “While I’m in the driver’s seat, you need to close that shit trap of yours.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said folding his arms.

      To his credit, he didn’t say another word.  Not when they merged onto 54 heading north, and not until they got off on Gateway N. Boulevard.  After that, he gave her more detailed directions.

      “Take a left on Hercules and go under the freeway.  It’s just past the pawn shop, at the light.”

      She turned left, cruised under the freeway and into a four-lane road with a mix of single-story homes and commercial real estate.  Mostly it was just a 7-Eleven, an Alon gas station, a US Post Office, and the Dollar General.

      The end of Hercules was Magnetic Avenue, which ran either left or right.

      “Take a left,” Yergha said.

      “You sure?”

      “One-hundred percent.”

      There were more one-story homes, most of them nice looking as the glare of the headlights washed over them.  On one side of the road, wooden utility poles were outfitted with phone lines and street lights while the center divider was clean looking and wide with flowering bushes of all shapes and sizes.

      “Take a right up here on Titanic, by the church, and then the next left on Tonto.”

      “I got it from here,” she said.  “I remember looking up the address while I was waiting for you.”

      When they got to Richie’s house, both of them were in awe.  The one-story brick house was easily five thousand square feet with half an acre of land, up-lighting on the plush landscaping all around it, and sweeping views of the night sky from all sides.

      “This isn’t exactly lying low,” Yergha said.

      “Maybe he does something else for a living,” Esty replied, her lights illuminating a Lexus ES F-Sport sedan.  With cobalt blue paint and the black hourglass grille, Richie Frank wasn’t hiding from anyone.

      They got out of the car, looked at each other, and then Yergha said, “Maybe this is the wrong address.”

      “It’s not,” said a large bearded man near the garage.  “Unless you’re not Estella and Yergha.  That’s you, right?”

      Esty breathed a sigh of relief.  “Looks like you’re keeping a low profile.”

      “I’m a pillar of the community,” he said.  As he walked out under the garage lights, she saw that he was six-foot-five at least with a bald head, a big beard, and a Cheshire cat grin.  Spend one second in his presence and you could tell not all cylinders were synchronized or firing right.

      “Oh, I bet they just love you here,” she said, looking around the neighborhood.

      “Which community are you referring to?” Yergha asked.  “You said you were a pillar of the community.”

      “The Mountain Park community, of course.”  Then, quieter, Richie said, “Unless you’re talking about other things, in which case—if that were real—I’d be upper hive for sure, a reptilian overlord with a blue chariot, which I may or may not be anyway.”

      She looked at the Lexus’s customized license plate.  It read: RPTLIAN.

      “Alright, Overlord,” she said to the bearded man-beast.  “You have some bang-bangs for us?”

      “You weren’t followed, were you?” he asked.

      “Not by anything on land,” she said.

      He snapped his fingers hard, grinned extra-wide, and said, “That-a-girl.  Follow me into the hive, but take off your shoes, unless you have holes in your socks.  Do you have holes in your socks, Yergha?”

      “No.”

      “Estella?” he asked.

      “Yes, but my shoes are staying on.”

      “No, they’re not.”

      “Why the hell would you have me take my shoes off in your garage?”

      “It’s a sanctuary.”

      “The answer is still no.”

      “I respect a woman who can make up her mind,” he said.

      “There are lots of us now, it’s amazing,” she said, her sense of humor as dry as the desert air.

      “You know what I mean,” Richie said.

      “No I don’t, but whatever.”

      “You guys believe in reptilians, right?” Richie turned and asked before unlocking a decorative chest covered in dust.

      “Of course,” Yergha said, exchanging a brief look with Esty.

      “Then again, it depends on which species you’re referring to,” Estella countered.

      Richie smiled really big again, snapped his fingers, and said, “We come in peace for sure.  You especially, lady.”

      “Do you have ammo?”

      “Whatcha heading out and killin’?” he asked.

      “Whatever needs killing when it needs it,” Esty said.  “You feel me, right Overlord?”

      “Like an emotional orgasm, you bet I do.”

      “I like that,” Yergha said.  “I feel the same way with her.”

      “You just got into the city, right?” Richie asked.

      Yergha nodded.

      “Wasn’t talking to you, brother.”

      “Yes,” Esty answered.  “We just got into the city.”

      “Perhaps you’d like a drink and a seat, maybe a cigar since you look like you could kick both my ass and your boyfriend’s ass, too.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said.

      “That’s what I thought,” Richie grinned.  “We need to sit down and talk about all the reasons you’ll want to say yes to a man like me when I suggest you drop roots and join forces with a real Texan.”

      “I just want the guns and the ammo Leopold asked us to come and pick up here.”

      He held up his hand, sneezed so hard it sounded like gunfire, then turned back around and said, “Excuse me.  It’s the dry air.”  There were streamers of snot in his dyed-black mustache and beard, a slimy mess of which he wasn’t fully aware.  “My own overlord, who was really just this hard-ass cuck in the car business, he said it’s always best to make a little small talk before you get onto the bigger things.”

      “I don’t know what you are inferring by ‘bigger things,’ but if we’re talking about guns that shoot lead bullets, you’re on the right track.”

      “I wasn’t referring to that, but if you’re going to be that way, we can be that way together.”  He rubbed his beard, but the snot stuck to his fingers and pulled up looking like slime.  Glancing around, panicked, he said, “Did you just see someone come in here?”

      “Someone like how?” Yergha asked.

      “They had to be fast, like when I sneezed.”

      “That’s all your snot, Richie,” Yergha said.  “You weren’t slimed if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “It wasn’t,” he said, embarrassed.  He wiped his hands on his pants, made sure they were clean.  “Nevertheless, Leopold had specific instructions which I’ll follow to the letter.”

      He reached down, opened the trunk lid, and started handing them guns, boxes of ammo, and a pair of tactical knives with sheathes they could attach to their belts.  After that, he pulled out another box, opened the flaps, and handed them both a few more items.

      “I think that’s it,” he said.

      “I’m sure Leopold paid you, yes?” Esty said.

      “In bitcoin.”

      “Good luck, reptilian.”

      “Hell yeah, good luck to you and your man-servant.”  When he tried to snap his fingers, though, the dried slime on his fingers made snapping impossible.

      “The thing that slimed you,” Esty said on the way out, “I don’t want to spook you, but I’m pretty sure it was one of the grays.”

      “That’s an alien.”

      “No shit it’s a freaking alien,” Yergha said.  “Be careful.”

      “10-4 good buddy.”
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      Armed to the teeth, Esty and Yergha arrived at the Stanton House hotel near midnight.  They left most of the guns and ammo in the blue eyesore on wheels and then they prayed the Chevy wouldn’t get stolen.  If it did, all they had were two guns between them, both XD9s and both with only a single mag in the mag well.  Neither she nor Yergha expected trouble.  They were, after all, just visiting the client and his bodyguard in an attempt to establish some sort of jumping-off point.

      They made their way upstairs to the congressman’s hotel room, knocked twice, and announced themselves.  After that, they stood back as the door opened up to a steely-eyed man moving a bit gingerly.

      “Tyler?” Yergha asked.

      “You must be Leopold’s people,” he said as he moved back to let them inside.

      “I’m Estella and this is Yergha.  We’ll be running point on this operation both here and in Juárez if that’s where this thing is headed.”

      “We think it is,” Tyler said, sitting down slowly, trying not to wince but doing so anyway.

      “What happened to you?” Esty asked Tyler.

      “Shot several times in the chest.  The vest caught the lead, but I’m pretty sure I have two broken ribs, maybe three.”

      “Did you crap yourself?” Esty asked.

      “It was hard not to.”

      “Yeah, you’ve probably got some problems in there.  You should check yourself into emergency after this.”

      “I’ll give you whatever you need,” the former soldier said.  “Timelines, descriptions of the kidnappers, the gunmen, the getaway van, even the girls if you need it.”

      “I have that covered, Tyler,” Camden said, standing up.  He extended his hand, which both Esty and Yergha quickly shook.  “It’s nice to meet both of you.  Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

      “These things can move quickly, so we need to try to move faster if we want to get our arms around it,” Esty said.  “I need to know why you think they went over the border.”

      “They were headed in that direction when they took the family and they were brazen,” Tyler said.  “They grabbed the family in the middle of the day during a busy street fair and opened fire on me.  They weren’t trying to hide.  It can get like that in Mexico if you know the cops are in your back pocket.  Not in El Paso, mind you, but in Mexico…definitely.”

      “That’s not enough to go on,” Yergha said.

      “I agree,” Tyler replied.  “I made a call to a friend working with Border Patrol who called one of the supervisors at the BOA crossing.  He noted the time of the incident and a description of the family, and then he calculated the approximate time of crossing.  He understood the importance of the kidnapping, so he checked the surveillance feeds from the various booths looking for anything suspicious.”

      “And?” Esty asked, rapt.

      “We think maybe we got him but we can’t be certain.  There is a man in a larger van but he’s too blurry for comparison video, let alone some kind of positive ID through any of the federal or international databases.  What he did find was one of his border attendants selling what looked like Mexican plates and tourist visas to a guy in a carpet van.”

      “Good,” Yergha said.  “We have a man who can patch into the traffic system and find out where the van went after the incident in El Paso, but it’s going to take some time.”

      “That’s not legal,” Camden said, matter-of-factly.

      “Permission to speak freely?” Esty asked.

      “This isn’t the military,” Camden replied.  “You can say what you want.”

      “You are the client,” Yergha said softly.  “We are hired-hands, but we are not without manners or an understanding of our place in this operation.”

      “Go ahead, Estella,” Camden said with the wave of a hand.  “Say what’s on your mind.”

      “None of what we’re going to do is legal,” she said.  “But we weren’t hired to take legal action; we were hired to get your family back.  We have some unsavory tactics, which is to say, we operate by any means necessary.  I don’t want to give you the particulars for the purposes of plausible deniability but you need to know that when we find these men, we are going to gut them and scatter their insides from Juárez all the way into America if that’s what it takes.”

      “I didn’t need to know that,” Camden said.

      “Am I still free to speak my mind?” Estella asked.

      “Be my guest,” he said, unable to look at her now.  “We’ve already gone this far.”

      “With all due respect, you’d better drop this little sweetheart act you have going on.  Some very powerful people grabbed your entire family in broad daylight and likely smuggled them out of the country.  I don’t know what you did, but you pissed these people off badly and not because you’re a good guy.  Neither my partner nor me give a damn about your sensitivities or really what your weak ass stomach can handle.  We don’t really even care about you.  We are only here to find out what you know so we can recover your wife and kids.  So, the longer you play this stupid game with us, the more you slow us down.”

      Before he could say anything, Yergha got a few words in edgewise.  “You people are so selfish.  The fact that you’d put anything before your family, you fucking son of a—”

      “Yergha!” Esty said, turning to him.

      Camden looked between the two of them, shocked back into reality.  The double-edged outburst seemed to change his thinking, though, because he said, “Yergha’s right.  Do whatever you need to do to get them back.”

      “We were going to do that anyway,” Esty said with some bite to her tone.  “We don’t need your permission.  We have Leopold’s permission and we know the consequences if we’re caught or if we fail.”

      “Fair enough,” Camden said after looking at Tyler and getting his nod of approval.

      “As I said, we have an associate who can get into the security camera footage either from traffic light cams, nearby businesses, or homes.  We’ll find out where the van went that took your family.  And if they switched vans mid-route, if they transferred into the larger van that Tyler’s contact saw at the border, we’ll find them.”

      “But that will take time,” Camden said.

      “That’s why we’re going into Juárez tonight,” Esty said.

      “You don’t want to be there during the day,” Tyler warned, “let alone at night on such short notice.”

      “Everything we do is on short notice,” Yergha told Tyler.

      “Is there anything else you think you need from them, Yergha?” Esty asked her partner.  He shook his head.  She returned her attention to Camden.  “We’ll need contact information for both of you, just in case.”

      Both men nodded.

      “Make sure your phones are fully charged with your ringers on,” she continued.  “If we call, we need you to pick up your phone on the first ring because these things get dicey sometimes.  What that means is that the difference between life and death may very well be the difference between you picking up on the first ring and you picking up on the second ring.”

      “That seems a little dramatic, don’t you think?” Camden asked.

      Yergha lunged forward just enough to make him back up.  Esty put her arm across her partner’s chest, pulled him back.  It didn’t matter; he’d already crossed that Rubicon.

      “Dramatic is having your entire family kidnapped in the middle of a Saturday during a street fair in downtown El Paso,” Yergha hissed.  “Dramatic is having your bodyguard shot.  Dramatic is exactly how I will personally respond to you if you run that garbage hole mouth of yours again.”

      “Save it for the field, brother,” Esty said into his ear.  “Save it for the field.”

      “You need to put that dog on a leash,” Camden growled, moving behind Tyler the slightest little bit.

      “If you know what’s best for you right now,” Estella said softly, “you won’t say another word.  Believe me when I say it’s in all of our best interests for you to say nothing.”

      There was a knock on the door.  Yergha shook off Esty then went to the door and looked through the peephole.

      “It’s Leopold,” Yergha said.

      “Let him in,” Esty replied, but Yergha was already throwing the locks.

      The Pakistani quickly opened the door and stood back as Leopold waltzed inside with a manila folder tucked under his arm.

      Camden shot to his feet and said, “I don’t want this man working for me.”  He pointed at Yergha, which caused the Pakistani to blow out a breath and turn away in an attempt to control his temper.

      “He doesn’t work for you,” Leopold said, “he works for me.”

      “Well, he just insulted me!”

      “The congressman seemed to think this would be a clean op,” Esty said.

      Leopold looked at the politician and said, “We already had this conversation.”

      “There was a lot going on,” Camden said.

      “I was very clear.”

      “We didn’t talk about this in any kind of detail.”

      “That’s an error on your part, Congressman.  We will find your family but it’s going to get wet and messy and there’s going to be a body count whether you like it or not.  These are not nice people.  These are the very worst people.”

      “I’m clear on that now, but your man has to learn respect.”

      Leopold took a deep breath, looked over at Yergha, then Esty, and then back to Camden.  “He only has one job and that’s to get your family back.  You don’t get to tell him what to do and you sure as hell don’t get to reprimand him.  If you do something to inflame him and he goes after you with murder in his eyes, or his heart, I won’t stop him.”

      “But I’m paying you to do a job!” Camden bellowed.

      “Then do what we ask and stay out of the way.  Oh, and don’t piss off the man who is planning to bring your family back to you.  That’s just plain stupid, and you’re not a stupid man, are you Congressman?”

      “No,” he grumbled.

      “Then act accordingly,” Leopold said.  “You’re supposed to be good under pressure.”  Leopold looked back at Esty and said, “Have you got everything you need?”

      Esty nodded.  “Roger that.”

      “Good, I’ll call you when I’m done here.  I’m assuming you’re heading over the border?”

      “Right away, boss.  I have what I need to firm up the timeline of events as well.”  Meaning she was about to put Codrin Pichler to work hacking into America’s security infrastructure.

      “Good,” Leopold said.  “I’ve already prepped him.  He’s waiting on our call.”  Turning back to both Tyler and Camden, he opened the manila folder and said, “Congressman Fox, this is a formal contract and this is a non-disclosure agreement.”

      As she was leaving, Esty heard Camden say, “If this is an extrajudicial operation, then why am I signing documents?”

      She opened the door for Yergha, who went out first, but then she turned to hear Leopold’s response.

      “These are legal documents, which means if anything ever comes out and you try to burn us, these will be leaked to the press.  But that’s only after my team comes and kills you, Tyler here, and anyone else associated with you that knows of this.  I run a wet crew and we kill bad people in the process of saving good people.  Think about it, but only after you sign.  I’m not standing here for my health.”

      She heard the congressman pick up the pen and start signing.  “You really should work on your bedside manner,” Camden said, “especially when I’m paying you millions.”

      “I have hundreds of millions, Congressman,” he said.  “I don’t need your money.  I just need a target and ample incentive.  The incentive is your family, the target is everyone associated with the assholes who abducted them.”

      “What are you, some kind of vigilante?” Camden asked sarcastically.

      “As a matter of fact, I am.  We all are.”

      Smiling, Esty closed the door, caught up with Yergha, and said, “No one has ever had our backs like that before.  No one.”

      “It’s why we work for him,” Yergha said.  “That and the money.”

      “Mostly him,” she said.  “I have plenty of money now.”

      “Enough to bathe in fake scents of flowers,” he joked, giving her a little shove.  She giggled and jumped at him with her arm up, getting her armpits on his shirt while he recoiled and started saying, “No!” and “Ew!” like a schoolgirl.

      “I also like this job because of you, Yergha.”

      “Is this where we make out?”

      She punched him on the shoulder hard enough to stagger him.  For a second, it looked like his arm went dead.

      “Did anyone tell you that you need to lighten up on your foreplay?” he asked, rubbing his shoulder where she’d hit him.

      “Keep your head in the game, Yergha,” she said with a smile.  Then, when they got into the elevator, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek and said, “That’s the most you’ll ever get from me, so savor it.”

      He touched his face then said, “It almost happened too fast.”

      “But it didn’t,” she said.  “When we get to the car, you need to drive while I call Codrin.  We have to find out for sure if those were our targets crossing the border.”

      “If it was anyone else asking me to drive that baby-blue turd, I’d not only say no, I’d start a fistfight over it.”

      “Thanks, Yergha,” she said as she lightly slapped his chest.  “You really are the best.”
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        CAMDEN FOX

      

      

      

      When Camden finished meeting with the team at his hotel room, he looked at Tyler and said, “What do you make of that?”

      “Guys like this act like that,” Tyler said, reassuring him.  “It’s going to be okay.”

      A huge wave of emotion crashed over him at that point.  His strange behavior, his odd detachment, and his concern about doing things by the book—how was he supposed to act in the middle of all of this?  Sitting on the edge of the bed, Camden lowered his head into his hands and started to cry.

      Tyler went silent, paced the room for a moment then said, “I’m sorry that I failed you, Congressman.”

      Camden’s body shook and shuddered and all he could do at that moment was wave a hand in acknowledgment.

      “I’m going to head to the hospital if that’s all right with you.”

      Camden then looked up and said, “You’ll still be paid.  I’m sorry about your ribs.”

      He knew guys like this.  Looking at him, Camden could tell that Tyler didn’t know how to respond.  Military guys of his caliber had the emotions beat out of them early on and no matter how much shit they stepped in on the battlefield, most soldiers never got those emotions back.  That was why they got uncomfortable whenever anyone else so freely surrendered to their feelings.  And this was precisely why Camden bared his emotions the way he did.  He wanted Tyler to leave the hotel room, which he did.  The second Tyler left, the very instant the door latched shut, Camden stood and went to the minibar, pulled out a few mini bottles of Vodka, then opened them up and downed them.

      His phone beeped again.  He looked at the call log and saw several missed calls from numbers he didn’t recognize and a few from those numbers he did recognize.  They were the phone numbers of reporters.  There was also a call from El Paso’s West Texas Anti-Gang Center.  He called the number the agent had left in a voicemail and waited for the line to ring through.

      “West Texas Anti-Gang Task Force, Agent Otis Fykes here.”

      “This is Camden Fox returning your call,” he said.

      “Mr. Fox, I’m so sorry to hear about your family,” Agent Fykes said.  “I am calling to find out if you’ve had a chance to speak with any other law enforcement.”

      “I haven’t been taking calls,” Camden said.

      “With all due respect, that’s not smart,” he said.  “While this sort of thing is unusual for El Paso, there is an uptick in organized crime here.”

      “Why is that?” he asked.

      “Because the border is now wide open, Congressman Fox.  You know this because you cover this.  These people can just walk into our country now and do what they want, and unless we want to get railroaded by the woke mob, we pretty much have to let them do whatever the fuck they want.”

      “If I could only say that on TV,” Camden said.

      “Right?”

      “To answer your question, I have been in touch with a hostage rescue team, but if I need any assistance from you, can I call this number?”

      “Of course,” he said.  “By the way, what HR team are you using?”

      “They’re a private team put together specifically for these kinds of incidents.  You know the local PD and yourself as well…there is already too much going on, you’re underfunded, understaffed, and that’s when people burn out and things slip under the rug.”

      “We’re pretty well staffed here,” he said.  “I don’t mind helping out, even if it’s as a local liaison.”

      “We believe that my family has been taken across the border,” Camden said.

      “Oh, yeah,” Fykes said, sounding sincere.  “Wow.  Something like that…that’s an international issue.  Way over my pay grade.  But listen, if things come back to bite you here in El Paso or anywhere north of the border, you let me know so that I can maybe put some feelers out here.  We’re pretty established when it comes to gang connections, CIs, and any number of other resources in our ever-improving database.  We have one of the most intricate—”

      “I appreciate your tenacity in this matter, Agent Fykes, and I will certainly have someone from the team reach out if we need either the FBI or the DEA.”

      “Well, you have my number, and Congressman?”

      “Yes?”

      “I sincerely hope you find your family.”

      “Thank you again, Agent Fykes.”

      “My pleasure.”  Camden hung up the phone and said, “Speaking of my pleasure…”

      Turning on his laptop, he logged onto the WiFi connection, opened his private account at PornHub, and started scrolling through videos.

      “Lesbian massage, nope.  Interracial sex was tempting, but nope.  Inked, pierced, big tit porn star, nope, nope, and nope.  Rock climbing outdoor sex adventure…sorry ladies, but it’s too late for exercise.  Twenty-year-old babysitter takes it rough for extra cash…bingo.”

      He hit play then sat back as an attractive young woman with tattoos, acne scars, and eyes way too old for her age said to an older man with half a hard-on already in his pants, “Are you the one I talked to on the phone?”

      “I’m Chuck, so yes.”

      “Chuck, I feel like I’m a bit early,” she said, looking him up and down.  “Where is the kid?”

      “Upstairs with my wife for the next few minutes.”

      And this is where the babysitter sees Chuck’s three-quarter erection which then queues the music.

      With such a long terrible day behind him, and finally a bit of peace and quiet, Camden slowly undressed, keeping his eyes glued to the screen, especially when the caption, “Four hours later…” came on.

      In the video, the camera focused on the babysitter.  She was asleep on the couch with her shorts wedged too high up her backside.

      That’s when his cell phone rang.  Cursing, he hit pause on the remote, inhaled deeply, then let out a measured exhale.  He checked the caller ID and it said PRIVATE.

      “Camden Fox,” he said, ready to rip into any reporter calling him this late.

      “My team is just about to cross the border,” Leopold said.  “Yergha spoke with the border attendant who took payment to let in the van we saw in the video.  He’s been put on leave pending an internal investigation, but I will personally hold on to his information in case we need to pay him a visit, which we probably will.  Either way, we’re trying to track the van now.”

      “What should I do?” Camden asked.

      “Nothing.  We’re likely dealing with the cartel.  With the recent opening of the border, most of these narco-traffickers are like caged animals that just got loose.  There’s going to be a lot of gang activity and a lot more trafficking, which means your kids could get lost in the mix.  We’re going to need more hands on deck.”

      “Are you asking for more money?” he asked.

      “I’m going to double the size of the team, but not at any additional cost to you.  I only tell you this so you know why I’m not with my team just yet.  Once my additional assets are in place, if I’m needed on-site, I’ll be there.”

      “Who are these other two assets?” Camden asked.

      “Heavy hitters.”

      “Aren’t Esty and Yergha the heavy hitters?”

      “We’re all at the top of our game,” Leopold said with unwavering confidence.

      “Indulge me, Mr. Wentworth.”

      He took a deep breath, thought about it for a moment, then let out a long sigh and said, “One of the assets, she’s like death before death died.  This woman will tear your heart out like an attack dog.  She’s a wild card, part of my kill squad, and probably the most dangerous of the four of them.”

      “And the other one?”

      “That would be a Californian with a bad attitude, a God complex, and the need to mete out a severe amount of retribution, more for personal reasons than anything else.  He’s a bit tricky, but when he’s on, the man will run headfirst through brick walls for you.”

      “The first forty-eight hours are the most important hours in a kidnapping, Mr. Wentworth.”

      “You don’t have to tell me the stats, Camden.  My people are already on it.  I just want two more assets in place should we need them, which at this point, I’m feeling like we will.”

      “Alright, then…I guess I’ll just what—wait by the phone?”

      “Try to get some sleep, if you can.  The next two days will feel like the longest days of your life and you’re going to need your energy.”

      “I know this is your thing and all, but honestly, how in the hell am I supposed to sleep when my wife and daughters are out there with God knows who suffering God knows what?”

      “Do the best you can,” he said.

      And with that, they said goodnight and hung up the phones.

      “Now where was I?” Camden asked out loud, his focus narrowing.  He un-paused the video just as the father and his throbbing erection made the twenty-year-old wake up extra fast.

      The phone rang again, to which he barked out a short string of curse words.  Picking up the phone, he said, “It’s nearly midnight.”

      “I’m aware of the time,” the nameless, scratchy-voiced man said.  “You were supposed to check in with me half an hour ago.”

      “I just got off the phone with Leopold and I’ve barely managed to take a breath, let alone dial your number.  Were they supposed to be taken over the border?” he asked, “Because that wasn’t our agreement.  And why the hell did you shoot my security detail?”

      “Who does Leopold have on the job?” his contact asked.

      “Estella and Yergha, plus he’s also going to retrieve some lady and a man in California.”

      “That’s good, Camden.  Really good.”

      “Did this thing go off the rails already?” Camden asked the man whose name he did not know.

      “This is all under control, Camden.”

      “If it was under control,” he said, losing his erection and slamming his laptop shut, “they would be in the United States of America, not freaking MEXICO!”

      “What are you doing right now, Camden?” he asked.

      “Unsuccessfully trying to rub one out.”

      “Well, go back to it.  If that’s the only way to unwind, then unwind.”

      When the line went dead, Camden cursed the man, and then he cursed the two interruptions.  With no more interest in the video, he went into the bathroom and imagined he had a twenty-year-old maid that needed to clean the sheets at midnight and didn’t want to go home to her abusive husband.  He couldn’t get himself to that place, though, because the whole situation felt out of his control no matter what the scratchy-voiced old man said.  Giving up, he shut off the lights, flopped down on the bed, and closed his eyes hoping for sleep.

      He expected to have nightmares, especially after he learned that his family was taken across the border, but that night—for some odd and unexplainable reason—he slept like a baby for the first time in years.  Perhaps it was because the payout for using his family as bait was more than he’d ever make as a U.S. Congressman, and as quarrelsome and antagonistic as politics was becoming, this was his escape hatch.  He had it all worked out...

      ….he just didn’t think the whole thing would come undone on day one.
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        LEOPOLD WENTWORTH

      

      

      

      Leopold called Esty just after she and Yergha crossed the border into Mexico.  She answered the phone sounding a bit tense and then she asked where he was.

      “I’m taking the jet to Blacksburg.  I’m starting to think we need to put the second team in place now that this thing is shaping up to be an international incident.”

      “Do you think Camden can keep a lid on things long enough for us to find the wife and kids?”

      “Maybe, but who knows,” he said.  “Having Kiera and Atlas active doubles our chances of a positive, quiet outcome.”

      “Do what you have to do, but we’ll be working leads down here.”

      As his limousine pulled onto the private airstrip, he spotted his plane then began collecting what little luggage he had on his person, just in case.

      “I’ll text you when I land,” Leopold said, “but it might be an in-and-out thing.”

      “With you, it’s always an in-and-out thing,” Esty joked.  In the background, Leopold heard Yergha erupt in laughter.

      “Bye smart-asses,” he said before disconnecting.

      The limo pulled to a stop, the driver opened the door for him, and then he boarded his private jet.  The pilot told him it would be a few minutes before they could taxi out to the runway.  They were awaiting the tower’s approval.  Using the time wisely, he opened his phone and dialed Cira.

      “Hi, Leopold,” she said, slightly seductive, but not so much that it had him thinking twice.

      “Cira, love, how do you feel about sunny California these days?”

      “I’ve been dying to visit there?” she said, phrasing it as a question.

      “Indeed, you have,” he said.

      “Are we going together?”

      “No, babe, I’m headed to Virginia.”

      “For Kiera?”

      “Yes.”

      “At this hour?”

      “I have alerted my contact within Monarch Industries,” he said.  “She tells me Kiera is in a twenty-four-hour training cycle and that when she is done I can have her.”

      “But she’s yours, not theirs.”

      “Apparently the people training her are far more important than either me or those missing girls.  We’ll see.  If I can free her sooner, we’ll get back to Texas and hopefully complete the timeline of events.”

      “What about me?” she asked.

      “You’ll have to get Atlas out of prison without me.”

      “Um…you remember last time, right?” she asked.  “Not only was Atlas a dickhead, but he said no, and then Dicampli said no.”

      “And I had to make him say yes,” Leopold said.

      “Yes, you did.”

      “I remember threatening the warden with irrevocable damage.  That was supposed to pave the way for future extractions, Cira.  You’ve been training, right?”

      “A lot, actually,” she said.

      “You’re ready then?”

      “I’ve trained five hours a day, six days a week since Russia,” she said.  “Hell yes, I’m ready.”

      “Then don’t act worried about a spineless twat like Fabian Dicampli.”

      “What if he doesn’t respect me the way he does you?”

      “That’s a fair question,” Leopold said.  “If he takes that tactic, you make him respect you by any means necessary.”

      “By any means necessary?”

      Nodding into the phone, he said, “You are about to be your own woman within this organization, Cira.  You’ve already leveled up.  It’s time to get in the game with the heavy hitters, and the only way to do that is to be a heavy hitter.”

      “I’m ready,” she said, confidently.

      “I’ll know you are if you meet me in Texas with Atlas.  Otherwise, we can try again next time.”

      “I appreciate this,” Leopold.

      “I know you do.  Now go and take what’s yours.”

      He hung up with Cira and shut off the phone as they taxied toward the runway.  When the jet took off, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes, having decided it was time to recharge the batteries.

      By the time he arrived in Blacksburg, Virginia, just before he was set to be picked up by a driver and taken to the Virginia branch of Monarch Industries, he turned on his phone and saw that several texts had come through.

      Two of them were from Stacy and Emily, who thought sending him nude pics of their boobs smashed together would be cute.  The other one was from his hacker, Codrin Pichler, telling Leopold to call him ASAP.

      Leopold dialed Codrin’s private number just as the plane touched down.  The Romanian answered the phone, chewing something squishy.  Gummy worms, maybe?

      “What’s up, Codrin?”

      “They were taken to a warehouse, and another van came out, a carpet van,” Codrin said.  “That was the van that took them to the border.”

      “Great work,” he said.

      The hacker gave Leopold the exact lane, described a transaction of license plates and papers then said he had a perfect picture of the border attendant’s face.

      “Can you get me a name and an address?”

      Another text came through.  “That’s me,” Codrin said, stuffing more food into his mouth.  “I just sent it through.”

      “You ran facial recognition already?” he asked.

      “My version, not theirs,” Codrin said.  He guzzled something then burped obnoxiously, and then he said, “My shit’s better.  Way better.”

      On his way back with Kiera, Leopold would compare notes with the information they received from the border attendant.  Then, if necessary, he would pay the man a visit.

      Outside the jet, he saw his ride waiting for him.  He collected his things then said to the pilot, “Wait for me, I shouldn’t be too long.”

      “And if you are?” he asked.

      “Wait anyway.”
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        CIRA KINGSLEY

      

      

      

      Cira called and secured the first available commercial flight to San Francisco International Airport, arranged for an Uber to meet her out front, then smiled when a younger man arrived in a Toyota Corolla a few minutes later.  She didn’t expect to talk with anyone on the drive to NorCal State Prison, but the kid ended up being personable, friendly, and a little cute.  Smiling, she asked, “How does your girlfriend feel about you driving all kinds of people around day and night?”

      “Good enough to leave me for a guy with a desk job and a Tesla,” he said with a smile.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Why?” he asked.  “If that’s the measure of her loyalty, then she’s better off with someone else and, quite frankly, so am I.”

      “That’s a good way to look at it.”

      “I think so, too.”

      “The truth in this world—well, the world according to Cira—is that men like pretty girls, but pretty girls like men with money, power, and prestige.  I know it’s simple and sounds shallow, but it’s honest and it’s true.  The only things that change in life are the window dressings.”

      He seemed to think about this for a moment.  “Actually, I think you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right,” Cira said.  “I wish I wasn’t, but I’m pretty sure I am.”

      He turned and looked at her, gratefulness in his eyes, but also a hunger for more of her wisdom.

      “I’m pining after a man who has money, but it’s not the money I’m after, it’s him.  He has a confidence that rivals any other man I’ve ever met, but he likes women of all sorts, doesn’t believe in marriage, having kids, or settling down.”

      “What does he do?”

      “Whatever he wants, he’s that rich.”

      “Does he know you like him?” the kid asked.

      “I’ve made it clear.”

      “But you’re an attractive woman.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, thinking he was sweet, “but sometimes not even looks and sex appeal are enough.  That is the great unknown.  That thing that defies the ordinary and keeps us in our own lanes, never merging, always wanting.”

      “Why are you going to prison?” he asked.

      “I’m picking up a friend,” she said.

      As the dark highway passed with the night sky black and full of stars she could not see, Cira drifted off in thought.  She was thinking about Atlas, wholly unaware that she’d fallen into such a quiet reminiscence that she had just vanished from the conversation.  A realization struck her.  She sat a little taller in her seat and then she turned and looked at the driver and felt bad for that unannounced lapse in conversation.

      “I’m sorry I drifted off there.  Our conversation sparked a memory that just wouldn’t let go.”

      “That’s okay,” he said.

      “In matters of love or the potential for love, I sometimes think it’s the ones who come from nowhere and take you by surprise that really get you.  These are also the ones who do a number on you.  What’s your name again?”

      “Andrew.”

      “Andrew, never discount the value of an unusual encounter.  This is where life holds its greatest surprises.”

      When they entered the prison grounds, the guard told them there were no visitors this early, but Cira said, “Warden Dicampli is expecting me.  Is he in yet?”

      “He just came through.”

      “Perfect.  Will you let him know Cira is here to see him?  And please tell him, that my boss—his personal friend, Leopold Wentworth—was unable to make the trip but that I will be meeting with him instead.”

      “He has an appointment with Leopold Wentworth then?”

      “Are you unfamiliar with Mr. Wentworth?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” he said.  “Just being honest, ma’am.”

      “First of all, don’t call me ma’am, and second, I assure you that for the money he invests in this godforsaken place, Leopold Wentworth has a standing appointment.  All you need to do is let Fabian know that I’m here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Was I not clear the first time?” she asked rather harshly.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, flustered.  “Cira, was it?”

      “Yes, it’s Cira,” she said.

      After a short call that involved the guard turning and looking at her several times, said guard hung up the phone and said, “He will see you now.  Are you familiar with the check-in procedures and where to go?”

      “I’ve been here before.  So yes, I’m aware.”

      “Enjoy your day, Miss Cira.”

      Turning to Andrew, she said, “The Chinese did it best when they invented sweet and sour.  Sometimes you get to be sweet, but most times, in this world, you have to be sour.”

      “I like the sweet side of you, Cira,” he said.

      When she squared up with Andrew, she pulled a fifty from her purse and handed it to him.  “This is for your college fund, but I also wish to give you a piece of advice if you’re open to hearing it.”

      “I am,” he said, hanging on her word.

      “Be savage in your life.  Don’t do anything half-assed.  Dream big then put practical plans together and go after those plans with a ferocity unmeasured by anyone you know, anyone you don’t know, and everyone you one day hope to know.  They say you can do anything you want in life and that’s simply not true.  They say everyone has a soul mate in life but I believe you can have many soul mates.  You have to work your ass off, meet the right people, and take measured risks.  You have to be smarter than everyone else, more cunning, and above all, you have to know that you can do and have anything you’re tenacious enough to go after.  But it takes effort, some good luck, and an iron constitution.  When you hit it big, and you will if you operate like this, use your money, wealth, and power to attract a better quality woman, and vet her long enough to make sure she’s not bat shit crazy, which most of them are.  If she truly loves you, spoil her relentlessly but own her ass in bed and never do anything to chase her away or make her feel she has the right or the need to visit another man’s bed.  If you don’t do these things, you will be just like everyone else.  However, if you want the life and you want the girl, then be savage, Andrew.  Be flat out freaking savage.”

      With that, she drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, and watched him marinate in all of the practical wisdom she could convey in less than a minute.

      “The way you said all that,” he said, showing her his arm, “it gave me goosebumps.”

      “That’s how you know it’s legit,” she replied.”  She opened the door, got out, and then leaned her head back in and said, “Go slay some dragons, Andrew.”

      “In my mind, I’m already on it.”

      The second she stepped out of the Uber, her cell phone rang.  It was Yergha.  She picked up and had a brief but charged conversation with him, one that left her rattled but more determined than ever.  When Yergha finally got mad and hung up on her, Cira’s heart was filled with an agitation she had to release before heading inside.

      She took a few calming breaths, then put a smile on her face and walked into the prison to meet with a man who was a dragon in his own right, one she had to slay if she planned to move into her own position of power.

      “Be savage,” she said to herself as she walked into the Supermax prison.

      After checking in, Cira was promptly escorted into Warden Dicampli’s office.  He did not look happy to see her.

      “Warden,” she said.

      He waved at a chair in front of his desk and said, “To what do I owe this displeasure.”

      “Oh, come on Warden,” she said with a sexy smile.  “You know exactly why I’m here.  Let’s not start things off on a bad foot.”

      “Every day here starts off on a bad foot.  And then there’s always something that makes things just a little bit worse.  Today, you are that something.”

      “And tomorrow it will be something else.”

      “You’re looking fit,” he said.  “Have you been working out?”

      “Overtime,” she said.

      “Let me guess, you need Atlas Hargrove.”

      Sitting up a little straighter, she smiled and spread her hands wide.  “Look who decided to come to the table.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “Wrong answer.”

      “We’ve had some discipline problems with Atlas and he’s currently in the hole in a state of mental decay.  He is unfit for whatever it is you’re wanting him for.”

      “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that,” she said with an edge to her voice.

      “What do you want him for?” Dicampli asked.  “I’ve been ever so curious these last six months.  I mean, a man of Leopold Wentworth’s caliber surely isn’t hiring this low-rent thug for personal security.”

      “First off, Fabian, that’s none of your business, but I understand that nature of curiosity and how it can pick at you.  So I will tell you, Atlas Hargrove is a weapon.  He’s blunt-force trauma.  For our purposes, he’s also a way to get things done that other people can’t do.”

      “I’ll give him that.”

      “Go get him, Warden Dicampli,” she said, her amiable disposition all but gone.  “I am dealing with a situation that is time-sensitive and lives are on the line.”

      “You don’t need to tell me about the pressures of the day,” he said, not even moving a muscle.

      “I think that I do, Warden Dicampli.  See, the pressures you have here will wait for you, but the pressures out there—what Leopold, our team and I are dealing with—won’t wait.  With all due respect, Fabian, you don’t have a clue.”

      “I already told you I cannot bring you Atlas Hargrove.  He’s not fit for company or whatever else you need your blunt-force object for.”

      “Would you like me to call Leopold?”

      Dicampli laughed, then reclined in his chair and said, “What, so I can tell both of you that my answer is no?  The man damaged prison property, scared both prisoners and visitors alike, and he refuses to play well with others, which is to say, since you dropped that maniac off six months ago, he’s killed two more inmates.”

      “This is a Supermax prison facility, Warden.  Every convict I’ve ever known did time because they were a problem too big for society to handle.  Now stop with this bullshit posturing and go get Atlas.”

      “I decided to leave my wife,” the man said as if this absolved him from being properly blackmailed.

      “I’m aware of this,” Cira said.  “I will send her a note of congratulations when I can.”

      “She took my son,” he said, ignoring the jab, “but I let her because he’s nothing but a disappointment.  Everyone around me is a colossal disappointment.”

      “I’m sure you were just as disappointing to him,” she said.  “We all have our lousy father story we get to tell when we’re old enough.  You’ll be his.  Bravo, Fabian.  Bravo.”

      “What are you going to take from me that hasn’t already been taken?” he asked with a bitter laugh.  “She gets half of my income, I’ve had to turn down prisoners for COVID, and the board is breathing down my neck about profitability.  I’ve had to stall the reporting of the two people Atlas killed just to pad the books for another month.  That alone could cost me my career.  And now you want to throw this Atlas Hargrove BS in the mix?  I’m sorry, but I’m not all that excited about ending up in genpop right alongside these guys.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” she asked.

      “You need to know where I’m at on things both here and in life.”

      “It’s customary to keep your offenses private so that later they won’t be used against you.  Not that I care about something as paltry as fraud.”

      “What Leopold has on me is worse than whatever I’ve done recently, I know that.  There is one thing that he cannot take from me and that’s my responsibility to my inmates.  When you brought Atlas back last time, he was a mess.  You think that didn’t raise a few eyebrows?  One of the prison nurses actually tried to report me for dereliction of duty or something petty like that.  She was new and nosy, but now she’s full-time because in the state of California, when someone complains about you, not only can you not fire them, you have to take a knee and suck their proverbial dick until the end of time.”

      “No one said California law was pretty, but it’s not without its holes.  You give me Atlas, I’ll find a hole for both of us to crawl through, and—”

      “He’s in solitary confinement,” Dicampli said as if that resolved the matter.

      “So?”

      “It’s indefinite.”

      She realized she was getting nowhere.  Looking at Dicampli, staring right into his eyes, she saw he was the immovable object, which meant she had to be the unstoppable force, only stronger because Leopold Wentworth doesn’t do standoffs—he requires only victory.

      “Fair enough,” she said, standing up.

      Then, without a moment’s hesitation, she leaped over the desk, gracelessly tackling the warden.  He squeaked out in surprise, the awful sound becoming a belch of forced air the moment the chair toppled over with her on top of him.  She punched him quickly and repeatedly in the ribs and solar plexus until he tried to suck in that one giant breath, but couldn’t.

      Having knocked the wind out of him, she now had the advantage.  She grabbed his balls, squeezed tight, and started to twist.  Leaning forward, her forearm across his neck and her face now inches from his, she said, “If you don’t get me Atlas Hargrove right now, I’m going to crush your nuts and turn you into a permanent bitch.  And if you don’t do exactly as I say, if Atlas and I are not walking out of this prison in exactly half an hour, give or take, I’m going to take the one thing from you that you won’t want to give up and that’s your life.”

      “You can’t kill me,” he said, forcing the words.

      She twisted his nuts even harder, her grip crippling.  His face deepened another shade of red, his eyes bulging in their sockets.

      “Do you really want to make that bet, Fabian?”

      “Okay, okay,” he said.

      She pushed off of him, straightened her hair and her clothes then she stood close enough to attack him again if he didn’t take her to see Atlas right away.

      “You people are crazy,” he grumbled.

      He tried to clear his throat and then he picked up the phone and said to the man outside, “I need an escort to solitary.  We have some…extenuating circumstances.”

      He nodded just as the door to his office opened.  The guard looked at them both, suspicious because Dicampli was red and disheveled, and Cira was put together and smiling.  When his eyes met hers again, she gave him a wink and a slight smile, hoping to convey this as a sordid affair in a room without cameras or listening devices.

      “You needed an escort to solitary confinement?” the guard asked.

      “Yes,” Dicampli said, straightening his shirt collar and tie.  “Both of us will.”

      They walked through an otherwise quiet prison heading to solitary confinement.  Considering the hour, everyone was still asleep.  When they arrived at solitary confinement, their escort walked them to the last cell, nodded to the duty guard, and said, “Open the door, Hargrove has a visitor.”

      The duty guard didn’t move right away.

      “Are you on a mental break?” Dicampli hissed.

      “No, of course not,” the man said, confused.  Through the bean slot where they slipped Hargrove his daily meal, the guard shined the light in on the prisoner.  “He’s asleep right now, Warden Dicampli.”

      “She can wake him,” Dicampli said.  “Let her in.”

      “This is against prison protocol.”

      “Don’t lecture me on this prison’s protocol,” Dicampli said, stepping forward.  “I’m the one who wrote the damn book on it.”

      As Cira stood there about to see Atlas, everything she had gone through with him came rushing back at once.  He had been an interesting surprise, a quick fling, the marrying of something thrilling and rare with the struggles of a hostile, violent world—the world of the Russian sex trade.  She knew from her own past experiences that trauma had the power to bond two people together in more ways than even the human brain could comprehend.

      The duty guard began to unlock the door.

      She took a deep breath.

      Her time with Atlas had been short and intense.  Russia, Ukraine, the hunt, the sex, the killing, and the slaughter, all topped off with them finding Kaylee Barnes and saving the motherfreaking day.  But that particular op bound the two of them together in ways she couldn’t seem to shake.  The feeling hadn’t been front and center for months but it also never left her.  Now that she was about to see him again, that feeling rushed forward once more, intense, thrilling, transfixing.

      To the warden, she said, “I’m waking him up and we’re walking out of here.  So if there’s some arrangement you need to make, I suggest you make it now.”

      “Everyone is asleep.  We will dress him, bag his head, and walk him to a transport van.  From there you need to arrange your own way.  We are not a taxi service.”

      She had a chartered plane on a private airfield ready to go.  She just needed to clear this hurdle and they’d be on their way.

      “Get him some regular clothes,” she said.

      To the guard who escorted them there, Dicampli turned and said, “Leave us to sort this out.  I will call in a few moments for the prisoner’s original clothes.”

      The guard had that look like he couldn’t believe what was happening.

      “That wasn’t a request,” Dicampli said.

      Before Cira went inside that dark hole to fetch Atlas, she turned to Dicampli and said, “If you try to stop us in any way, if you try to harm us or even slow us down, not only will I find a way to harm you in grievous, irreparable ways, Leopold will make sure he harms you worse.  If you know what’s best for you, you will not fuck with us.”

      “You have my word,” Dicampli said.  He turned to the duty guard and said, “Let her in.”

      The minute the door opened, she saw darkness as thick as oil.  She gave the two men one last look and then she stepped into the gloom to collect the prisoner.  Two steps inside the cell, however, and it felt like the darkness and the cold had swallowed her whole.  She knew where she’d come from, but she wasn’t sure where Atlas was and it was disorienting, to say the least.  She saw him, though, a slight lump on the floor in the corner.

      She knelt down before him.  He was asleep on his side, naked.  Just as she opened her mouth to speak, the door slammed shut behind her and the darkness enveloped her.

      She spun around, saw nothing but darkness.

      Son of a bitch!

      “You just signed your own death warrant, Warden,” she said.  “You just died and you don’t even know it!”

      Atlas jolted awake, scurried back into the wall, and waited there, his breathing quick and shallow.

      “Who’s there?” he asked.

      “It’s Cira,” she said.

      “Cira?”

      She felt his hands find her, then she held them and they began to shake.  And then, just like that, it all stopped.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” he said.  “This is no place for a lady.”

      She crawled toward him, the concrete floor murder on her knees.  Feeling his face, she felt a big beard, longish hair, and a lean body.

      “How did you get in here?” he asked.

      He returned the touch feeling not just her face but her body as well.  It was as if he wasn’t quite sure what was real and what might be fiction.

      “There’s been a kidnapping,” she explained.  “Three little girls and a prominent man’s wife.  They were abducted in El Paso and trafficked into Juárez.”

      “How old are the girls?”

      “Eight, twelve, and sixteen.  The wife is forty-six.”

      “Why would you get me involved in anything that involves prominent people?”

      “Because it’s gone international.  No one will know you in Juárez.  Hell, the way you must look right now, I might not even recognize you if someone turned the lights on in this freaking dungeon.”

      He reached for her hand again and that’s when the smell hit her.  “I can’t tell what stinks,” she said.  “Is it you or the cell?”

      “They won’t let you bathe in here.  There is this floor, one sock, and a hole to dump in.  As I said, this is no place for a lady.”

      “What did they do to you in here?”

      “They do nothing for me here but give me one terrible meal and a glass of water a day.  Other than that—”

      “I mean here in prison.  What did they do to you here in prison?  And why exactly are you in solitary confinement, Atlas?”

      “I did this to myself.”

      “Why do you feel like a Neanderthal?”

      “I wasn’t going to cut my beard or hair until Leopold came for me.  When he got here, I wanted him to know how long he has been gone so that he has a concept of time relating to my daughter.  Five months is an eternity to a child in captivity.  She may not even be alive anymore.”

      “She is alive, Atlas.  Leopold gave you the photo.”

      “That was five months ago.”

      “It’s been closer to six months now.”

      A great sadness seemed to fall over him, or so she imagined.  After learning about his missing daughter, she had tried to imagine having a child and then having her taken.  And then she tried to imagine how she would feel if she never found the child.  When she had finished this last thought, Cira felt her eyes fill with tears and her heart had ached for him.  But just knowing Alabama was alive was not the full extent of Atlas’s plight.  After so much had already gone wrong, she imagined getting a glimpse of this child only to learn she was out there somewhere but there was nothing you could do about it.  That’s when it really struck her, when she really started to feel like she was beginning to understand Atlas’s agitation and his rage.  If she were in his position, she would have gone crazy.  Maybe he had gone crazy, too.

      “Leopold will come for us.”

      “Who are you again?” he asked.  “I’m sorry, but…are you real, or is this a figment of my imagination?”

      “I told you, it’s Cira,” she said, cupping his cheek and wrapping a hand over his arm.  “You’re just waking up and this place isn’t good for the mind.”

      “No, it’s not,” he said.  He spoke a moment later.  “How can you be sure Leopold will come for us?”

      “Because that ferocious nightmare you became in Russia and Ukraine…we really need that guy.  We need you.  Can you become him again?  Are you well enough for the task?”

      “All I’ve done since I last saw you is hone my body and my fighting skills for the next time.  If this is the next time, then yes, I’m ready.”

      “What about your mind?”

      “Nothing some sunlight, food, and a shower won’t make right.”

      “Let’s hope for both of our sakes that you get those things,” she said.  “Especially the shower.”

      Lying on her side, the concrete pressing into her ankle, the side of her knee, and her hip bone, she leaned against Atlas.

      As she lay there, she thought about her own past and the bad choices she made.  No matter her position in life, her status with Leopold, or the measure of her talent, her previous life was sordid enough to never lift her nose too high at the rest of society.  Setting aside some of the questionable decisions he had made—because she’d made a few herself—Atlas was a good man, a man with whom she had shared her bed and her heart.

      “If you weren’t lying on me right now,” she heard Atlas say in a groggy voice, “I would feel as though my mind was playing tricks on me.”

      Later, when she felt herself drifting off to sleep, she wondered how he handled this bleak nightmare.  He’d been pitched into a hole to rot, remanded to darkness and solitude, unwanted by the world.  It was the saddest most desolate thing she’d ever felt.
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      Yergha and Estella crossed into Mexico through the Bridge of the Americas less than half an hour before sunrise.  They did so without issue.  Once they crossed the border, they made their way into Ciudad Juárez looking for a hotel or motel they could use as home base.

      “I think we picked up a tail,” Estella said.  “Black SUV behind us.”

      His heart jumped.  “Already?”

      “It might be this little shitbox,” Esty replied.  “We’re not exactly subtle here.”

      Cursing under his breath, he checked the rearview mirror.  “You’d think that at this hour, with sunrise just minutes away, all the vampires would be asleep in their coffins.”

      “Apparently not all of them,” she said.

      “We rushed this I think.”

      “We didn’t rush anything,” Esty assured him.  “Time is of the essence and so we’ll make do with what we have.”

      They drove a few more blocks down Federal Highway 45/Av. Tecnologico, and then at the last minute, Yergha made a left turn at Av. Del Granjero.  The sun was just peeking over the horizon, which made it easier to see where they were going.  They passed by several colorfully painted businesses, their rundown exteriors done in bright greens and oranges with permanent advertisement flags planted along the sidewalks.  Lined up for miles along the cracked asphalt streets were crooked telephone poles interspersed with modern-day utility poles.  Their various power and phone lines hung over the street in a kind of urban canopy that just might blanket the entire city.

      The SUV they feared was following them took the same left turn Yergha had taken.  Yergha was moving pretty quickly, but the SUV sped up, tightening the distance between them without actually crowding them.

      “I’m pretty sure they know that we know we’re being followed,” Esty turned and said.

      Yergha put on a slight burst of speed, watched the SUV behind them do the same thing, and then he braked hard and hung a right on Calle Australia.

      The short residential street was lined with a dozen houses made from brick and stucco, each of them boasting iron security gates in the driveways and ornate iron bars over all of the windows.  The cars parked along the street got really rundown for a second and then the left side of the street opened into a huge dirt parking lot.  The lot was protected by metal pylons strung together with barbed wire fencing.

      “Go right up ahead,” Esty said as they came to a T in the road.

      Yergha hung a hard right at Nueva Zelanda while going too fast.  The back end of their little underpowered hatchback kicked loose just enough for the tires to screech in protest.

      “This thing is an absolute bucket!” Yergha roared as the SUV bore down on them.

      He raced as fast as he could down the tight two-lane street.  With daybreak fully upon them, the city and all of its detail began to unfold in even greater detail.  He pushed harder on the accelerator but the pedal was already smashed against the floor.

      Sidewalk trees, utility poles, iron fencing, and graffiti-marred plaster walls passed by in a blur as they zipped down the bumpy asphalt street.  In the distant light, just above the city, was the outline of the Juárez Mountains.  They looked beautiful this time of the morning.

      “Intersection,” Yergha called out to her.

      Ahead there was a stop sign (alto) on the right, a purple building on the left (Las Cariñosas), and Av. Tecnologico once again.  They’d just made a big loop.  The traffic on Av. Tecnologico was light but present.  He wasn’t sure whether to ride the accelerator into the thoroughfare or to stop and take the chance that the guys in the SUV weren’t trying to rob or kill them.

      “Get to the other side of the road,” Esty said, gripping the door and the back of Yergha’s seat for support.

      He stayed on the accelerator.

      “Are you seeing the traffic?!” he shouted as they bore down on what was the start of a Sunday morning in Juárez.

      “GO!” she shouted.

      He blew through the stop sign, jerking the steering wheel right and then left.  He missed colliding with a subcompact car like theirs but clipped the back end of a Nissan pickup as he cut through the narrow opening in the avenue’s center dividers.

      “Stay to the left!” Esty said.

      “I know,” he growled, his knuckles bone white on the steering wheel.

      At the right moment, he cranked the steering wheel so hard to the left he bumped the inside wall of their back tire off the tall, painted yellow curb, nearly striking another car as they headed deeper into Juárez.  When he found an opening in traffic, Yergha put on another burst of speed.

      Behind them, the SUV had to slow down to try to cut through traffic.

      “Take a right up there!” Esty said, pointing to the first available exit off of Av. Tecnologico.

      Yergha hung a hard right on Blvd Zaragoza passing what looked like a fenced-in toll booth that was, in fact, some sort of technology station.

      “Where the hell are we?” he asked.

      “How do I know?” she retorted.

      To the left and right of them were open fields of dirt and scrub brush.  He felt exposed as he searched for somewhere to hide.  Unfortunately, they got stuck behind two slow-moving cars, each car blocking a lane.  Yergha rode up on them hard, tailgating the hell out of them, but they were slow to budge.

      “Call Leopold,” he said.

      “What for?” she asked, confused.

      “We just got into town and now we have company.  We need to know if this is random or if someone got advance notice of our arrival.”

      She got out her phone, put it on speakerphone so Yergha could hear the conversation, then called Leopold.  He answered on the first ring.

      “Leopold, it’s Esty.  We picked up a tail the second we got into Juárez.”

      “Jesus, that was fast,” he said.  “Driver, please pull over.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I just arrived in Virginia, but I’m about to go out of range.”

      “Is it possible that we were compromised already?” Esty asked.  “Because this is a big city and we’re just two people out of one point five million.”

      “Unless there’s something wrong with the congressman and his bodyguard—” Leopold started to say.

      “There’s definitely something off with Congressman Fox,” Esty said.  “He seemed a bit too detached, didn’t you think?”

      “He’s a politician,” Leopold reasoned.  “Most of them are soulless pricks with no hearts and serious emotional deficiencies anyway.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,” she said.  “Still, there was something off about him.”

      “I agree,” Leopold replied.  “The bodyguard was on the level, though.  He’s on his way to the hospital so we can likely rule him out.  Do you feel like you’re in trouble?”

      “I’m not saying we’re in over our heads here,” Yergha said, “but this was pretty quick.”

      “I’m about to enter an ultra-secure facility,” Leopold explained, “so if something is on your mind, spill it now because I’m going to be out of range for a few hours.”

      “Are you picking up the other assets?” Esty asked.

      “One of them.”

      “Atlas or Kiera?” Esty asked.

      “Kiera.”

      “Is she much better than us?” Yergha asked.

      “Yes,” Leopold said without hesitation.

      Yergha looked at Esty and frowned.  She frowned back then pointed to the road.  Yergha put his eyes back on the road and said, “Is she better looking than Esty?”

      Esty punched him in the arm, causing him to groan and roll his shoulder.

      “If you’re into bald assassins,” Leopold said.

      “As a matter of fact, I am,” Yergha replied with a grim laugh.

      Leopold gave him a rare consolation laugh, then said, “Text me if you run into anything else.  If it’s urgent, contact Cira.  She’s already en route to pick up Atlas.  I’m thinking we’ll need the whole team for this one.”

      The two cars in front of them were going under the speed limit by a mile or two per hour, which was not only slowing Yergha down, it was starting to piss him off too.  He sat on the horn a bit too long.

      “Thanks, Boss,” Esty said.  “Good luck with Kiera.”

      “Roger that.  Talk to you soon.”

      Esty hung up, saw and felt Yergha’s frustration with the cars in front of him, then said, “They’re probably not even awake yet.”

      He glanced up at the rearview mirror, returned to the road then flicked his eyes back up in a snap.  “Mother of balls,” he grumbled.  “These idiots are back.”

      The SUV was closing the distance between them fast, causing Yergha to frantically search for more extreme ways around the two cars blocking him.  He laid on his horn again, but the cars braked in retaliation.  That was not the reaction he had wanted.

      “Freaking morons,” he growled, hammering the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.  “Get the guns ready.”

      “On it,” Esty said.  She was already readying her pistol.

      “Not the pistols,” he said.  “We’re going to need the carbines.”

      The SUV was getting much larger in the rearview mirror.  All along the road, Yergha saw open fields secured by chain link fencing.  There was almost no way around these jack hounds in front of him unless he pulled into the opposite lane of traffic.  As light as the traffic seemed to be on the other side of the median, guys only charged into the opposite lanes in high-speed chases in the movies and only with lots of planning and under strong supervision.

      He and Esty were in a tin can on wheels with a beast of an SUV crawling so far up their ass, the backs of their collective teeth tickled.

      “You want to hurry it up there?” he asked.  “I can’t see daylight in the rearview mirror.”

      She had hauled the large duffle bag over the seat and unzipped it.  She looked up, saw the SUV, and pulled out the twin M4 carbines.  Both assault rifles were outfitted with thirty-round mags and 5.56x45mm ammo.

      “Hurry up!” he barked.

      “Almost there.  I see them watching me, Yergha.  They have their guns ready.”

      With no time to spare, he made a bold last-minute decision.

      “Hang on,” he said.

      She quickly jammed the duffle bag in the foot well, pinned both carbines to her lap with one hand, and grabbed a handhold for what was coming next.

      Braking hard, Yergha spun the wheel and ducked into one of the few bare lots he could access.  The subcompact bottomed out on the curb then bounced into a dirt lot the size of a fenced-in football field.  He stood on the brakes and spun the wheel.  The baby blue tin can slid sideways to a stop in a cloud of dust.  He grabbed the carbine, kicked open the door, and fired on the SUV the second it followed them into the lot.

      Over the back of him, propped up on the roof of the car, Esty unleashed her M4.  They’d cleared only half their mags when the mystery party returned fire.

      Esty stitched the SUV’s windshield with a half dozen bullets before taking two shots to the chest.  Yergha heard the thumping sound of bullets hitting center mass.  He turned in time to see her topple over backward.

      “Motherfuckers!” he roared, opening up.

      There were too many of them, though.  He hit one of their men in the face, but before he could take out another, he was punched in the chest with at least four rounds.  His knees buckled and he found he couldn’t breathe.  His fingers went numb for a second as he struggled for air.  The M4 fell from his grip as he slid down the side of the car.

      Five hard-looking Mexican men stepped out of the SUV and walked over to him.  One of the guys aimed his gun at Yergha and said, “Vaya con Dios, pendejo,” and then he fired a shot, hitting Yergha center mass.

      Yergha couldn’t hang on much longer than that.  Slumped over with red saliva drizzling out of his mouth, his vision blurred as pain radiated through his torso and down into his legs.  Incapacitated, outmanned, and outgunned, he watched them drag Estella through the dirt right past him.  They had a hold of her ankle and were taking her back to the SUV to do God knows what with her body.  Thinking he was already dead, they ignored Yergha completely.

      He told himself to man up, to not let them get away with this, and then he summoned the last of his strength and picked up his M4.  Much of the feeling hadn’t returned to his fingers, but he’d come this far, so he would fight for that one last chance.

      The men loaded Esty’s body into the back of the SUV then they climbed inside.  The driver backed up the SUV and was turning around when Yergha lifted the M4, aimed at the passenger windows, and squeezed the trigger.  The first few rounds blew out the glass in the second-row seating.  The man in the seat had a red bloom on his cheek.  Yergha wasn’t sure if he hit him with a bullet or if the glass had cut him.  Either way, he cleared the rest of the magazine, pumping every last round into the head of the asshole with the bloody cheek.  He had missed at first, but then he managed to put three or four rounds right into the side of his face.

      There was nothing more he could do.  He dropped the carbine and watched the SUV tear out of there.

      As he lay slumped against the car and listening to the sounds of passing traffic, his chest felt like he had been kicked by a pissed-off mule at least half-a-dozen times.  Fortunately, he was coherent enough to get the SUV’s plates.  They might be real or they might be stolen; he had them nevertheless.

      Flexing his fingers, blood and feeling returning to them, he dialed Codrin Pichler, thankful that the hacker answered within a couple of rings.

      “Yeah,” Codrin said.

      “This is Yergha; I need you to run a plate for me.  Forward it to the entire team.  Well, not Esty.  Don’t forward anything to her until I say otherwise.”

      “What happened?” Codrin asked, as serious as he’d ever been.

      “They shot her and took her body.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “I don’t know; just write down this plate number.”  He gave Codrin the number together with a brief description of the SUV, hoping neither the plate nor the SUV was stolen.  “Text me what you have immediately.”

      “I have you grouped but I’m pulling Estella’s number now,” Codrin said.  “Why do you sound out of breath?”

      “Esty wasn’t the only one who was shot.”

      “You’ve been hit?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How bad?” the Romanian asked.

      “Four or five to the chest, I lost count.  Don’t worry about it, though.  We’re wasting time.”

      “I can dispatch an ambulance your way.”

      “Not here, I’m fine.”

      “I’m sorry, didn’t you just tell me that you were—”

      “Codrin, run the damn plate!” he barked, quickly paying for the outburst.  So as not to tempt the man to ask any more questions, Yergha hung up the phone and sat there for a long time trying to stabilize his breathing.

      He glanced down at himself, not sure he wanted to see the damage he’d taken.  His legs lay there useless before him, the bend at his waist abnormal.  Slowly, he turned and looked at the superficial damage to the embarrassment on wheels, a.k.a. the baby blue Chevy Spark.

      Pulling himself up, breathing a little easier, he managed to work his way back into the car.  There, he took a few shallow breaths, followed by a few more that were deeper than the last, and finally a few very deep breaths just to assess any damage.

      “No broken ribs,” he said to himself.  “Well, there’s a plus.”

      Glancing over at the passenger side of the car and then into the back seat, he saw broken glass.  It was everywhere.  The two back windows were gone, but the hatchback was intact.  He turned the key in the ignition and the Spark started right away.

      Sitting there, praying for a return text to come back from Codrin, he waited.  The longer he had to wait, though, the more he wondered just what the hell they were doing to Esty.  Breathing shallow, his chest an absolute mess, he wiped the sweat from his eyes then gingerly shifted his butt from side to side.  He wasn’t sure if he’d soiled himself in the exchange.  A moment later, he had confirmation.

      “Looks like it’s a shit-free Sunday,” he said with some relief.

      The text from Codrin came in a few minutes later: PLATES NOT STOLEN; SUBURBAN NOT STOLEN; LAST KNOWN ADDRESS.  To his relief, Codrin provided him with an address in Juárez.

      He looked up the listed address on Google maps, took another breath then checked his Sig Sauer P226.  He had a full mag.  He charged the slide then set the gun on the seat where Esty should be sitting, unconcerned with the broken glass for now.

      “I’m coming to get you,” he said.

      Before taking off, he took off his shirt, unstrapped and removed the lightweight tactical vest he had picked up at Richie’s before crossing the border, then set it on the seat so he could breathe.  He forced himself to look down at his chest.  This was a stark reminder that he was now neck-deep in the shit.

      “Good God,” he said.

      His entire chest was one nasty, inflamed bruise.  He glanced down a second time, found five welts rising, the one closest to his armpit maybe an eighth of an inch inside the vest’s protection zone.  He was not just lucky, he had been blessed.

      “Good guys always win, assholes,” he said as he buttoned up his shirt.

      Using Google’s built-in navigation system, he indicated that he wanted directions to the house where they were holding Estella.  From there he would try to save her.  He prayed she wasn’t already dead.  If her vest took the rounds and not her body, he had a chance.  Besides, she was too beautiful of a creature for that kind of damage and too finely-tuned of a weapon to lose her life to a pack of low-brow chumps.  That had to count for something with the big guy above.

      On the road again, he called Cira, who answered right away.

      “It’s me, Yergha.”

      “Why are you calling so early?”

      “You know about the kidnapping, right?” he asked.

      “I’ve been brought up to speed.”

      He told her about the ambush, the shoot-out, Esty getting taken.  She let out a long sigh, then said, “This is not only really bad, Yergha, this is worse than bad.”

      “Have you been training?”

      “For the last six months, yeah.”

      “You need to get down here,” Yergha said.  “I’m only half a team without Esty and now the job just doubled.”

      “How did it double?” she asked.

      “Are you even listening?” he shouted into the phone.  “They took ESTY!”

      “I hear you, Yergha, but this is Leopold’s team, not yours.  Besides, I’m in California, right about to get Atlas.”

      “Look, I’m sorry for yelling,” Yergha said, sweating.  “If I don’t get Esty fast, we may find her on the side of the road somewhere with her head cut off.”

      “What are you thinking of doing?”

      “I’m thinking, forget the wife and kids, I need to get Esty back.”

      “Do you even know who took her?” Cira asked.

      “Codrin gave me a lead.”

      “Well, I can tell you this, you can’t forget the family and you have to find Esty.  So yes, the job has doubled, but you have to do it yourself, so just suck it up and accept that.”

      “Easier said than done,” he said, wiping his brow.

      “As a friend, I’m telling you to pull yourself together and try to think.  In the meantime, I’ll see if I can get a hold of the family’s bodyguard and send him down to you.”

      “The bodyguard is in the hospital with broken ribs,” Yergha said.  “So he’s a no-go.

      “I’ll get Atlas as quickly as I can.  If I call, pick up quickly.”

      “I don’t need you to tell me how to answer my phone, Cira,” he said sounding a bit too testy.  “I’m just saying, all I care about is Esty right now.”

      “If you talk to Leopold, you better change your tune.  Right now you sound like you’re trying to bail on the job in the first twenty-four hours so forgive me for treating you like an amateur.”

      “We’re all fucking amateurs!” he shouted into the phone.

      “Right now, it’s just you,” Cira said softly.

      He bit back on the panic, the fear, the hysteria, and he tried to calm himself.  It wasn’t working, though.

      “There are other elements in play here,” she said, trying to assure him.

      “Well, call me when you can get them in order because I’m on my way to get Esty back.  And as far as the wife and kids go?  They don’t exist until I’ve got Esty.”

      “You’re your own worst enemy, Yergha.”

      With nothing more to say, he hung up the phone.  He closed his eyes, took three deep breaths, and told himself to pull it together.  When he opened his eyes next, it was with the burning determination to find Esty and lay waste to the guys who took her.
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      Leopold’s plane touched down at the private airstrip just outside Blacksburg, Virginia.  The landing was smooth, his wait for a ride virtually nonexistent.  A black-on-black Range Rover with tinted windows was waiting to pick him up just as it had the last time he was there six months prior.  The same driver held the Range Rover’s back door open for him.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again, sir,” the driver said.

      “You as well,” Leopold replied as he climbed inside the vehicle and buckled up.

      When the driver got inside the Range Rover, Leopold said, “No Isabelle?”  He tried to say this in a manner that conveyed his disappointment.

      “She told me to tell you that you aren’t important enough for her to waste her time on a car ride and small talk.  She said you would understand.”

      Leopold drew a deep breath then let it out slowly.  “I am ever the child looking for his mother’s approval.  It seems as though Isabelle Norwood will not be a suitable mother-figure after all.”

      The driver seemed to tense up.  Leopold laughed and said, “It’s okay, my friend.  I didn’t expect her to be here.”

      “Your asset is in training right now with people who are as inaccessible to Miss Norwood and our facility as Miss Norwood is to you.”

      “Well isn’t that something,” he said.

      “Indeed it is, sir.”

      As they approached one of Blacksburg’s many ridges, he recognized the one that housed Monarch Industries’ primary facility.  His phone suddenly buzzed.  Fishing it out of his pocket, he checked the caller ID then took the call.

      “Leopold here,” he said.

      “Leopold, it’s Esty.  We picked up a tail the second we got into Juárez.”

      “Jesus, that was fast,” he said.  “Driver, please pull over.”

      Without further prompting, the driver pulled the Range Rover onto the side of the road and out of the way of traffic.

      “Where are you?” Estella asked.

      “I just arrived in Virginia,” he said, “but I’m about to go out of range.”

      After a brief but precise call with Estella and Yergha about their concerns with Juárez, and with the possible tail they picked up, he hung up and said to the driver, “We can go now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They entered Monarch Industries by the same route as last time and just as before, Isabelle Norwood was there to greet him.  When he first met her, she had appeared to be in her early- to mid- sixties.  For some unfathomable reason, she now appeared to be younger than that and still quite handsome for an older woman.

      “It’s been too long,” Leopold said as he got out of the SUV.

      “For whom?” she asked.  Her voice was less pinched and gravelly than he remembered.  What kind of youth transformation had she managed for herself?

      “Me, of course,” he said, extending a hand.  She took it, gave it a firm shake then smiled.  “It would be rude of me not to tell you that you look amazing.”

      “As do you, Leopold.  I must say, the younger women suit you.”

      Grinning, certain that he had kept his private life private, he wouldn’t let her make him stumble.  “There is no greater diet than dating twenty-five-year-olds.”

      “Says a true narcissist,” she teased.

      “And yet here I am, working my ass off not to pine over you.  Is it strange that I’m even more attracted to you now than I was last time I saw you?”

      “It would be strange if you weren’t,” she replied as if the statement was nothing.  “Let me show you to your girl.  She is with a special set of people right now, people someone unfamiliar with the kind of work we do here will not understand.”

      “I understand a lot of things, Miss Norwood.”

      “I’m sure you do,” she said with a laugh.

      They walked through a maze of hallways and corridors, so many that he found himself slightly lost, or turned around.  It was baffling to think that behind every door, or every set of doors, were assets born and raised for the ravages of war, for the brutality of covert ops, and for assassination squads of all measure.

      “And here we are,” Isabelle said.

      The second she opened the door, Leopold saw the bald-headed assassin he had purchased six months ago doing hand-to-hand combat with the most beautiful girl Leopold had ever seen.  She had lightly-browned skin, long brown hair, and…purple eyes?  He couldn’t pull his gaze from those deep amethyst eyes, or that mesmerizing face.

      If there is such a thing as love at first sight, Leopold thought, this is it.  Swallowing past a lump in his throat, he turned to Isabelle and whispered, “Who is she?”

      “You can think of her as a guest trainer,” Isabelle said.  “Be quiet and let them train.”

      The two women were ferocious in their combat, and even though Kiera worked smoothly, swiftly, and with an extreme amount of power, there was something slow and clunky to her when compared to her trainer.

      With this young amethyst-eyed brunette, there was a grace and fluidity unmatched by any human he’d ever seen before, save for the great martial arts masters.  These same masters had taken decades to perfect their art.  But in those final years, when they were at their peak of discipline, much of their youth and the vitality had waned.

      Yet this young woman seemed to have an understanding of tactical combat, the fluidity and polish of a master, and the kind of youthful vitality you never see in even the most skilled of combatants.

      “She is an impossible creature,” Isabelle leaned toward Leopold and said.

      “She most assuredly is,” Leopold replied.  His heart was crushed, stomped, and beaten with the need to know this young woman.

      “How does she look to you?” said a handsome man who suddenly appeared behind them, seemingly out of nowhere.

      “Where did you come from?” Leopold turned and asked the man.

      “Many places before this, but only moments ago, I came from down the hall.”  He spoke with a slight German accent, his features handsome but stern, like he didn’t do much smiling.  “My name is Dr. Enzo Holland.  You must be Leopold.”

      Leopold reached out and took the man’s hand, enchanted.  “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Doctor.  Are you working with Kiera or are you here in a different capacity?”

      “Kiera’s trainer is my protégé, my experimental weapon if you will.  I’m afraid that I’m nothing to her but a hindrance these days, for her evolution is far beyond anything I can teach.  Yet for some reason, she has taken a liking to your Kiera.  So to answer your question, yes, I am working with Kiera.”

      Just then, Kiera’s trainer stepped past an impossibly fast kick, checked the outside of Kiera’s knee, then dipped down and rammed a shoulder into her body.  The sideways attack lifted Kiera off the ground and put her on her ass.

      “If you’re going to fire your weapon fast, be sure to retract it faster,” the brunette said.  She offered a hand to Kiera, which the young woman took, and then both women turned to face Leopold.

      “Hello, Kiera,” Leopold said.

      She nodded her head without saying a word.

      “Is she still not speaking?” he turned and asked Isabelle.

      “She speaks many languages,” Isabelle replied, “but we often find that words get in the way of action.  As you know by now, our assassination models are geared more toward kill-tactics than any kind of socialization.”

      “And what is your name?” he asked the amethyst-eyed brunette.

      “Savannah,” she replied.  “You’re Leopold, I assume.”

      “I am,” he said.

      “You’re the one who owns Kiera?” she asked.

      There was a tenor to her voice, a surety that made him question if he was hearing confidence or disgust.  At that very thought a subtle smile broke across Savannah’s mouth, almost like she could read his mind.

      “No one really ever owns anyone,” he said tactfully.  “I have, however, opted to use the skillset she possesses to do some good in the world.”

      “Using violence for good, that’s novel,” Savannah said, looking over at Holland, who was frowning at her.  “I don’t know anyone else who thinks like that.”

      “Savannah is her own master now,” Holland said.

      “How old are you?” Leopold asked her.

      “Don’t you know it’s not polite to ask a girl her age?” Savannah asked affably.

      “That rule doesn’t count if you’re a younger woman.  And you, my dear, are much younger than I am.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      Now he was certain she was disgusted by him.  He could see it in her eyes, how she positively reviled him.

      “Bingo,” she said, looking right at him.

      He flinched as if punched.

      “Are you a fighter, Mr. Wentworth?” Savannah asked.  “I know you’re not, but let’s see what you say.”  There was something unusual about her eyes, something fiery and unreal.  He was used to challenges, but he didn’t like this one.  Not one bit.

      “I came for Kiera,” he said.

      “To save some girls, I’m sure,” she replied.  “Buy one to save many, is that it?”

      “What’s your problem?” Leopold asked.

      The insides of her purple eyes seemed to glow orange for just the slightest moment.  Then his heart began to overheat, causing him to fold forward against a slight but searing pain.

      “Savannah,” Dr. Holland warned.

      She broke her stare for one moment, glancing over at the doctor.  The heat then dissipated rather quickly.

      “What the hell?” Leopold asked.

      Savannah breezed out of the room like a furnace—turbulent and untouchable.

      Isabelle looked right at him and said, “She killed you a hundred times in her mind before you even realized you were in danger.”

      “How is someone like her even possible?” Leopold asked, his heart still having trouble returning to its original rhythm.

      “Genetics,” Holland replied, his German accent now more noticeable.

      After what just happened, he wanted no part of these people.  “Kiera, it’s time to get your things.”

      “I have one more shot to administer,” Holland said.  “It will only take a few minutes.  After that, she is all yours.”

      Kiera walked past them, no acknowledgment of them at all.  Leopold turned and watched the girl walk down the hallway with Holland in tow.

      “She’s even more robotic than ever,” Leopold said.  “At some point, we’re going to have to socialize her whether you want to or not.”

      “When she’s ready,” Isabelle said.

      “Well, I’m ready.”

      “You’re not a killing machine, Leopold.  You’re a little man with big dreams and a decent enough bank account to finance them.”

      “My account was never considered decent, except maybe in college.  But even then, it was a work in progress.”

      Waving a dismissive hand, which she was good at, Isabelle said, “You happened to come at the right time, Leopold.  The push for peace by the last administration damn near destroyed our business.  The world, however, is entering another war phase, as you are seeing in Syria, North Korea, and China.  We have paying clients once more, men and women of distinction who command hundreds of billions of dollars, trillions even.  So when you come in here thinking you’ve got a nine-inch cock because your account boasts nine whole figures, you need to understand that, comparatively, a dick that small would never get past the front door, let alone in front of someone like me, Dr. Holland, or even someone as skilled as Savannah Swann.  You are in the heart of a lion’s den that pumps out world destroyers, so please consider your presence in this facility a mighty gift from God, or whatever other entity you people worship these days.”

      “I am humbled by this place for—”

      “Be quiet, Mr. Wentworth,” she said.  “No one cares about your opinion, your wants and desires, or even your interests here.  No one but me.  And I only care barely, and only to the extent required by our contract.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, Isabelle,” he said without expression.  He was working hard to still the anger inside of him, but the woman had just triggered his adrenals.

      “Well, with me, it will get you nowhere,” she replied.  “If you’ll kindly return to the front of the facility, I will have Kiera meet you there.  I trust you know your way back.”

      “Actually, I don’t.”

      She was drawing an irritated breath when Savannah suddenly appeared.  “I can take him from here, Mrs. Norwood.”

      “Be nice,” Isabelle told her.

      “I’ll be nicer than you were,” she said as if she cared very little for the woman.  “Let’s go, Mr. Wentworth.”

      Leopold said goodbye to Isabelle who was already walking away and paying him no mind.  Catching up to Savannah, he wanted to say so many things, but there was no time and he didn’t know where to begin.  And, truthfully, he was scared of her—not only of what she was but of what she could do to him.

      “Just ask,” she finally said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Just ask the question burning a hole in your mind, Leopold Wentworth.”

      “And what question is that?” he challenged.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him and said, “What am I?”

      Nodding, he replied, “Okay, what exactly are you?”

      “Something you wouldn’t understand,” she said.  “This is one facility of many like it.  I was born into this clandestine world in the foothills of northern California.  This isn’t my world anymore, but it is a world Kiera is moving into.  There is something special about her.”

      “How so?” he asked.

      “She will never be like me, but of all the girls in here, she has the best chance.”

      “Because of her genetics?” he asked.

      “Yes.  And other things.  But those are things I cannot discuss with you due to the NDAs that I signed.”

      “Again…what are you?” he asked.

      She stopped and looked at him.  Her eyes bored so deeply into his that he thought he felt her crawling through his mind, seeing him, knowing him, understanding all the little things that made Leopold Wentworth the man he was and would one day become.  And then that feeling dissipated and her gaze went from hypnotic to congenial inside of a split second.

      “I am what this universe never wanted, something untouchable and mean, and yet there is a heartbeat in my soul that yearns for some sense of normalcy, which is a life I gave up long ago.  I cannot change who I am, nor would I, but I can help people like Kiera come into her own.  She has a chance at normalcy.”

      “That’s both intriguing and noble,” he said, nearly speechless.

      “I wanted to be here to meet you, to tell you that since you own her—because you are technically a slaver when it comes to her—you have the right to free her at some point.  Work with that in mind, Leopold.  That’s what I wanted to tell you.”

      “I didn’t know I would be here, which meant Isabelle didn’t know I’d be here, yet somehow you knew?”

      She smiled and said, “Follow me, your ride is waiting.”

      When they reached the front of the facility, when she was just about ready to leave him, he found that he wanted to ask her so many things that he couldn’t seem to choose just one.  And then the moment was gone.

      She seemed to sense this.  The gorgeous creature stopped, turned and looked at him, and then she walked back and said something that rocked him to the core.

      “I know what you do, Leopold, and what you’re going to do.  Bad things will happen in the days ahead.  If I was you, and I have been you before, I would kill every last one of those monsters.  Gut them, skin them, set their fucking lives on fire.”

      When Savannah said this, firelight glowed in her eyes and Leopold’s body suddenly felt supercharged and ready for war, almost like he’d plugged into a power source he didn’t understand.

      Savannah nodded, and he nodded.  Then, without another word, the amethyst-eyed girl turned and left him to contemplate oh so many things.  On the way out, she passed by Holland and Kiera.  To Leopold’s surprise, the powerful young woman barely even acknowledged them.

      Holland saw him and knew something had changed.  “What exactly did she say to you?” he asked.

      “Who?”

      “Savannah?”

      “I don’t know any Savannah,” Leopold grinned, winking at Dr. Holland who did not find him amusing.  He then looked at Kiera and smiled.  “Even if you’re a robot, I’m glad to see you.”

      “She is not a robot,” Holland said.

      Refusing to acknowledge the man, Leopold said to Kiera, “We’re going to Texas.  Have you ever been to Texas?”  She looked at him as if nothing was going on in her mind.  Now he turned to Holland.  “What did you give her, Doctor?”

      “Exactly what she needed for what is in store for her,” he answered cryptically.

      “The only thing I have in store for her is dinner and a movie.  I was kind of hoping to see her smile and possibly even resemble an actual human being.”

      “She will do none of that, Mr. Wentworth.  But if you need her to hunt, kill, and survive, then you will need the very thing she now has pulsing through her blood.”

      “This is a very strange place,” Leopold said.

      “We are very strange people and this is a very strange universe.  Good day to you, Mr. Wentworth.”

      “And good day to you as well, Dr. Holland.”

      “Are you ready, sir?” a man behind Leopold asked.

      Startled but not showing it, he turned and saw his driver standing there.  With a fictitious geniality to his tone, Leopold said, “It would seem that I am.”
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      On the way to the plane, he checked his phone and saw several texts from Yergha.  Oh, no, he thought.  It would seem as though the proverbial shit had already hit the fan.

      He looked for a text from Cira, a confirmation that she had retrieved Atlas and was en route to El Paso.  There was nothing there either.   He called her but got no answer.  He thought maybe he dialed the wrong number, which felt impossible, so he dialed again.  Still, she didn’t answer.

      Were the two of them airborne but in some sort of dead zone?

      Instead of trying again, he called Yergha, who told him what had happened to Estella and that he was staking out the house of the shooters.

      Leopold wasn’t thrilled by any of the news but at least he had contact with one of his assets on the ground.

      “Are Atlas and Cira on their way?” Yergha asked, desperate.

      “That’s a big unknown right now.”

      “I spoke to her as she was picking him up.  Maybe something went wrong.”

      He kept Yergha and Estella in the dark about the finer details of Kiera’s and Atlas’s situations but he knew he wasn’t going to be able to keep a lid on them much longer.  His assets weren’t stupid by any measure.

      “When exactly did you speak with her last?” Leopold asked Yergha.

      “Earlier.  It was just after daybreak here, so maybe you can figure out the time difference.  All I know is that the bottom has dropped out of this op and Esty might be dead, or worse.”

      “Hold tight, let me try Cira again.”

      “Okay, but call me back,” Yergha said.  “I’ve got eyes on the guys here but there are more of them than I have rounds in my gun.”

      “Did Richie Frank give you the hardware he promised?” Leopold asked.

      “Yeah,” Yergha said.  “The vests too.”

      “You have carbines, right?”

      “A pair of M4s.”

      “And the hand grenades?”

      “Two of them.”

      “And you’re still saying there aren’t enough rounds for them?” Leopold asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have eyes on Estella?”

      “No, but I’m sure she’s here.  The same guys who took her are here and there’s a long trail of red from where they dragged their dead out of the SUV.”

      “You can’t wait on us, Yergha.  You’re going to have to sack up and get her out of there; otherwise, they may kill her.”

      “If she’s not dead already.”

      “I’ll call you when we’re over the border and headed your way,” Leopold said.  He glanced over at Kiera who still looked as though no one was home.  “I have Kiera with me and she’s sufficiently warmed up.”

      “Yeah, well, she’d better be because we got our freaking nuts clipped right out of the gate.”

      “Call me when you have her,” Leopold said, hoping to instill some confidence in the man before leaving him.

      “Will do, boss,” Yergha replied, signing off.

      He called Cira again.  No answer.  He called Codrin, who answered right away.

      “Leopold,” Codrin said, alert.

      “I need a location on Cira’s phone as well as Fabian Dicampli’s personal cell number, and I need it ASAP.  Dicampli is the warden of NorCal State Prison for cross-reference.”

      “I’m on it,” the Romanian said.

      Leopold dialed Cira again, twice.  There was still no answer.  Now he was getting pissed off.  Dialing Codrin back, he said, “I need to get into Cira’s cell phone.  Can you get me remote access to her microphone and camera?”

      “Yeah, that’s easy,” he said.

      The link came through and all he saw was darkness.  He put his ear to the phone’s speaker and listened to the muffled sounds of people talking.

      “Dammit.”

      Codrin called back.  Leopold closed the patch and answered the phone.  “Her phone is at NorCal State Prison in California.”

      “Can you find out how long the signal has been coming from there?”

      “Yeah,” Codrin said.  “I’ll call you right back.”

      “We’re clear to take off when you are, Mr. Leopold,” the pilot said.

      “Give me a few minutes, then we’ll be set,” he replied.

      The pilot looked a bit uncomfortable.  “Our window is tight, sir.”

      Leopold’s cell phone rang.  He picked it up right away.  Codrin said, “Her phone has been there since early this morning.”

      Covering his microphone, Leopold addressed the pilot.  “All right, let’s go.”  The pilot nodded and returned to the cockpit.  Removing his hand from the microphone, Leopold asked Codrin, “Can you patch me back into Cira’s line?”

      “I’m dropping you a link now.”

      “Great job, Codrin.”

      They hung up, Leopold accessed Cira’s phone again, then tried to boost the audio.  But then something happened.  The darkness moved away, and not only did light appear on the screen, but a face appeared as well.

      “Dicampli,” he hissed under his breath.

      A moment later, Fabian Dicampli’s personal number appeared in a text from Codrin.  He texted the hacker back and said, “Get me a photo of Dicampli’s kid and find out where he’s at right now, and do it as fast as you can.”

      “You got it.”

      He sat there seething.  Kiera barely even noticed.  When they were in the air, another text came through—a photo of a boy as well as a link similar to the one that allowed him access to Cira’s phone.  When Leopold clicked the link, he saw a classroom full of kids, but it was the child in the front row that interested him most.

      He dialed Dicampli’s personal number.  The man answered on the second ring, not sure about with whom he was speaking.

      “Fabian, it’s Leopold Wentworth.”

      “I’ve been expecting your call,” the warden said.

      “Whatever you’ve done with Cira and Atlas, if they’re not out of your prison in thirty minutes flat, I’m going to have a local asset pick up your kid and gut him in the school parking lot.  I’m talking about his intestines sitting on the asphalt in a steaming heap.  You had better read me loud and fucking clear because you’re standing in front of a raging bull right now.”

      The man hung up.  Leopold screamed.

      He waved off the co-pilot who came to check on him, then sat there stewing.  When most of the heat burned off, Leopold forwarded the boy’s photo and the classroom’s live link to Fabian Dicampli.  He poured himself a Scotch and waited.

      Fortunately for all parties, he replied with much haste.  Like a punk bitch, though, he did so in a text.  Dicampli indicated that Cira and Atlas would be released within thirty minutes.

      “Good dog,” he muttered as he finished three fingers worth of the Scotch.  The only pity was that, at four hundred dollars a bottle, and because of the warden, he hadn’t enjoyed a single sip.

      Leopold called ahead to El Paso, reached Richie Frank, and said, “I need a car for El Paso, something clean that I can take into Juárez, and I’ll need entry into Mexico.”

      “Do you want bang bangs?” he asked.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Consider it done.”

      A few minutes later, a picture of a black Audi S6 sedan showed up in a text.  Below the picture, Richie indicated that the Audi would be left in short-term parking and that he would forward him the number of the parking space the minute it arrived.

      He then texted Richie back:  IS IT HOT?

      NOT ANYMORE.  FRANKENSTEIN.  FEEL FREE TO ABANDON IT EITHER IN OR OUT OF COUNTRY.

      It was a Frankenstein car—multiple parts, nothing identifiable.  If he left it in Mexico, or if it didn’t survive the journey back to America, it was apparently okay.

      THX.

      The last thing he did before sitting back and trying to unwind for a few minutes was look up the address of the border attendant who helped the carpet van into Mexico.  The man was identified as Gill Franklin.  He didn’t live that far from the airport.

      “We’re coming for you, Gill,” he said.

      He glanced over at Kiera and saw she had her eyes closed.  If she was sleeping, it wasn’t deep because who the hell sleeps in perfect posture?  Slowly, she opened her eyes and turned to look at him.  For some reason, this animatronic gesture scared the crap out of him.  Leopold turned away because he didn’t want her to see his fear.

      Putting all these strange Monarch encounters out of his mind, Leopold reclined in his seat, closed his eyes, and prepared for war.  Thirty-five minutes later, he received a text that woke him up and put him right back in the fight.
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      When Atlas woke up, he didn’t know if it was day or night and he couldn’t understand why his side hurt so badly.  Then that thing putting pressure on his side moved and he sort of freaked out, scooting back into the wall.

      “Who’s there?” he asked, startled.

      “Cira,” the soft voice said.

      “Cira?  Really?”  He reached out to her, found her, and then it all came back to him.  He thought he’d had a dream, but it was no dream.  “Why are you here?”

      “We need you, but Dicampli got one over on me.  He screwed us both and he might have gotten four people killed.”

      “Dicampli is a jackass.”

      “No kidding.”

      She started to tell him what had happened with the Fox family when he heard activity outside the door.

      “Shhh,” he told Cira.  “Wait a second.”

      The door opened.  He lifted a hand to block out the light.  A set of clothes was thrown at him, hitting his arm.  Then someone threw one shoe at him, hitting him in the leg, and another, which bounced off his skull.

      “Get dressed, maggot,” Dicampli snarled.  “Cira, get up, you’re getting out of here, too.”

      Atlas put on his clothes and shoes, and then he walked out into the hallway.  Before he could turn his eyes from the light, a bag was pulled over his head.  The guard gave his shoulder a shove, but he didn’t budge.

      “I need to go to my cell first,” he said.

      “You’re not going to your cell,” Dicampli replied, firm.

      “Is the bag really necessary?” Cira asked.  “He’s not a dog for God’s sake.”

      “Yes,” Dicampli said.  To the guard, he said, “He’s not going to his cell.  Walk his ass out to transport then leave him with this blonde nightmare.”

      “Take me to my cell, I need the photograph,” Atlas said.  He’d missed seeing Alabama for so long that he needed to see her face again, even if the photo was a bit blurry and even if he’d committed her face to memory months ago.

      “You’re not going to your cell so just shut up already,” Dicampli said.

      “Just take him to his cell,” Cira said.

      “You don’t get to talk in here anymore, young lady,” he hissed.  “You’re not going to your cell, Atlas.”

      He stopped walking, the guard bumping into him.  “This is the hill I’m going to die on, Warden.  And if you don’t take me to my cell, others will die, too.”

      “Are you threatening me?” he said, now almost toe to toe with him.

      “Yes, I am.”

      A stiff shot to his kidney had him sucking air.  He knew he wouldn’t be able to take a breath for a minute, that the wind was knocked out of him, so he drove a short elbow into the guard who ooofed and bent over by the sound of it.  Underneath the bag, his frown turned into a hard grimace.

      “Why don’t you hit me, Dicampli?” Atlas growled.

      “I don’t hit prisoners,” he said.

      “Take me to my cell right now or I don’t move a muscle from here on out.”

      “For a picture?” Dicampli said.  “Really?”

      “Yes, for a picture.”

      “This bitch ass prima donna,” Atlas heard Dicampli mutter.  To the guard, Dicampli said, “Take this maggot to his cell but let’s make it quick.  I’ve been put to a time limit I’d prefer not to exceed.”

      “I see Leopold contacted you,” Cira said as they changed direction.  She dropped the bait but Dicampli refused to bite.  Atlas smiled inside his sack.  He really did like Cira.  “You’re up the creek either way, Dicampli.  He’s going to turn you inside out and feed your guts to the rats for that crap you pulled.”

      “Shut your mouth,” he hissed.

      “You really should learn how to talk to a lady,” Atlas said.

      “I hope you die out there,” Dicampli barked.

      “That makes two of us,” he replied.

      “You’re here,” Dicampli said, ripping the sack off of his head.

      He heard Cira gasp at the sight of him.  He didn’t care, though.  He wasn’t there for the photograph, not entirely.  But this moment…oh God, this moment he had to get all of this hostility out of him so he didn’t take it into the field and cost someone their life.  That’s why he was there waiting for his cage door to open.  The second it opened, he saw Baxter “Butane” Kirtman sitting on his bed wearing only his underwear.  The creep was curled up with Atlas’s pillow.

      BBK’s eyes went wide the second he saw him.  Atlas was already in motion.  He grabbed Baxter’s ankle and violently yanked him off the bed.  The child killer and self-professed cannibal landed on his belly and his teeth on the concrete floor.  Atlas looked over his shoulder in time to see the guard rushing in.  He fired a side kick into the man’s sternum, knocking the wind out of him.  He threw another kick and knocked him right out of the cell.

      Back to BBK.  He wasn’t moving, but that didn’t matter.  Atlas jumped up, bent his knee then dropped all of his weight right on BBK’s spine, breaking it for sure.  The serial killer didn’t move after that.  He wasn’t dead, maybe just knocked out.

      There was a scuffle at the door.  Atlas glanced over his shoulder and saw Cira pushing Dicampli back so he couldn’t enter the cell.  The guard was still sucking wind.

      Atlas had made this opportunity for himself, so he needed to capitalize on it big time.  This was how he would right an incredible wrong, not only for BBK’s abuse of his pillow and sheets but for all of the families whose kids were now dead and digested because of this repulsive blight on humanity.

      Leaning down, Atlas saw broken teeth and blood all over the floor.  He grabbed a handful of hair on the back of BBK’s head and then he cupped his chin in a tight grip.

      “Don’t you dare!” Dicampli hissed.

      Atlas looked back with a wicked grin, saw the guard recovering, then turned and cranked Baxter Kirtman’s neck so hard, it made a loud popping noise as it broke.  Satisfied and standing up tall, Atlas rolled his neck, then looked down at the dead man and spit on him.

      “Good riddance,” Atlas said.

      With that, he found the picture of Alabama, gave it one last look then put it back where he had hidden it.  Turning to Dicampli and the guard, he said, “All right, fellas, I’m ready to go when you are.”

      The guard threw the burlap bag at him and said, “Put it on yourself, asshole.”

      Atlas obliged him and then he took a swift and immediate kick to the balls, one he was not expecting.  If he was wearing a smile on his face right then—which he was—that kick turned his smile upside down.

      The guard grabbed him, hauled him out of his cell, then pushed him forward and made him walk with busted nuts all the way to transport.  They moved so fast, Atlas stumbled forward most of the way, the pain in his groin more intense than he wanted to admit.

      When they were finally outside, Atlas was hustled into a van and shoved inside.  The bag was torn off his head again.  He found himself staring at a very upset Fabian Dicampli.  Atlas was about to say something cute when the man spit in his face.

      Slowly wiping the saliva off his cheek, Atlas said, “I see you’re a spitter.  I’d heard from reliable sources you were a swallower, so imagine my surprise.”

      Dicampli handed Cira her phone which she took begrudgingly.  “You dropped this when you assaulted me.”

      “When I kicked your ass,” she said.

      To the driver, Dicampli said, “Dump their asses off a mile down the road.  No sense in wasting valuable gas.”

      The transport driver did exactly as he was told, and from there, Cira arranged for an Uber.  Within four minutes, they were picked up and taken to a private airfield where she had a chartered flight scheduled for a one-way trip to lovely El Paso.  When they got to the airfield, they had to call the pilot.  He’d gone home when they didn’t show earlier that morning.

      “Your face looks like a seventies porno,” Cira said without cracking a smile.

      “It kind of feels like it.”

      “I mean, seriously.  I can’t even see you behind all that…hair.  My God, Hargrove, you look like you sleep in a garbage can for a living.”

      “Do you want to have sex with me?” he asked.

      “Hell no, not now.”

      “Imagine being one of those scumbags inside, always looking for that perfect catcher, that prison pocket that no one has managed to violate just yet.  Looking the way I did going in…I was a target in the showers.  Guys thought they could rape me, break me, molly wop me, and leave me bleeding from every conceivable hole.  Not then and certainly not now.”

      “As much as I appreciate your tactics—”

      “I know, they’re brilliant.”

      “Did you see the Uber driver’s face when you got into his car?” she laughed.  “He’s going to have to take his KIA to the dump after your dirty ass stunk it up.”

      Atlas started to laugh for the first time in a long time.  Being with her was good.  “I’m not going to say you look beautiful right now, but…you do.  I mean, for real.”

      “Stop,” she said, grinning.

      “I’m going to,” he said, “but I’m also not going to.”

      “No, you really need to.”

      “After I get showered and cleaned up properly, we’ll pick up where we left off and you’ll like it, and then you will remember our last time together with fondness rather than distaste.”

      “You want to place a bet on that?” she challenged.  “Because my kitty’s in its own form of solitary confinement these days.”

      “Maybe we’ll bust each other out.”

      She turned, put her hands on her hips, and said, “You seriously look like Tom Hanks in Cast Away right before he left the island, but not so clean.”

      “He was filthy,” he said.

      “Exactly.”

      When they finally saw the pilot walking to the plane, Cira smiled almost like she was relieved.  Before boarding the jet, she pulled out her phone and started texting someone.

      “Leopold?” he asked.

      “I’m letting him know we’re on our way.”

      “Be sure to let him know I’m on the clock.  I want my minute-for-minute access to his detective or I’m not doing squat.  I’ll sit on my hands and become his problem unless he agrees to that over the phone.”

      “He will,” she assured him.

      “I want to hear his voice.  You tell him he needs to say the words.”

      She looked up at him and frowned as if she understood already and that he was wasting his time and his breath reminding her.

      “So, that’s a yes?” he asked.

      “God, you’re annoying,” she said.  “Of course, it’s a yes.”
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      Leopold got the text and breathed a sigh of relief.  He pressed Cira’s phone icon, automatically dialing the number.  It rang only once before she picked up.

      “Hey,” Cira said.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.  We’re going to clean up the mess that is Fabian Dicampli, but not now.”

      “I assaulted him, Leopold,” she said.

      “Physically?”

      “Yes.”

      A smile curled his lips.  “Good,” he said.  “I need to speak to Atlas.”

      “Hang on,” she said.

      A moment later, the gritty, mean voice came on the line.  “It’s about time you called,” Atlas said.

      Leopold wasn’t sure how he’d feel dragging Atlas’s ass out of the slammer again, but now that he was about to talk to him, he found he had a certain degree of confidence in the mission, something he didn’t have earlier.

      “Atlas Hargrove,” he said warmly, “it’s good to talk to you again.”

      “What took you so long?” he barked.

      Backing away from the phone, Leopold cringed, not sure how to respond.  “This was the first job I could bring you in on.  I’m not sure if you noticed but everyone’s had their heads in the sand this last year.  A pandemic, a contentious election, all kinds of lunacy associated with just about every single thing right down to the color of your skin and whether or not you’ll wear a freaking mask.”

      “I heard about all that crap,” he said, “but my little girl doesn’t care about that.”

      “That’s why I’m calling to tell you that I’m putting my detective on the job.  Cira doesn’t need to remind me of our agreement, nor do you.  I made you a promise and I intend to see it through until we find her.”

      “I don’t want an ‘hours worked’ basis anymore, Leopold,” Atlas said.  “I want your detective working on a ‘results oriented’ basis.  You say you have the best detective in the game, well, I want more than just a picture this time.”

      “You and I both want that.  But as I said last time, if any of this was easy, you would have already found her.”

      “I expect more from you.”

      “Maybe she’s dug in somewhere off the grid, living in a commune or something, or maybe the people who have her are mountain people, or hill people, meaning no one sees them.  This isn’t easy but I’m not phoning it in and neither is my detective.”

      “St. Petersburg and Ukraine weren’t easy either, but I delivered.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I’m at your disposal, and I’ll deliver, but I want my daughter back, Leo.”

      “I know that.”

      “So, your detective needs to do better.  He can’t just be some guy who rolls out of bed, scratches his ass then moseys off to work.”

      “My guy is not like that.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “So we’re good then?” Leopold asked.

      “We’ll see when the job is over,” Atlas replied.  “But I will tell you this, the more I get pissed off at everything happening, the more of a mess I’m going to create.”

      “I didn’t bring you and Kiera on to keep things clean,” Leopold said.  “I brought you on because of your ability to get things done the messy, bloody way.”

      “Is Kiera on this job, too?” he asked, perking up.

      “She’s sitting next to me,” he replied.

      “Finally, you’re telling me something that eases my mind.  Tell her I said hello, and then tell her I feel her smiling.”

      “Will do,” Leopold said.  “Put Cira back on the phone please.”

      “Hey,” Cira said after a second.

      “How does he look?” Leopold asked.

      “Like a Neanderthal.  A little skinny and homeless-looking, but okay otherwise.  Oh, and he’s bruised to hell from whatever dog shit sandwich Dicampli is making him eat.”

      “Is it really that bad?” he asked.

      “It looks like he stood in front of a pitching machine and took about a dozen baseballs to the body.”

      “At least I won’t have to worry about you two hooking up again.”

      “That all depends on how he looks when he’s cleaned up,” she said suggestively, “and how much private time we have together.”

      “Well, this is interesting,” Leopold said.  He’d been joking when he teased her about being with Atlas, but he didn’t think that was still on the table.

      He looked at Kiera and she was a stone-faced statue, barely even blinking.  He waved a hand in front of her face and she didn’t respond.  Was she asleep…with her eyes open?

      “What do you even see in him?” Leopold finally asked.  “The guy is a means to an end, a hammer, someone we call in to kill things.”

      “Atlas and I both have something in common, Leopold,” she said. “We’re both tired of waiting for you.  Unless there’s something else, we’re about to take off for El Paso.  Be sure to text me a rendezvous point.”

      “I’ll do that right away,” he said.  “And Cira?”

      “Yes?”

      “If you and I weren’t working together, if I didn’t value who you are and what you do for me and those people we help, it would be different between us.”

      “It could be better because of that, Leopold.  That’s what you don’t understand.  Strong bonds unite, they don’t divide.”

      “I’ll see you in El Paso,” he said.

      “Roger that,” she mumbled, instantly detached from the warmth and emotion of just a moment ago.

      He hit the END button and frowned, facing forward.  He hated keeping Cira at arm’s length when she clearly liked him, but he didn’t need more women around him.  He needed hardened warriors.  Being part of a vigilante assassination squad was a lonely life because other needs had to come before his personal needs, and in this case, today’s need was to rescue four innocents who were snatched up in broad daylight.

      He turned to Kiera and she hadn’t moved.  He looked at her a long time then he reached out and snapped his fingers in front of her face.  Slowly, she turned and looked right at him.  He shuddered inside, almost as if her gaze brought with it a sheet of ice that left him cold inside and nervous.

      “Atlas said to tell you hello,” Leopold said.  He waited for some emotion, anything to indicate that she registered what he was saying.  She showed him nothing.  “He said he can see you smiling inside.”

      And that’s when she twitched.  It was ever so small, just a little jump of the skin above her cheek.  She blinked then turned away.

      “You’re going to be ready to go when it’s go time, right?” he asked, suddenly worried that whatever they did to her, whatever Dr. Holland injected her with, had somehow rendered her into a detached state of being.

      Slowly, she nodded her head, and then she closed her eyes and went to sleep, almost as if she was waiting to see if Atlas would be joining them or not.

      “You’re so damn strange I don’t know what to do with you,” he said.  She didn’t even move.

      He finally felt the pressures of this entire op starting to weigh on him.  His sleep schedule was a bit messed up, he was slightly hung-over, and now he was about to head into the field with his team, something he hadn’t done before.  If he didn’t get his hands dirty, if he was one of those guys who pulled the trigger from behind the thick walls of his ivory tower, none of his team would respect him.  So now he was going to get his hands dirty.  He was going to be one of them just to see how it felt, to see if he could do it.  First things first, he had to make good on his word.  Picking up the phone, he dialed Scotty Chase, the detective he had on retainer.

      “Leopold,” Scotty said after picking up.  He sounded tired.  “To what do I owe the honor?”

      “It’s time,” Leopold said.

      “We’re back on with Alabama Hargrove?” he asked with a yawn.

      “I told you before that you’re working as long as Atlas is working, but that’s changed.  This guy is a wrecking ball aimed in the right direction.  He gets results.  He wants you to get results, too.  I need you to unleash your inner beast and find this girl.”

      “I’ve never half-assed it before,” Scotty said, waking up but still sounding…off.  “You can’t rush stakeouts or just beat information out of people.  It’s delicate, Leopold.  And patience is the order of the day.”

      “The beauty about me is that I don’t have to care about that.  The other beauty is I’m paying you, which makes me a client, your best one.  I won’t tell you to work harder, or find her faster, not without compensation.  So here it is, if you find her before Atlas is done doing what he needs to do, then I will send you an additional one hundred thousand dollars.”

      “Jesus, Leopold,” Scotty said a little miffed.  It sounded like he was getting out of bed.  In his defense, it was early.  “Why don’t you make it a million?”

      “How about I make it fifty grand?” Leopold grumbled.

      “It won’t matter,” Scotty said yawning again then accidentally burping.  “I already said you can’t rush these things.  But I will tell you this.  I’ll work with the idea that I’m going to get that bonus.”

      “You need money, Scotty,” Leopold said.  “I have other people, folks who keep tabs on my team.  You’re part of the team.”

      “I would’ve told you that if you would have asked, Leopold.”

      “What’s going on with you?”

      “COVID put sugar in my gas tank, so to speak,” he said, attempting to sound awake.  “And the one job I got to keep me afloat?  Well, that went belly up and so now it’s just you and me.”

      “What about your wife’s job?” he asked.  Scotty laughed.  Leopold offered him a single warning.  “I had one hell of a night, Scotty.”

      “I did as well, but that’s another story for another time.  When do I get started?  Because if I don’t get started now, I’m going to pass back out in my own stink.”

      Leopold shook his head, completely disappointed.  Keeping a grip on his temper, he asked, “Do you have enough money left over from the monthly retainer to bring your investigator back into the fold?”

      “I’ll need some help on that.”

      “I’m going to deposit another twenty-five grand into your account,” he said with a sigh.  “I want him on the job.  I’m not letting Atlas down this time.”

      “Thanks, Leopold.  I’ll get right on that.”

      “Scotty?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “This shitty, tired-sounding version of you is giving me a giant softie.  Whatever your problems are, they’ll be there for you when you return.  For now, I wasn’t kidding when I said I want the best version of you.”

      “And I wasn’t kidding when I said I’ve never given you less than one hundred percent.”

      “As soon as the banks open, I’ll transfer the money.”

      “Perfect.  Thank you.”

      He hung up and shook his head in disgust.  What the hell else could go wrong?  He really did run a team of amateurs.  He turned and looked at Kiera, studying her.  Her bald head was shaved clean, her posture was perfect, and she wasn’t even moving.  If not for the pulsing of her carotid artery, he just might mistake her for a freaking statue.

      His phone beeped, breaking his trance.  He opened a text message from Richie, then looked down and saw a photo of the Audi performance sedan, a photo of the license plate number, and the parking spot number where the car was parked at El Paso International Airport.  The rest of the text read: KEY IN WHEEL WELL UNDER DRIVER’S SIDE WHEEL.  A second text came in.  This one was of an alien head emoji.  Leopold let out a much-needed chuckle.

      He texted Richie a quick reply of thanks, then he checked his watch and realized he had enough time to take a power nap.  Closing his eyes, he let the worries drift out of his mind, seeing only black space, hearing only silence.

      Before he knew it, he had fallen into a deep sleep.
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      Earlier that morning… Scotty Chase walked into the Rum Runner bar in Phoenix half drunk and fully pissed off.  After dealing with an insufferable client who refused to pay for a job he spent the last three months slaving over, he was up to his eyes in debt with no chance of repayment.  So now he was laying low and trying to take the edge off of what had turned out to be a very long, very painful losing streak.

      He sat down at the bar, set a crisp twenty out in front of him, and gave a subtle wave to the bartender—a woman he vaguely recognized.  She frowned when she saw him, which reminded him that he’d definitely been there recently.  With the way he’d taken up drinking, almost like it was an Olympic sport, he couldn’t be sure where he’d been or whom he’d met.

      “I will serve you again,” she said as she walked over, “but you can’t be doing coke in the bathroom.”

      He looked around and said, “Are you sure that was me?”

      “You’re Scotty the Hottie, right?” she asked, deadpan.  He started to say something, but then she cut him off and said, “Yeah.  It’s you.  Last time you just sat there drinking beer after beer while staring at my tits.”

      “Are you sure that was me?  Because that doesn’t sound like me.”

      “I’m positive,” she said.

      “Holy cow,” he replied softly, “I’ve become a cliché.”

      “You weren’t always one?”

      “Not really.  But if I sit here and tell you my troubles, I will only further my bad reputation.  So can I have whatever’s on tap and I’ll stare at the TV and mind my own business?”

      “No coke in the bathroom.”

      “Jeez, I didn’t even know I did coke.”

      “Yeah, well, you bought it in back, so maybe it was your first time.  Either way, you were chopping lines on the toilet lid.  Do you know how thick the piss fumes get in that bathroom?  Dudes with spray spouts for peckers just hosing everything down like it’s their own home.”

      “That’s disgusting,” Scotty said.

      “This guy Bart—you don’t know him—well, he said he had kidney stones and was gonna piss them out before the night was over.  That was his big introduction to me at the start of the night, like I give a single crap about his kidney stones.”

      “Kidney stones are no joke,” he said, thinking he really needed to start drinking.

      “Please stop interrupting me,” she said.  “It’s rude.”

      His eyebrows shot up but he raised both hands in surrender.  Her willingness to serve him tonight was his only real hope at salvaging the day.

      “Anyway, Bart drank like there was no tomorrow and we had to drag him out of here by his heels just before last call.  When it came to his stones, though, we weren’t sure if it was mission accomplished for him or not.  But then we saw the bathroom stall and it was like a toddler flung sticky yellow paint all over the walls.  Do you know what we did when we saw all that piss?”

      “Besides vomit and curse your job?” he asked, now just wanting a beer.

      “Close,” she said, staring right at him.  “We pulled you out of there because you were snorting lines on the toilet seat and having an argument with yourself.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” he said, suddenly not feeling well.

      “Yeah, Scotty the Hottie for sure.”

      “So, yeah, whatever is on tap will be good.”  He was dying to change the subject.  She started to speak, but he held up a hand and said, “No coke and no gazing at the mammaries, I got it.  Can I have that beer now?  Please?”

      She scrutinized him a long time, then she added, “And no fighting.”

      “Did I pick a fight, too?” he asked.

      She filled a glass with beer then handed it to him along with a cocktail napkin.  “No, but I see a fight inside you wanting to get out.  It’s in your eyes.  You look like what guys who get into bar fights look like right before they go off.”

      “If you want these eyes to settle, then you’d better get that beer ready.”

      “It’s eleven p.m.,” she said.  “Be sure to pace yourself.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, looking only at her eyes.

      While he drank, he thought of Alabama Hargrove, the look on her face in the picture he managed to get, and he wondered what the hell happened to her.  She was there one minute and then a ghost the next.  The fact that he was still working the case piecemeal bothered him immensely.  But that was the deal no matter how much it bothered him.  Unfortunately, it bothered him plenty.  He could never really get Alabama out of his mind.

      Beer after beer after beer only seemed to take him further from the Hargrove case or any understanding of it.  Fortunately, the dive bar was beginning to fill up.  After learning the bad news about his wife, Scotty had developed a wandering eye.  He found himself looking at the women in the bar, not judging any of them, but taking in all the little details.  And then he wondered where he and his wife had gone so wrong.  She tossed thirteen years of marriage right in the shitter.

      Scotty was a good-looking guy with more money problems than resources to solve them.  His wife had no problem reminding him of that.  He was good to her, attentive when he was around her, supportive of the things she wanted to do.  Unfortunately, she was just one of those types of women who couldn’t leave when things were over, so he never even saw the affair until it was too late.  For a private detective, that was pretty pathetic.

      “You’re just another asshole, Scotty the Hottie,” he said to himself regardless of whoever else heard him in the bar.

      He finished the rest of his fifth beer, or was it his sixth?  There was no way to be sure unless he asked the bartender with the dreamy rack where he was at on his bar tab.  He waved her down to ask for another beer but she pointed to the clock and then held up five fingers.  Did she really want him to wait five minutes?

      “This is horse shit,” he called down to her.  She then held up six fingers and served a younger man and his friends.

      Two college girls sat at the stools next to him and though he wanted to talk because they were young, hot, and full of energy, he knew it would lead to nowhere good.  Then, one of them turned and said, “Hey, I know you.”

      “I’m sorry?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” she replied, laughing.  “You were the guy doing coke in the bathroom last time you were here.  The guy I was with, he’s the guy who sold it to you.”

      “When exactly was that?” he asked, not sure of his timeline because he’d been pretty bombed these last few months.

      “About two weeks ago?” she said, almost like she was guessing, too.  “Scotty, right?”

      He closed his eyes and turned around.

      To her friend, the attractive blonde said, “This guy Bart pissed all over the place and the dude next to me”—she tapped him on the shoulder getting his attention—“what’s your last name again?”

      “It’s just Scotty,” he said.

      Back to her friend, she said, “Yeah, so Scotty here was like a freaking Hoover vacuum the way he went after this huge line.  He snorted it like it was fairy dust.”  She turned to him again and said, “You were depressed, right?”

      “What you’re doing right now is depressing.”

      To her friend, a hot brunette who was looking at him with overdone eyes, she said, “He got screwed by a client or something.”  She turned back to him again.  “You’re like a private detective, right?”

      “I’m not really sure how to react to you right now,” he said, resigned to feeling like a total schmuck.

      “So his client totally screws him after he found out the guy’s wife was like, doing bathroom porn or something.”

      “Bathroom porn?” her friend asked.

      “You know, taking videos of your kitty and putting them on TikTok.  Anyway, his client’s wife is a teacher and the kid filming, he’s one of her students, and then it all went wrong.  His wife was fired and brought up on statutory rape charges and then the client goes and completely beats the piss out of the kid, landing himself in jail.”

      “So did he get paid?” the ever-inquisitive brunette asked.

      “No,” Scotty said, leaning her way.  “Three months of work and nothing more than a two-thousand-dollar retainer.  You can stand at a corner and ask for change and make more money than that.”

      “Yeah,” the blonde said, “so this sob story wraps up with him wasted out of his mind and crying over some lady named Carly.”

      “Carly is my wife.”

      “Does she know that?” the brunette snickered.

      “Does she know her name or does she know that we’re married?” Scotty asked, his voice sounding a bit too saucy to be conversing with regular people.

      “Both?” the brunette asked with an annoying college giggle.  On the Scotty Chase hotness scale, she just dropped a peg or two, not that she’d care.

      Shaking his head, he went back to his beer and thought about Alabama.  How the hell was he supposed to find her?  He was out of leads, Wentworth was now second-guessing his dedication to the case, and he couldn’t even pay his lead investigator because he blew through his safety net a while back.

      If Wentworth ever called again, should Scotty come clean?  Should he ask for an up-front fee or exaggerate the expenses he expected to incur?  That was not their arrangement in the past but that didn’t mean things had to stay the same.  COVID was the big game-changer.  It threw everything into a tailspin.

      But the retainer…

      Frowning, waving at the bartender again, he realized he was on his last few grand and he’d be waiting another week for his stimulus check, which he’d also blow through in no time.

      “Hey, buddy, why don’t you move down so I can sit with my friends,” a college kid said as he tapped Scotty on the shoulder.

      Scotty glanced back and saw this kid who looked like a jock with muscles and some snappy teenage snark.  He didn’t like him already.  Turning back to the bartender, who was still on the other side of the bar, he tried once again to get her attention.

      “Yo, pal,” the kid said.  “I’m talking to you.”

      He turned around and looked the kid over with bleary eyes.  Things were sort of spinning, but he didn’t let that stop him from conversing.

      “You go to ASU?” Scotty asked him.

      “You don’t need to know that in order to move, so seriously, go grab that barstool on the end and let me sit with my friends.”

      The two girls looked at Scotty like he was being rude, and then Scotty looked at the guy who was being rude and thought about smashing his face on the edge of the bar just to watch his face break open and bleed.

      Finally, he stood and said, “I’m a lover not a fighter; no need to hassle an old man.”

      “Good, thanks, hurry up,” the kid said, not an ounce of gratitude to be found.

      “You drive the yellow mustang, don’t you kid?” he asked.  “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you around.”

      “I don’t drive a yellow Mustang.”

      “Look, man, nothing to be embarrassed about—”

      “I drive a Blazer, thank you very much,” he said.  “But seriously, bro, you’re salting my game here.”

      Scotty held up his hands and moved on.  He was headed to the open barstool when some other guy slid in and took it.  “I give up,” he muttered.  Leaning against the bar, he laid down his last four twenties and told the bartender to keep the change.

      “You’re leaving already?” she asked as she collected the money.

      “Yeah,” he said.  “I might be getting diarrhea.”

      “You need me to call you a cab?” she asked.  He ignored her as he made his way through a small crowd of middle-aged men talking sports or women or whatever.

      When he walked outside, he saw his car and stopped.  He let out a pained sigh and said, “Well ain’t that just the biggest kick in the nuts.”

      Every single window was broken out, the panels were dented, and there was some message spray-painted along the driver’s door.

      TWO DAYS.

      “What the hell does that mean?” he wondered.

      He was suddenly taken to the ground and hit with a flurry of punches, most of which were to his ribs and back.  Through all of this, some guy was saying they wanted their money.

      “What money?” he asked, still not sure who was throttling him.

      The guy finally rolled him over but, unfortunately, he hit Scotty in the face several times to get his attention.  It worked.  These morons had his attention.

      Laid out on the ground, gasping for breath, he watched as some big ugly dude walked into his field of vision.  He towered over Scotty and he didn’t look nice.

      “I know you are new to this sort of thing but this is not the way we do business,” the big guy said.  “You screw us; we screw you twice as hard and twice as deep.”

      “I’m not involved in any sex clubs, thank you very much, but there are gay bars everywhere I think.  If you want to screw other guys twice as hard and twice as deep, you should try there.”

      The three guys looked at each other and started laughing.

      “I kind of like this dude,” the big guy said.

      “Why’d you trash my car?”

      “Because you owe us money and you haven’t paid,” he said.  Scotty noticed the guy was strapped.  Were all of them packing?

      “I don’t know who you’re even talking about, but I’m Scotty Chase—”

      “A down-and-out detective who was once the best in the business, I know.  You fell hard, the bottom dropping out, but you’ll get on your feet.  Did you get on your feet yet, Scotty?”

      “Just about, yeah,” he said, trying hard to put the pieces of this puzzle together.  “Maybe I have a job from a guy who’s loaded in the next few weeks or something.  But…what do I owe you, and what did I buy from you?”

      The guys broke into laugher again like they couldn’t get enough of him.

      “That’s cute, Scotty,” he said.  “See, you rolled on one of our friends, and that friend just got a bullet in the local pen.”

      Scotty was trying to follow the guy, but then he realized that getting a bullet in the pen meant a one-year sentence in the penitentiary.

      “That means you owe us for one year’s worth of his earnings.  We had this conversation before.”

      “You have the wrong guy,” Scotty said.

      “Frederick Smith, a.k.a. Shitty Fred Smitty,” the big guy said.  “That ring a bell?”

      Yeah, it did.  Oh, damn.

      “He was a two-time scumbag who liked to peep into his neighbor’s window watching their fifteen-year-old daughter change, right?” Scotty asked.

      “It doesn’t matter what he did, he didn’t need to do a year in the slammer for it.  But now he is which means we have a gap in our income.  You’re going to fill that gap.”

      “Smitty was a helluva earner,” one of the other morons said.

      Scotty turned and spit a little blood onto the asphalt.  “So, how much do I owe you donkey dicks for Shitty Fred’s annual earnings?”

      “Twenty large,” the big guy said.

      “How about twenty small?  Because that’s what’ll be left over after I put nineteen-thousand-nine-hundred-and-eighty-dollars worth of work into my car.”

      The big guy looked over at Scotty’s older 7-series BMW and said, “That bucket ain’t worth nine-hundred-and-eighty bucks much less the nineteen large you’re tacking onto it.”

      “I have something you’ll like then,” Scotty said.  “Will one of you dick eaters help me up?”

      The three of them looked at each other like they couldn’t believe it.  “This cat’s about to lose his ninth life,” one of the trio muttered.

      When no one bothered to help him up, Scotty stood on his own, slowly, staggering a bit at first before straightening up and chin-checking the big guy in front of him.

      The white guy’s head rocked back and that’s when Scotty followed the jab with a huge right hook that hit the mark dead-on.  The guy went stiff and fell straight backward.  When he landed on his back, the other guys let out a collective “Oooh!”  The big guy’s hands went stiff, his wrists curling his hands at his sides.

      Scotty looked down and saw the big guy’s eyes had rolled up into his sockets and his entire body looked strained with a little shake to it.  To the layman, it might look like he was being electrocuted.

      “Now, there’s another white guy who can’t dance,” Scotty said with a laugh.

      “You killed him, bro,” one of the guys said.

      The second the two of them rushed in, Scotty cracked one in the jaw but got tackled to the ground by the other.  He took two big shots to the side of his face—which rattled his skull—but then he dodged a follow-up shot, causing the man’s fist to smash into the pavement.

      The guy cried out for a second, then looked at his hand.

      “Hurts, don’t it?” Scotty asked, his face throbbing.

      Something in the man’s hand was broken which was why Scotty grabbed it and started digging his fingers into the injured area.  He quickly found the fracture and made it infinitely worse.  After pushing himself free and getting to his feet, he pounded the man three times in the side of the head until he fell down with the other two.

      A couple of people standing just outside the bar’s front door clapped their hands in a sort of half-hearted applause.  One of them had been filming the entire fight but then she put the phone away and went back inside.  How many people would they tell before the video went live?  He looked over at his car and frowned.  Shaking his head, cursing quietly to himself, he walked over to the only thing he’d really ever bought for himself—the 750i BMW.

      Inside, on the front passenger seat, he found a fist-sized river rock sitting among a bunch of broken glass.  He tried to start the car.  It wouldn’t start.  He popped the hood only to find it was already open.

      “You crooked donkey dicks,” he growled, still looking at them on the pavement.  A couple of guys and three girls were trying to wake them up.  One of them was coming around.

      Scotty lifted the beamer’s hood then stood back.  Inside, he found a bunch of pulled wires, a few cut wires, and a dead cat.

      “Now that’s just uncalled for,” he said, taking it by the tail and flinging it at the two guys who were still unconscious.

      “Should we call an ambulance?” one of the girls was asking.

      Then the cat landed right next to the big guy and the girls screamed and ran into the bar, one of them falling and skinning her knee on the way.  The two guys who came with the girls helped one of the semi-coherent thugs inside, leaving the two unconscious men behind.

      With no witnesses left in the parking lot of the Rum Runner, the deli next door, or the bar & lounge on the other side of that, he figured he could just leave.  He could explain it to the cops if they came for them, but that’s when he saw a lifted Blazer with an ASU sticker on the back window.  This seventies beast was backed into a nearby parking spot right under a yellow sign advertising watch and jewelry repair.

      Reaching inside the BMW, he grabbed the river rock, then ran about ten steps and hurled the rock at the Blazer’s back window.  Before he even knew what happened, he was face-down on the dusty asphalt lot.  Apparently, he was drunker than he thought.

      When he tried to get up, he gasped as someone helped him up.

      “You okay, sir?” an older man with a cowboy hat and a big belly in a western shirt had asked.

      “I think so.  I must have gotten hit harder than I thought.”

      “Them the guys that attacked you?” he asked of the two unconscious men.  “You was that feller who had to defend yourself?”

      “Yeah,” he said, dusting himself off.  “Thank you for the help.”

      Scotty started back inside the blood-red bar heading right for the bathroom he had already frequented before.  He hoped that in addition to having a coke stall, they had a sink and mirror.  He wasn’t all the way to the bathroom when he saw the college douchebag chatting it up with his double–order of giggling twat waffles.

      “I think someone smashed up your Blazer,” he told the kid.

      “What?” he asked.

      Wavering a bit, he reached out and grabbed the first thing he could find to hold onto.  It happened to be the kid’s shoulder.  He quickly shoved Scotty’s hand away causing an involuntary reaction in him.

      Scotty grabbed the kid’s arm, pulled it back, then slammed his face into the bar, still hanging on for balance.  Getting right in the kid’s ear, he said, “I’m trying to do you a solid, bro.  Just letting you know what’s up.”

      “I said no fighting,” the bartender hurried over and said.

      He shoved the kid’s face hard, then stood and smiled at the woman.  “Oh, hey there.  I missed you.”

      “What the hell happened to your face?” she asked.

      Scotty stared at her tits for a good ten seconds then he looked up and said, “My car was vandalized so badly it’s nearly unsalvageable.  His Blazer was messed up, too.  I was telling him this when he assaulted me, but he’s an asshole, so I think maybe it’s okay?”

      “It’s not okay,” the blonde said.

      “No one asked you, dingbat.”  Before she could retort, he smiled and said, “Are those your real lips?”

      “I just got them done,” she said, touching them.

      “They look great,” he replied, tasting blood.  He turned back to the bartender.  “Two of the three guys who beat me up are still out in the parking lot.”

      “Doing what?” she asked.

      “Kissing pavement,” he said.  “Where’d the third one go?”

      “I think he’s in the bathroom,” the brunette said.  “You know, your coke den, apparently?”

      “If I was you,” he said to the brunette, “I’d get the number of your friend’s doctor and get your lips done.  No offense, but they’re kind of thin and shapeless.”

      “I’m calling the cops,” the bartender said.

      “If they have any questions,” he replied, “have them call me.”

      “I don’t have your number,” the bartender said.

      “Funny you should say that.  If you have a pen and paper, we can remedy that situation.”

      She gave him a notepad and a pen, then she said, “Don’t bleed on my bar.”

      “How many times do you get to say that in a month?” he asked sarcastically as he jotted down his number.

      Before he was done, he wrote, Call me anytime, making the A in “Call” into a heart and putting XXOO at the bottom.

      He spun the notepad around and slid it her way.  She read it, frowned then started to laugh like she thought it was funny.

      “Well look at that,” he said.  “You have a great smile.  If the cops don’t come, you should still use it.”

      “You’re married,” she replied, crumbling it and tossing it in the trashcan.  “Besides, I didn’t see anything, so the cops can earn their salary by figuring things out on their own.”

      “This isn’t a wedding ring,” he said, showing her the ring.  “It’s a female deterrent for when I’m at the gym.”

      “Sure it is,” she said.

      “He told us he was married,” the brunette said.

      Turning to her, he replied, “See, the deterrent even works in bars.”

      Outside, he called his investigator and said, “I need a ride from the Rum Runner.  It’s a dive bar on the corner of N 7th and E. Butler.  It shares a wall with Kosher Meat Fish & Deli.  You can’t miss it.  Big red sign, says—”

      “Kosher Meat Fish & Deli?” his investigator said.

      “Bingo.  It’s directly across from Rainbow’s Barber Shop and El Bravo, which is Mexican food, I think.  God, that sounds good right now”

      “I know where it’s at,” he grumbled.  “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “Five minutes would be better.”

      The man hung up then Scotty went out front and took four pictures of his car and one of the dead cat.  The ASU kid walked outside with his friends, saw the damage to his Blazer, then stalked over to Scotty and said, “Where are the guys who did this?”

      “They were lying on the ground about five feet from where you’re standing.  Just follow the blood drops, maybe you’ll find them.”

      “Man, they did a number on your car,” the blonde with the college idiot said.

      “Yeah, well…”

      “You should probably pay your bills better,” the brunette said.

      “I’m sorry, what was that?” he asked.  “I can’t hear you through those thin lips.”

      When his investigator, Jackson Burke, arrived to pick him up, he got in the car right away.  “Thanks man, I owe you one.”

      “You still owe me four grand for the last job.  Should I put this on the tab?”

      “I’m sorry about that, man,” Scotty said sheepishly.  “Tough times these days.”

      “If you added up all your bar bills and actually made good on the money you owe me, how much of a dent into the four grand do you think you’d make?”

      “A sizable one,” he said.

      “At least you still know how to tell the truth.”

      “Yeah, I remember that much.”

      “Do you have any jobs on the horizon?” Jackson asked.

      “Not really.  Last I spoke with Leopold, he said most of his work was internationally based, and since the borders were shut down and travel restricted, he’s been sitting on his hands.”

      “The border is open now,” Jackson said.  “It’s WIDE open if you talk to anyone working for Border Patrol.”

      “Maybe we’ll get a call then,” he said.

      “Let’s hope.”

      Jackson pulled up to the curb in front of Scotty’s house and said, “What’s she going to do?”

      “Carly?” he asked.  Jackson nodded.  “About the time, the blood, or me still being drunk?”

      “All of the above.”

      “Well, she can’t sleep with my friend again,” Scotty said.  “So what do I care?”

      “She can always sleep with your friend again,” Jackson said.

      “He’s not my friend anymore, so if she’s still doing him, it’s just some dude she’s banging on the side.”

      “When did you become so pathetic?” Jackson asked, not a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Depends on the date and the circumstances.”

      “Leave her already,” he said as Scotty shut the door.  Jackson rolled down the window because he wasn’t done talking.  “Look at how badly you’ve let your life spin out of control over this broad.”

      Turning around, he said, “True love can sometimes snip your nuts, Jackson.  Maybe one day you’ll find that out.”

      “Hopefully not the hard way,” he said before pulling away from the curb.

      Inside, Scotty was as quiet as he could be, knowing Carly was sound asleep.  He took off his shoes, slid off his pants, and laid down on the couch.  It was uncomfortable but it was better than the asphalt he had been laid out on earlier, a lot more comfortable.

      Later, when the phone rang, he saw that it was Leopold calling and thank God!  But the way his head hurt, the way his entire body hurt, every single word Leopold said to him over the phone felt like a gunshot to his skull.  He couldn’t keep this kind of pace anymore.

      It was time to change.
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        LEOPOLD WENTWORTH

      

      

      

      Leopold gave Kiera a pair of black Jackie-O sunglasses and a floppy hat to wear, as well as a COVID mask and a sweatshirt.  After that, the two of them walked through the airport’s concourse where they mixed in with the growing throng of travelers.

      Unobstructed, hopefully unnoticed, they followed the signs to short-term parking.  The Audi was exactly where he expected it to be and he found the key easily.  They got inside the vehicle and Leopold fired up the four-hundred-fifty horsepower, twin-turbo V8.  The throaty purr was music to his ears.

      “Buckle up,” he said to Kiera who was ignoring the beeping sound.

      She put on the seatbelt, took off the glasses and the hat, and then sat there quietly while he found his way to the freeway.

      When he got an opening, Leopold stepped on the accelerator, launching them forward with a ferocious roar.  A huge smile overtook his face.  “If you don’t just love the sound of that, you’re not a true adrenaline junky.”

      Grinning, he looked over at Kiera who was looking forward without a smile.  The childish smile fell from his face in no time flat.  “If I were the car, I’d be offended by your behavior.”

      She said nothing.

      “I met this cold fish a few weeks back,” he said.  “Right before I ate it, the fish and I had the most splendid conversation, and do you know what the fish said?”

      Not one single discernible muscle moved on the girl’s face.  She might as well be caught in a waking coma.

      “The fish said, ‘No matter what you think of me, I’m still a better conversationalist than Kiera the human robot.’”

      He looked over at her as he said this.

      Still nothing.

      “And then I ate that fish with whole grain rice and a nice bottle of Chianti.”  With her still refusing to budge, he said, “You’re officially freaking me out.”

      He had already loaded an address into the phone; he just needed to let Google know he was ready to go.  A single push of a button activated the audible navigation.  The nearly-human voice gave him the first of the directions that would take them to a liquor mart.

      With GPS technology allowing the tracking of cell phones and cars, the last thing he wanted to do was be on someone’s radar with his personal phone.  He was still amazed at how the right people could not only reconstruct a crime scene but back-trace the movements of potential suspects.  Whatever the case, he wasn’t going to be one of those Dateline Investigations.  He was smarter than that.  At least, he hoped he was smarter than that.

      Neither of them said a word until they reached the liquor store.  When he arrived at the store, he pulled the small faraday case from his pocket—the one he kept his cell phone in when he wasn’t using it or expecting a call—and then he slid his phone inside, making it undetectable from the cell phone towers and the ever-prying eyes of the NSA.

      From the liquor mart, he drove the last mile to Gill Franklin’s home.  He had already memorized directions from the liquor store so finding the place was easy.

      Slowing down to drive by the house, he took in as many details as he could.  The house looked weathered, the lawn was dead, and his front door was two different colors, red and green.  Frowning, it was almost as if someone had replaced a broken section with the same door of another color and just didn’t paint it to match.

      “Have some pride in your place, dumb-ass,” he mumbled.

      The Audi was definitely too nice for the neighborhood so they parked it around the corner and walked along the side of the fence that belonged to their target.  Gill Franklin was a single, overweight man with no priors but he did have a rather long job and residence history.  According to Codrin, this latest house was a rental with his mother as a co-signer.

      Looking around, the neighborhood was quiet, save for a few barking dogs and some lady in her backyard on her phone reading someone the riot act.

      “Bottoms up,” he said to Kiera as he hopped the fence.

      She was over the fence and in Gill’s backyard before he’d even hauled himself over, which made him feel two very specific things.  One, he felt confident that when it was go time, Kiera was a loaded gun with the safety off and two, he felt slow and inadequate.  He was a businessman who was relatively active while she was a ruthless, heartless, highly-skilled assassin.  Was he in over his head here?

      Kiera met him at the back door.  He tried the knob; it was locked.  He wiped the metal surface with his shirt, then turned to Kiera and said, “Any ideas?”

      She pushed her elbow against the small pane of glass, applying more and more force but slowly and methodically.  The four-inch by six-inch surface of glass finally made a small popping sound as it spider-webbed.  Kiera then narrowed the point of pressure, breaking out a small triangle of glass.  When the glass hit the floor inside, it was a small enough piece that it didn’t make much noise.

      She reached in through the opening in the small windowpane and began pulling the other triangles of glass out of the frame, laying them side by side on the dead grass behind them.  When she was done and the window was clear, she wiped each panel where her fingerprints showed, then stomped on them, breaking them into a hundred little pieces.

      Without comment, or even a look, she reached inside, opened the door then waited for the sounds of an alarm or a dog.  Other than the stuffy, offensive gust of pot-smoke-tinged air, there were only the faint sounds of snoring.

      The two of them crept inside checking the nearby walls for the keypad to an alarm system.  There was none.  He wasn’t ruling out a silent alarm.  Kiera, on the other hand, seemed to be checking for some sort of booby-trap system.  Guys like Gill Franklin, sometimes they Jimmy-rigged a home security system or set a homemade trap for people like Kiera.

      Fortunately for them, Gill was neither smart nor worried.

      They made their way into the back of the house where Gill lay in bed over the sheets in a pair of old boxers and a dirty tee-shirt.  He was like a beached whale in boxers and a wife-beater.  Next to him on the comforter, Leopold saw a half-eaten package of Keebler shortbread cookies.  Sitting on his dirty white tank top and in an explosion of curly black chest hair were a handful of tiny cookie crumbs.

      “See, this is how it starts,” he said to Kiera.  “Eating cookies in bed.”

      She looked at him and it wasn’t a pleasant look.

      “Have some pride,” he whispered.

      Going back to work, he compared the man to the photo Codrin had sent him.  He felt confident they were the same person.  When he turned to give Kiera the thumbs up, she was nowhere to be found.  Then he heard her in the kitchen running the faucet.  A moment later, she returned with a metal saucepan full of water.

      She looked at Leopold; he gave her a confident nod of approval.  She tossed the water at Gill’s face, waking him instantly.  The second he shot up in bed, Kiera spun the saucepan around and struck him on the forehead with the flat, copper bottom.

      The loud clang of metal striking bone was a satisfying sound to everyone but Gill who was now wiping water out of his eyes and holding a bleeding head.

      “What the hell?” he asked, still half-asleep and unable to sit up past his belly.

      “Yesterday, you helped a van cross the border illegally, Mr. Franklin,” Leopold said.  “I’d like to know who arranged this and who paid you.”

      “If you guys are from ICE or border patrol, I already told my supervisor what I did.  That’s why I’m still in bed.  I’m on indefinite leave pending an investigation.”

      “We’re not with any authorities,” Leopold said.  “Just answer the question.”

      “I don’t know his name,” he said, pulling his hand away and seeing a spot of blood.  “The money was in my mailbox when I got home.  Five hundred, cash.  A courier delivered it I think.”

      “Who did you speak with to set this up?”

      “An old guy with a scratchy voice, that’s all I know.  He was a short-tempered prick, but five hundo is five hundo.”

      Kiera took a snow globe off the nightstand next to him and smashed Gill in the face with it.  He howled out loud and held the side of his head which was bleeding profusely.  Leopold shot her a nasty look.  She was interrupting a civilized conversation with the kind of unnecessary violence he wasn’t exactly digging.

      But instead of challenging her, he turned to Gill and said, “My friend thinks you’re holding back.  If you don’t stop bullshitting us, she’ll find a way to shove that snow globe up your ass.  Think about it.  It’ll be like having a baby in reverse, but the baby will basically be broken glass in your butthole.  Every time you fart, you’ll have to check your underwear for blood-stained glass.  This will go on for weeks, maybe even months.”

      The man was crying now, the cut on his head bleeding like a faucet.  He propped himself up against the headboard, prompting Kiera to come within striking distance of him.  Leopold didn’t think the guy was dangerous, though.

      Glancing at the two of them, Gill saw the looks on their faces and decided it was time to come clean.

      “I heard maybe there was another guy involved,” he said, startled by the sight of so much blood but terrified not to answer right away.  “The courier and I are friends from grade school.  That’s how I got the job.  He told me the dude who paid him worked for the scratchy-voiced guy.  My friend said the dude was a damn Fed.”

      “A Fed?”

      “Yeah, man.  FBI.”

      “The scratchy-voiced man?”

      “No, my buddy paid the FBI guy.  I think the Fed works for the scratchy-voiced man.”

      “How did he know he’s a Fed?” Leopold asked.

      The pot smoke was starting to give Leopold a headache and the continued flow of blood from Gill’s head was concerning.  There was a lot of blood, it wasn’t slowing, and it was getting everywhere.

      “This dude took down Anthony ‘La Hoja’ Martinez last year,” Gill said.  “La Hoja was apparently trying to help the Sinaloa Cartel get a foothold in El Paso.  But the FBI guy and his team took the whole El Paso organization down as a message to the Sinaloa Cartel to stay the hell out of Texas.”

      “Does he have the guy’s name?” Leopold asked.  “The Fed?”

      “My buddy has it, but I have it, too.  If you just walk away, let me deal with the shit storm of consequences I’m already facing, I’ll tell you who he is.”

      He looked at Kiera who appeared docile for the moment.  “Deal,” Leopold said.

      “Agent Otis Fykes.”

      Leopold committed the name to memory.  Then he said, “Why did you ruin your whole career for five hundred bucks.”

      Gill laughed then said, “First off, that’s not a career.  And second, all the guys take cash for suspicious transactions.”

      “Bullshit,” he said.

      “You’re leaving America for Mexico,” Gill said, looking at the blood again, his face a bit drawn.  “Most guys try to give you a Benji, but a hundred bucks isn’t even the going rate.  Now, for five hundred?  Oh, yeah.  You could have the president wrapped in plastic in your back seat and every one of those guys would take the cash and let you through.”

      Shaking his head, Leopold said, “I remember when we used to love our country, when patriotism meant something, when you guys actually gave a damn about the border.”

      “Yeah, well, it ain’t like that now.  Because if our own government doesn’t care about the border, why should we?”

      “Great attitude,” Leopold said.

      “It’s a dog-eat-dog world, mister,” Gill said.  “I’m getting concerned about the bleeding, guys.  Can I like, get something for this?  A tee-shirt or something?”

      Leopold turned and gave Kiera a nod, and without pause, she threw a blade-edged side kick into Gill Franklin’s throat so hard and with so much force, the popping sound of things breaking made Leopold jump.

      Gill was slammed back against the headboard, his head then dipping forward far enough to hang over his injured neck.  Gagging, he slowly tried to reach for his throat.  And the head wound?  It was an open spout at this point.

      Before Leopold could react, Kiera followed up with a spinning heel kick that hit the side of Gill’s neck so hard and with such precision, it visibly broke, his head lolling over sideways, the look of it sick and unnatural.  Without a word, Kiera looked right at Leopold with that flaccid, thousand-yard stare.

      Unnerved by her and shaking inside from the outburst of violence, he wondered if she was this savage in Russia and Ukraine or if she had somehow become faster and more lethal over the last six months.  Only Atlas would know, and maybe Cira.  But judging by Kiera’s training in Virginia with Savannah Swann, he figured she was fast becoming the kind of asset Monarch Industries created for men with far larger bank accounts than he possessed.

      “Let’s go,” he said trying to play cool.  “I have calls to make.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        YERGHA MUGHERI

      

      

      

      Yergha crept up on the house that Codrin had identified for him as the target home.  He saw the shot-up Suburban parked around the side of the house along with a whole host of other cars in the driveway in front of it.  Not a single vehicle was nearly as nice as the Suburban.  In fact, most of them looked like nineties wrecks with faded paint, old wheels, and untold amounts of physical wear and tear.

      He drove by the house, down the block, and around the corner where he pulled over and parked.  Then, he wiggled painfully back into his vest.  Breathing deeply, the vest tight, his fear at an all-time high, he said, “She’s probably getting raped right now.”

      He felt a surge of adrenaline hit his bloodstream.  Holding his Sig Sauer P226 by his waist, finger resting on the trigger guard, he closed his eyes and saw Esty and every beautiful feature on her, and then he envisioned her having her clothes torn from her battered body.  He started to shake with rage as he envisioned guy after guy having his way with her.

      When he opened his eyes, he didn’t feel so much pain.  With a growl, he felt like he wanted to rip the skin off of these motherfuckers.

      Putting the Spark in gear, he pulled around the other side of the neighborhood, found a long spot along the sidewalk in front of what looked like an abandoned house, then parked the car and got out carrying the M4 and the Sig.  The shot-to-shit Chevy was an eyesore—a single storm cloud in an otherwise clear sky.  He didn’t care.  He was the one with the guns.

      In the back of the hatchback, Yergha grabbed two more magazines for the M4, a holster and a second mag for the Sig, the double hand grenade pouch for his two hand grenades, and a tactical blade he attached to his belt.  He loaded up the tactical belt with everything he could, put it on then stuffed the extra magazines in his pants pockets.

      He closed the hatch, walked through the neighborhood, nodded to a pair of older women sitting on their porch eyeing him suspiciously.

      “Just another Pakistani nutcase wandering through your neighborhood, ladies,” he mumbled to himself.

      Around the corner, he saw the house, snuck up to one of the front windows.  A dog started barking inside the house, a frothing at the mouth Rottweiler from what he could see.  He jerked his head away from the window.  If people in other houses were seeing him, they were either keeping to themselves or they were calling these scumbags to alert them to Yergha’s presence.

      “Shut that damn dog up!” one of the guys inside the house shouted.

      “¡Demon, silencio!”

      Feeling like whatever small window of opportunity he had was closing fast, he slunk around the back of the house and took cover behind the Suburban he and Esty shot up earlier.  He peeked inside the vehicle, saw blood everywhere.  In the back seat, he saw one of the dead guys curled up like he’d been stuffed there and left behind.

      Heading for the backyard, he eased open an old wooden gate, then checked what windows he passed.  Most of them were covered with blinds or blackout drapes.  He counted what he thought were four rooms and a bathroom but he couldn’t get a clear idea of how many guys were inside the house.

      Beads of sweat gathered along his brow, in his armpits, across the nape of his neck, and at his lower back.  Right now she could be getting raped or killed.  He clenched his sphincter because he felt a sudden shifting of his colon.  Was this fear or anger supercharging him?  Or was it a bit of both?  His rage would only carry him so far.  After that, he would have to rely on his skills, his ammunition stores, and a lot of good luck.

      “Sack up, knuckled up,” he whispered, psyching himself up for this.

      He was turning the corner of the house when someone kicked open the back door and bounded down the steps.  This guy walked to the back of the yard—which wasn’t more than twenty feet from the back door to the fence—unzipped his fly, and started to piss.  He was humming a tune, lost in his own world.

      Yergha peeked around the house and saw two windows with coverings over them.  He couldn’t imagine any of those guys peeping on their homie, so Yergha tightened his focus and moved in on the man.

      He unsheathed his tactical blade as he closed the distance between them.  In one swift move, he stabbed the guy in the ribs and covered his mouth.  The blade went in a little rough, but it got through a pair of ribs and likely punctured the liver.

      The slight shift of his body exposed more of his ribs.  Yergha jerked out the blade then drove it into the man’s side four inches higher, puncturing his lungs.

      The guy’s knees softened as he arched his back in pain.

      Yergha then ripped the blade out, stepped belly-to-back to the man, and swung the knife around the front of him.  The tip of the blade pierced the base of the man’s dick or balls.  He couldn’t be sure which part of the genitalia he struck, but it didn’t really matter.

      “How many men inside?” he asked, the tip of the blade still in him.

      The man was moaning, cursing to himself, not cooperating fast enough.  He covered the man’s mouth again and slid the blade into his business a bit deeper.  The cries of pain against his cupped hand were making Yergha nervous but he needed intel.

      “How many?” Yergha asked.

      When the man stopped crying, Yergha uncovered his mouth so he could speak.

      “Seven.”

      “Where is the girl?”

      “Baño,” he said, sobbing.

      “How many bathrooms in that dump?”

      “One,” he said, trying to get control of himself.  In an attempt to salvage some of his dignity, he stopped crying long enough to say, “You’re dead, asshole.  I’m dead, but you’re dead too.  I’ll see you in hell, cabrón.”

      Yergha shoved the blade into the man’s junk, then turned it hard and tore it out in a downward line.  The guy folded over, a pained squeal escaping him.  The minute he folded forward, Yergha yanked the blade out then plunged it deep into the man’s throat.

      He knew from his training back home that to merely stab someone was not enough.  That was why he twisted the blade inward and pulled it through most of the man’s neck.  All kinds of gore dumped out of the open hole.  He helped the man fall down slowly then he pushed him over, sheathed the blade, and gripped the M4.

      Knowing the bathroom was around the side of the house from where he’d just come, he opened the back door like he was the dude coming in after a piss.  He walked directly into an enclosed kitchen not four feet from a man making a sandwich.  Yergha hit him with a three-round burst, grabbed a grenade, then pulled the pin and bounced it off a wall, sending it bouncing into the living room.  The explosion was deafening, but he was already on the move.

      Yergha went away from the blast, turning into a short hallway toward the back bedrooms.  One guy ran out of the back room but a three-round burst had him thinking twice.  One more round to his dome and that freaking turd was never going to think again.

      He opened one bedroom door, saw one of the guys he’d apparently shot earlier lying on the bed, eyes open and seeing nothing.  There was a death pall in the room.  He shut the door then turned to another door in another room.

      Inside it was empty but he didn’t have time to clear it before gunfire opened up in the hallway.  Drywall bits blasted his face as he ducked down.  He kicked himself back into the bedroom he’d just cleared, saw there were no windows, and immediately realized his mistake.  He had already taken too long to figure this out.

      Rather than hide in the closet, he slipped behind the door, removed the Sig, and waited.  A dozen rounds punched through the paper-thin door.  He made a loud sound, like oof, then stomped on the floor and waited.  The door opened and through the widening crack, he saw the man advancing into the room.  He put two rounds in one guy’s head then dropped to a crouch as more lead chewed through the middle of the door.

      He backed up hard, raised his M4, fired six rounds into the door then slipped into the closet.  This didn’t deter the men.  He holstered the Sig, removed the last grenade from his tactical belt, and waited.  A moment later, he heard two of them coming into the room.  He popped out of the closet long enough to toss the grenade at them.  The second he released the grenade, he exposed himself.  He took a bullet to the upper pec, spinning him around.

      “Grenade!” one of them screamed.  Both men scrambled for cover as he was sucking wind from being shot yet again.

      The vest caught the lead but it hurt like hell, right down to his shins.  There was indeed a grenade, but he hadn’t pulled the pin when he threw it.  They didn’t know that, though.

      Working through a torrent of pain, he hurried to the open door, put eyes on the hallway then waited until he heard the men talking about the grenade maybe being a dud.  The second both of them appeared in the hallway, he emptied the M4’s magazine into them both.  Those two sacks of shit never knew what hit them, not until they were dying.

      He hurried down the hallway, his grit back, his will to clear the rest of the house overpowering.  Everyone was dead, and that’s when a nearly unbearable dread ran through him.  If he found Esty violated and murdered, he wasn’t sure what he’d do.

      Don’t think like that, Yergha.  Just keep moving.

      He cleared the rooms and closets then stood before the bathroom door.  His breathing was shallow, his face already contorted like he knew Esty was dead and he was barely holding back the emotion.  When he opened the door, four shots rang out.  He ducked hard, but one of those rounds skipped off his skull bringing his blood to a boil.

      He kicked the door open from where he lay on his back then sent a round into the pelvis of the shooter.  He’d been aiming higher, but a hit was a hit.  The guy dropped the gun and fell on his ass against the side of a porcelain tub.

      Behind the man, he saw Esty strung up to the showerhead by her wrists.  She had been stripped down to her bra and panties and beaten.  Was she dead, though?  Her head hung slack between her biceps and her hair was wet and hanging down to cover her face.

      Yergha kept his carbine on the man he’d shot.  He touched his own head, felt the skinned flesh where he’d been shot, then got to his feet and walked inside the bathroom.  The guy he shot started to go for his gun but Yergha put a bullet into the porcelain tub right between his legs.  Truthfully, he’d been aiming for the knee but his aim was off because his chest was mule-kicked and thumping with pain.

      “Down on your knees,” he growled.

      The man complied.

      Yergha picked up the man’s gun, tossed it in the garbage can next to the toilet then said, “On your belly, arms out, hands flat on the ground.”

      The guy understood English enough to follow Yergha’s instructions, but it was not without complaint.

      Yergha stepped into the tub, reached forward, and lifted Esty’s head.  Her eyes were open, but there was no life to them.  He jumped with a sob, and then she blinked.

      “Oh, thank God,” he said, breathless, his eyes soaked.

      She looked over at the man on the ground, then down at herself.  Her body started to shake, her face contorting with so much pain.

      “It’s okay, baby,” he said, “you’re okay.”

      He reached up, unhooked her hands, cut away the zip-ties.  She sat down in the tub, trembling all over, her face beaten but not broken.  He held her in his arms awkwardly, firmly.  Sitting there, he had one eye on her and one eye on the asshole on the floor.

      “Is it really you?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “I’m sorry, Yergha,” she said.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for, sweetheart.  You’re alive and safe for now.  I’ll give you a moment to get your composure while I talk to this guy.”

      “Okay,” she said wiping her eyes.

      He saw the red welts and blood spots on her wrists where the zip-ties cut into her skin and he became angry.  Putting that out of his head so he didn’t do something stupid, he took his phone out, slid a finger across the screen to open it up, and accessed his Image files.  He tapped on the picture of Sydney Fox and her three girls.

      He then stood up, stepped out of the tub, and set his M4 on the vanity counter.  With his free hand, he withdrew his blade.  It was still bloody from the last guy.

      Kneeling before the man, he showed him the photo and said, “Where are they?”

      “No se,” the man said.

      “Oh, I think you know just fine,” he said.  “Now I can ask you again with the photo and you can answer me in English, or I can ask with the blade.”

      “No se,” he said again.  There was pain in his voice but it was masked quite well with raw hatred.

      Yergha showed him the knife then said, “That blood is from your buddy’s ball sack.  So if I stab you in the mouth it’ll be like giving your homie a blowjob.  Is that what you’re about capullo?”

      “Man I don’t go like that,” he looked up and hissed.

      “You’re about to, dumb-ass.”

      “Man, fuck you and your mother,” he hissed.  “Do what you gotta do.”

      In his peripheral vision, he saw Esty stand up and step out of the shower.  He looked up at her—this gorgeous woman he’d dreamed of for months—and her eyes were like bullets, so cold and lethal they only needed a target.

      “Let me try,” she said, not an ounce of emotion in her voice.

      She knelt down before this culo, her chest bruised badly from where her vest caught a bullet, her face tight and swollen.  There was blood from her nose smeared all over her mouth, chin, and chest.  Yergha backed up from her.  She looked like something hell spat out, something so charged that one look from those eyes and you’d surely turn to stone.

      She grabbed the man’s hair, jerked his face up then extended her hand toward Yergha.  He handed her the phone.  She showed him the pictures and said, “Who has them?”

      “No se, puta,” he said, his pain evident.  This asshat was stubborn but he didn’t know Estella Baccarin.

      She set the phone down, then in one horrifying moment, she shoved her finger into the man’s eye, sliding in beside the eyeball, ripping and tearing her way through to the back of the eye itself.  The way he started screaming was like nothing Yergha had heard before.  Well, not for a long time.  Not since the Fifth Balochistan Conflict involving the BLA, which was where his warrior soul had been born.

      When she got her finger behind the eyeball, she curled it in and slid the entire thing out of the socket.  When the eye popped free, she grabbed it and ripped it out.  The man’s screaming went to another level completely.

      When the screaming turned to sobbing, she leaned down toward him, looking directly into his other eye.  She picked up the phone, tapped the screen to bring it to life then opened it to the picture of the family.

      “Where are they?” she asked again.

      “Two places, maybe,” he said, his voice shaking.  From under his pelvic region, a pool of red was forming from where he’d been shot.  “Could be Amado Quintero or Santiago Cardenas.  They handle the trafficking of kids like that.  But the border is open now.”  Angrily, he spat on her leg then said, “Those three little girls are gone now.  And the bitch wife is dead.  I bet they’re all dead!”

      “Where do I find Quintero?” she asked calmly.  “Where is Cardenas?”

      “Quintero is in the Las Torres area of Juárez, but you won’t get to him without an army.  It’s like stepping into the world’s largest hornet’s nest.  That neighborhood is a maze and they got eyes and guns in every window.  So, good luck there, chica.”

      “And Cardenas?” Yergha asked.

      “He’s at the base of the mountains at the end of a long dirt road.”

      “They both traffic kids?” Esty asked.

      Just then it sounded like someone opened the front door.  They all fell quiet and then they heard someone moving into the house.  “Juárez Police Department,” the man announced in Spanish.

      The guy on the ground rolled his one eye up and looked at Yergha.  The Pakistani shushed the man but the one-eyed bitch formed a slow grin on his mouth.  He drew a breath to scream but Esty cupped his mouth shut and really leaned into him.  What emerged, however, was a muffled cry that still felt too loud for their comfort.

      With his Sig ready to go, Yergha moved out of the bathroom and into the hallway.  Quiet as a mouse, he crept to the turn in the hallway and waited.  The second the man came around the corner, Yergha pistol-whipped him.  The policeman’s knees buckled and he went down hard, but he was not out cold.  Yergha hit him again and he collapsed.

      Back in the bathroom, he said to Esty, “We need to go.  That was Juárez PD.”

      “Talk, now,” Esty said to the one-eyed man.

      “I told you enough,” he said, turning that one eye up at her, unafraid as he seemed to have found a new way to stand up to the pain.

      “You haven’t told us nearly enough,” she said.

      “When we’re done and you think you got away, I’m going to find you and cut you in half,” he said with a cruel and sadistic grin.  “I’m going to cut your whole life in half!”

      “Yergha,” Esty said.

      He crouched before the man, shoved the front of the Sig into the man’s open eye socket, and said, “You get her knife or my bullet.  It all depends on how you want to play this.”

      Even though he must be hurting, the man went very still.  Then he said, “Capilla San Martín Caballero.”

      “What is that?” Esty asked.

      Whatever resolves the man had made before this moment were quickly melting.  Having a gun stuffed into your eye socket while bleeding out on a filthy bathroom floor couldn’t be anyone’s dream of dying.

      “It’s a church at the base of the mountains.  Cardenas’s house is in the hills behind it somewhere.  At the end of a dirt road.”

      “What is the likelihood that Quintero has them?” she asked.

      “Less likely than Cardenas, but Cardenas is pinche loco.  He’s insane in the head, loves the sound of his own voice, started selling kids after he bitched out of the drug trade.  Quintero still moves weight into the US, but he has coyotes moving people there as well.”

      “He’s a smuggler then?” Yergha asked.

      “Mostly,” the man said.  “But after COVID, everyone either diversified, got out of the game, or were put out of the game.”

      Yergha looked over at Esty; she gave him a quick nod.  Yergha pulled the trigger, painting the porcelain tub and the surrounding walls red.

      He cleaned the end of his Sig with a towel and said, “Find your clothes.  We need to get going quickly.”

      It took a little longer to find her clothes, prompting Yergha to club the downed police officer again.  When they slipped out back, they immediately ran into a two-man patrol looking inside the Suburban.  Yergha put two rounds in each man then said, “Back, back.  We have to hop a fence.”

      They jumped the fence into a backyard full of potted plants, rose bushes, and a small herb garden.  They made their way around the side yard, went out to the street, and turned right.  They walked past the suspicious ladies Yergha had seen when he was coming in.  To them, he had to look like a bloody nightmare.  He nodded politely all the same.  They nodded back looking at the mess known as Estella Baccarin, a.k.a. the woman of his dreams, a.k.a. hellhound on the heel/toe express back to the Easter egg on wheels.

      They climbed into the Spark, Esty sitting in broken glass, and then they took off.  When they were far enough away, Esty started to laugh.  Yergha looked over at her, worried.  She was laughing, though—full belly laughs—and then the laughter turned to a sob and she completely broke down in tears.

      He didn’t know what to say so he let her go through it.  Fortunately, by the time she’d regained her composure, they had found a way out of the neighborhood and hopefully to safety.

      A few miles down the road, Yergha pulled into a large parking lot at some grocery store, found a place to park, then took a breath and tried to unwind.  After that, he checked Google Maps on his phone while Esty brushed bits of safety glass off the seat.  She then examined her face in the mirror, letting out an emotionally pained groan.

      “Okay, I think I have a place we can stay,” Yergha announced.

      “You mean a home base?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “It can’t be anything nice.”

      “It’s a two-star hotel with outdoor access, crappy WiFi, and rundown everything.”

      “How much?” she asked.

      “Thirty bucks.”

      “Perfect.”

      Before heading for the Hotel Montecarlo on Av. Paseo Triunfo de la República, Yergha reached out to Leopold through a texting service Codrin had recommended.  It had end-to-end encryption but Yergha didn’t trust much of anything, so he texted Leopold letting him know that he had retrieved the package, that it was bruised badly but not spoiled, and that he was delivering said package to the Hotel Montecarlo in about half an hour.

      He hit send then got on the road.  Looking at her, he said, “The coffee there is supposed to be good, but I’m hearing the room service is questionable.”

      “I just want a shower and a comfortable bed.”

      “Apparently some of the bathroom doors don’t really have functioning locks.”

      “Just don’t come in while I’m showering,” she said, her emotions settled for the moment.

      “This is the only time I won’t try.  It’s going to hurt my soul to hear you in there alone but I will do as you ask this one time.”

      She reached out and rested her hand on his arm.  Then she turned, looked at him, and said, “Thank you for saving me.”

      He gave her a warm nod.  “You did the same for me last time.”

      “You were in much worse shape.”

      “So you’re saying I still owe you one?” he asked with a grin.

      Smiling, she said, “Maybe one and a half.”
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        SCOTTY CHASE

      

      

      

      Leopold’s text came in early that morning with a snapshot of the transfer of the twenty-five thousand dollars.  He made himself a cup of black coffee, went out to the front porch, took in the start of the day.  Taking a breath of morning air, looking out over the desert landscape, he realized that unless things changed, he might not be living there anymore.  Without further delay, he decided it was time to slay the day.  The first call he made was to a buddy at Phoenix Towing Service.  The BMW desperately needed a tow from Rum Runner.

      “Some guys gang-raped the beamer,” Scotty admitted.  “Really did a number on it.”

      “What do you mean?” his friend asked.

      “They cut a bunch of wires and beat this thing like it was a bad ex-girlfriend.  You know those types of guys—kill first, ask questions later.  What they killed was my car and then they had this funny way of asking questions with their fists.”

      “You aren’t putting me in the middle of it are you?” he asked.

      “No, man.  I wouldn’t do that.  That’s why I didn’t call for a tow earlier this morning.  I wanted to give those goat humpers a chance to regain consciousness and leave.”

      His friend gave a hearty laugh.  “You still living in the same place?”

      “Until Carly says I’m not, which will probably be when she sees the car,” Scotty said.  She was still asleep in the bedroom, but she was a late sleeper and it was still early.

      “I’ll get it done,” he said.  “Do you want me to use the credit card on file?”

      “Yeah, that should be fine.  Thanks, brother.”

      “Anytime, Scotty.  Be safe.”

      “Being safe is for pansies.”  Scotty said this as his neighbor jogged by in the most incredible pair of yoga pants.  He waved at her, she waved back, and then he said, “Living dangerously is for guys with balls.”

      “Tell that to your car,” his friend said.

      “You tell it,” Scotty replied, “you’re going to see it first.”

      He threw on some clothes and tried to kiss his wife goodbye.  She pushed his face away and rolled over, so he just refilled his coffee then called an Uber to take him to the bank.  The teller was a rotund woman with the prettiest face ever and the kind of pleasant attitude that always seemed to lift his spirits.

      “Good morning, Lexi,” he said.  “I need to check my balance.”  She gave him the balance in his business account, which was less than he thought but enough for what he was planning.  “I need to get a cashier’s check for four thousand made payable to Jackson Burke.  And I need two hundred in cash if that’s possible.”

      “Of course it is, Mr. Chase,” she said with a warm smile.  “For you, everything is possible.”

      This left him with a few hundred in the account until Leopold’s transfer came through.  He’d need other available funds, though…just in case.

      “I’ll need to check the available balance on my credit card as well,” he said, handing Lexi his credit card.

      She handed him the cashier’s check after it was signed, counted out two hundred in twenties for him, and then she checked the card’s balance.  “Two-thousand-nine-hundred-and-twenty-two dollars and some change,” she said, handing him back his card.

      Realizing it would be sufficient he smiled, collected the cash then left Lexi with his warmest smile, a smile that had no chance of matching hers.

      Outside the bank, he sat on a sidewalk bench and called Jackson Burke.  He took a deep breath as the line rang through to Jackson.  This was the conversation he dreaded having for weeks now.  Things had changed, though, so maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.  After all, the guy did give him a ride home last night.

      “I sure hope you’re calling to tell me you have my money,” Jackson said in a tone so shitty it practically stunk up the phone.

      “As a matter of fact, I am,” Scotty said.  He scratched his face where too much scruff was coming in.  “I’ve got your four grand in a cashier’s check with your name on it and an opportunity for a lot more if you’re up for it.”

      “With you?” he asked.  “I don’t think so.  I just want what you owe me.”

      Shaking his head, Scotty said, “Look man, I know I’ve been a touch dodgy on the callbacks, and you did me a solid earlier this morning, so why don’t you let me make it good.  It’s time to pick up where we left off.  Besides, my account is thriving once more.”

      “As of when?” he asked.

      “This morning.”

      “If you say you want me for any job other than the Alabama Hargrove job, you can pretty much suck your own ass dry for all I care.”

      “It’s Alabama Hargrove,” Scotty said with a smile.  “Leopold wired the money to the business account.  Not to mention, we now have a performance bonus in place.”

      “Performance bonus?” Jackson asked, intrigued.

      He told Jackson they were on the clock but that the clock could stop at any minute.  Scotty knew Atlas Hargrove was working as part of Leopold’s crew and that there was some kind of a deal between them but he’d only loosely told Jackson of their arrangement.  He was trying not to give too much away after having made Jackson wait a few months for payment.  He was also hoping to get Jackson back on the job now that he’d emptied out the rest of his account.  It was a little sketchy for sure, and it cast a black cloud over his reputation, but it was a necessary evil.  And, as with everything else that went to hell in a hand basket, he felt just fine blaming it all on COVID.

      “If we find Alabama by the time Leopold’s crew ties off their op, Leopold has offered us a bonus.”

      “How much?”

      “It’s substantial, Jackson.”

      “How much?” he asked again.

      “One hundred large.”

      “What’s the split?” Jackson asked.

      “We’ll both be on the job, so we’ll split it fifty/fifty.”

      He could almost hear the gears in Jackson’s mind at work.  Scotty had a background in law enforcement, but Jackson had a military background.  The man had killed people in Afghanistan and didn’t have a problem with it.  Scotty had a big problem with it.  He said he had the stomach, but truthfully, he didn’t want the nightmares.  To this, Jackson said, “You get used to them.  Sort of.”  Well, he didn’t want to get used to them, so he made sure he always had Jackson around for the messy stuff.  Also, it was the only partnership that had ever worked and he valued it immensely.  He couldn’t say that right now because Jackson wouldn’t believe him, but that was the God’s-honest truth.

      “If you promise not to screw me over again,” Jackson said, “and if you give me your word that you’ll pay me what you’ve promised and on time, then I have something for you, a bit of good news.”

      “Oh, for sure, man,” he said, thinking of how those idiots destroyed his car, how the cops might want to talk to him, and how Carly was treating him when she was the one having relations outside of their marriage.  “I could definitely use some good news.”

      “Those hippies we saw in the photos with Alabama?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I had a friend of mine really clean up the resolution.  She used an AI pixilation program to basically fill in the blanks still left in the photo we managed to get.”

      “That’s awesome,” he said.  “What a great start.”

      “There’s more,” he said.

      “Really?”

      “That job we did a few years back,” Jackson said, “the kidnapping in Scottsdale with the Marty’s—”

      “I remember,” Scotty said while crossing his legs at the ankle and watching traffic go by.

      “Well the Fed that was a bit lazy on the case; it turns out he’s into some extrajudicial shenanigans.  I realized it then so I’ve been watching him online.”

      “What?” he asked, quickly sitting upright on the bench.

      “The dude’s not on the level,” Jackson said.

      “How so?”

      “It’s really bad,” Jackson replied.  “Anyway, I have screen grabs of some of the things he’s been looking at but also conversations he’s had with some interesting people online, the kind of conversations you don’t want anyone knowing about, ever.”

      “So…”

      “I’m getting there.  Now that I’ve got the resolution in Alabama’s hippies’ faces all cleaned up, I’m going to squeeze this sack of shit until he bursts.  He doesn’t know it yet, but after I get off the phone with you, he’s going to run the photo through their database.  And the best part?”

      “It gets better?” Scotty asked with a hopeful laugh.

      “He’s going to do it all for free,” Jackson said.  “All I need for him to get started is for you to send me a picture of my cash.”

      “I told you I got you a cashier’s check.”

      “Even better.”

      When they hung up, Scotty took a picture of the check and sent it to Jackson, suddenly feeling a lot better about the day.  Then a thought occurred to him, one that had him dialing Jackson back as quickly as he could.

      “Yeah?” Jackson asked.

      “When you squeeze this guy, see if you can get a package deal.  Last known address, cell phones, drivers’ licenses, cars, the whole shebang.”

      “Now that I’ve seen the check,” Jackson said, “I have another confession.”

      This should be interesting, he thought.  What kind of bomb is he about to drop?  “Is it a confession I’m going to like?”

      “Hell, yes you’re going to like it,” Jackson laughed.  “I wasn’t sure if I could trust you.”

      “That’s fair, I suppose.  It sucks, but I guess that’s fair.”

      “I already squeezed my guy.  I’ve been working on Alabama’s case from my house as best as I can.  But like you, I ran too low on funds to continue.”

      “Man, haven’t we become a sad couple of clichés?”

      “Just you,” Jackson said.

      Scotty ignored the dig.  “So, what did you find?”

      “I have names, an address, a phone number—but it’s been disconnected—and plates on a crappy little Hyundai I haven’t been able to verify.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Baltimore, Maryland.”

      Scotty’s wheels were really turning now.  They had a lead.  Leads!  “I’ve got a buddy in Ellicott City, Maryland.  He’s the Sheriff there.  Let me see if I can have him run the plate, maybe see what he can dig up.”

      “Will he do that for you?” Jackson asked.

      “If my bad reputation hasn’t spread that far, then yes.  We went to the academy together, so I like to think that maybe that helps.”

      “Use every advantage you have,” Jackson said.

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “I’m texting you the details now.”

      “I’ll call you and let you know what I find.”

      “All right,” Jackson said.  “I want that check the second we meet.”

      “For sure,” he said before hanging up.

      A rather unattractive woman slow-walked past him, her clothes a little too tight and a little too short, a provocative question looming in her eyes.  Scotty looked away, uninterested.  He hadn’t realized that prostitution was so out in the open these days.  Of course, if asked, she would likely say the same thing he would: COVID drove her to it.

      He ignored her as he dialed his friend in Ellicot City.  “Howard County PD,” the woman answered.

      “I need to speak to Sheriff Davis if he’s available.”

      “Who’s calling, please?”

      “Scotty Chase.”

      “Hold one moment,” she said.

      “Scotty, is that really you?” Colton Davis asked the minute he picked up the phone.

      “It is,” Scotty replied with a grin.  “Can I call you back in a second?  I seem to have a bad connection.”  He didn’t have a bad connection; he just needed a more private line.

      “Yeah,” Davis said, “no problem.”

      Scotty called his friend’s private number a moment later.  The man answered promptly.  “It’s one of those calls, isn’t it?”

      “Kinda sorta,” Scotty said, nonchalantly.  “I’m working a case that might take me out to your neck of the woods.”

      “Howard County?”

      “Baltimore proper,” Scotty said.

      “What are you working on?” he asked.

      “Possible kidnapping.  I’m on a shoestring budget, so I can’t just catch a flight out there to check on a last known address.”

      “How can I help?”

      “I need you to see if a cell phone is active for me.  The landline was canceled, but the person might have priors, a probation officer, something like that.”

      “Text me the name, the number of the terminated landline, and the last known address.  I’ll see what I can find.”

      “What do I owe you?”

      “A beer and a burger next time I see you.”

      “That’s a deal,” Scotty said.

      “When do you need this by?” Sheriff Davis asked.

      “Yesterday.”

      “Okay, I’ll call you back.”

      Sheriff Davis called him just over an hour later.  By then Scotty’s ass was fully numb, he’d been propositioned by three streetwalkers, spat on by a couple of punks who drove by, then whistled at by two gay guys which—for some unknown reason—boosted his confidence a little.

      “I have one active cell,” Davis said.  “It’s registered in Keegan White’s name, but his wife, Gabrielle White, is a ghost.  Neither have priors, but Gabrielle was a witness to the murder of a hooker in Baltimore.  She might be hooking now, which could be why she ghosted out.”

      “Is the address the same?”

      “As far as I can tell, so long as they didn’t just move, then yes.  It’s the same one you gave me.  The one in Queens.”

      “I’m gonna make sure you get Applewood bacon and two fat patties on the burger, plus a pint of beer to boot,” he said, already dreaming about what he’d do with his share of the one-hundred-thousand dollars.

      The man laughed and said, “Always happy to help.”

      He phoned Jackson and said, “How do you feel about Baltimore?”

      “I’d feel better if you set aside most of what you think you’re going to pay me so you can budget better.”

      “Don’t be an asshole,” he said.

      “Not being an asshole doesn’t put food on the table, Scotty.  I almost didn’t come to pick you up last night.”

      “Fine,” he conceded.  “I’ll advance you three grand before we leave, that way you’ll at least know you’ve got something.”

      “You’re buying the plane tickets,” Jackson said.  “I insist.”

      “That was already the plan.  You’ll need to pick me up though.  I’ll text you the address.”

      Scotty accessed the internet, messed around for about ten minutes trying to get flight information, and then he almost lost his mind trying to pay.  He dropped exactly thirteen f-bombs and nearly threw his phone, but then he breathed a sigh of relief when he got the confirmation number.  He called Jackson back and said, “Okay, we have two tickets to Baltimore.  But we need to head to the airport ASAP.”

      “I’m on my way,” Jackson said.  “Just make sure you have my three grand and the check.”

      “Sounds good; hurry up already.”

      When he hung up, Scotty walked back inside, waited for Lexi then asked her to check his account balance again.  “I’m expecting a wire transfer today,” he told her.  “The money has already been sent.”

      She checked the account, smiled knowing she was going to disappoint him then slowly shook her head.

      “Okay, thanks for checking.”

      Outside, he waited for Jackson to show up.  When he finally saw his friend’s car pulling over, Scotty got in and handed him the envelope.

      Jackson was ex-military, so he had that square jaw, that stern no-BS look, and the kind of steely eyes that had seen too many horrors to ever really be normal in polite society again.

      “This is three grand light, pal,” Jackson said, looking up.

      Scotty showed Jackson the transfer of the twenty-five thousand that Leopold sent him, then said, “I just checked and it’s not in my account.  I’ll have to pay you tomorrow.”

      His friend looked at him a long time, not blinking, not moving a muscle except to frown.  “You fuckface,” he finally muttered.

      “C’mon man, we’re gonna miss our flight.”

      Without further pushback, Jackson signaled left, looked over his shoulder then pulled into traffic.  Shaking his head, he said, “You still smell like booze.”

      “I promise I’ll pay you when we get back.”

      “If you screw me on this, Scotty—”

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      Without another word between them, they drove to Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport, parked in short-term parking then boarded their flight with a few minutes to spare.  In the plane, they both squeezed into coach, and then Scotty spent the next fifteen minutes wondering when the hell they shrunk the seats and if they were still serving hard alcohol.
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      The pilot that Cira arranged to take them from California to El Paso was top-notch.  Other than arranging last-minute landing clearance and having to sit in a holding pattern for twenty minutes, the flight was quick and uneventful.  Well, except for the fact that Atlas couldn’t stand the way he smelled anymore.  That was becoming a problem.

      At the airport, Cira told him to go in the bathroom and try to clean up before they left.  “I seriously can’t, Atlas, not a single minute longer,” Cira complained.

      In the bathroom, Atlas ran water through his hair, smoothed out his beard, then reached down his pants with a handful of wet paper towels, wiping the back of his nuts and the crack of his ass.  People were frowning at his behavior.  Normally that kind of thing would embarrass him, but he looked homeless which meant he had a bit of a free pass.

      “Get a fucking job,” some guy said.

      “What for?”

      The guy turned around and said, “Maybe so you don’t have to come to the airport to take a bath.”

      The businessman stalked out of the bathroom, pissed off.  Atlas didn’t blame him, but he didn’t really care either.  He was just happy to be out of prison.

      Outside the restroom, he found the same businessman who told him to get a job trying to hit on Cira but the look on her face was saying she wasn’t having it.

      He walked right up to them, the businessman frowning, then said to Cira, “You ready, babe?”

      She looked at the businessman, frowned even deeper, then said, “Sooner is better,” and then the two of them left the walking annoyance in a suit, post haste.

      “Leopold texted me while you were in the bathroom.  He said to take an Uber to El Taquito on Airway Boulevard.  They’re ordering take-out now.”

      His heart soared and that hollow ache in his stomach suddenly started to feel a whole lot worse.  There was nothing like the promise of good food to make an empty belly want food in it pronto.

      The Uber driver was nice but she was a Chinese woman with no filter.  Twice she looked back at Atlas and said, “Oh, he stink.  Mister, you stink so bad.”

      “Thank you,” he said.  “That’s so sweet of you to say.”

      When they pulled into the El Taquito, the driver looked back and said, “Tip and good review for Mr. Stinkyman.”  She was looking at Cira with ferocious eyes.

      “Five bucks and five stars,” Cira said.

      The driver turned around and said, “Out now, you ruin my seat, you stinky ass stinkyman.”

      “I’m going now,” he said.  “Thank you for your kindness and your hospital—”

      “Get out, Mr. Stinkyman!”

      He slid out and stretched in the warm El Paso air.  “Smells like dirt and heat,” he said.  And then the smell of the restaurant hit him.  “Oh, my God…what is that smell?”

      “The closest thing to heaven you’ll find while still stuck on this rock,” Cira said walking toward Leopold’s Audi S6.

      “Boy, you aren’t kidding,” Atlas said.

      He joined her in walking to the Audi.  Cira got in one side; Atlas walked around the back of the car and got in the other side, seeing Kiera just before he slid in.

      “Holy cow,” Leopold said as he glanced back.  Breathless, startled, he said, “I thought we were getting burgled.”

      Cira stifled a laugh then said, “It would seem that Atlas has fallen on hard times in the joint.”

      Leopold handed both of them warm, delicious-smelling Styrofoam containers.

      “Thank the Lord,” Atlas said, taking his container.  “What is this?”

      “El Pastor Tacos for you,” Leopold said, “and Rajas Gordita for her.  Bon Appétit.”

      Cira opened the box and the smell of heaven wafted out.  “Oh, I love poblano chiles!  Wait, how hot are these?”

      “Maybe a four on the scale of one to ten,” Leopold said.

      Atlas opened his container and fought back tears.  Cira looked at him and asked if he was okay.  “I’m amazing,” he said.  “Leopold, whatever beef we might have had in the past has officially been squashed.  Thank you for this.”

      “You bet,” Leopold said, turning to face him.  To Cira, he said, “Even though he looks like hell, you look ravishing.  A little tired, but ravishing.”

      “Yeah, well, solitary confinement isn’t good for your complexion, your state of mind, or your overall sense of balance,” Cira said.

      After Atlas gobbled down his first taco, he closed the box and decided to let his stomach settle.  He’d eaten almost too fast to enjoy the food.  Plus, he was thinking of Kiera.  He was thrilled to see her there.  Leaning forward, he gently touched her arm.  She looked back at him, and though he expected her to cringe at his appearance, she didn’t.

      “I’m so happy to see you,” Atlas said.

      She smiled wide and touched his hand.  A quick glance at Leopold showed Atlas a stunned man.

      “What about me?” Leopold asked Kiera.

      “If it’s any consolation, Leopold,” Cira said, “Mr. Stinkyman didn’t say he was happy to see me either and I got him out of that dungeon.”

      Leopold cleared his throat and glanced at Cira in the rearview mirror.  Frowning, clearing her throat, Cira said, “Allow me to clarify for your heinie.  With Leopold’s amazing influence, both as a gentleman and a wannabe mercenary, I was able to escape a terrible fate inside that prison.  How will we ever forget the brilliance he bestowed—”

      “Knock it off, Cira,” Leopold said with laughter in his voice.  “Besides, it’s not your heinie, it’s your highness.”

      Atlas laughed and opened the container again, eyeing that next taco.  He was in no rush to eat it, not with the good company, the excellent food, and this amazing day.  The very fact that he was not stuck in solitary confinement was practically overwhelming in itself.

      “You’ll always be my heinie, Leo,” she joked.

      That Leopold was comfortable enough with Cira to let her tease him like this meant their relationship had tightened over the last five or six months.

      “The truth is, I couldn’t stop thinking about all of you,” Atlas said.  “But this one here, Kiera, yeah…I couldn’t get her out of my head, nor did I want to.  I know that with her, we’re going to be in the shit soon.  But right now, I’m pretty darn happy.”

      “Speaking of being in the shit, how would you feel if we got on the road?” Leopold asked.  “We have a package waiting for us, something that will help us in Juárez.”

      “Fine by me,” Atlas said.

      “Same,” Cira replied.

      Leopold fired up the Audi then they took a long drive through El Paso, finally turning down a long dirt road on the outskirts of town.  Atlas wondered where they were going but decided not to ask.  He had just finished a second taco and was staring at the third.  He was about to eat it when he saw an old warehouse ahead.  There were no less than six armed men standing guard.

      “This is shady as fuck,” Cira said.

      “Yeah,” Leopold added.

      When Leopold parked the car, he got out and was promptly searched from armpits to toes.  Then a man, el jefe, walked out of the warehouse and greeted Leopold.  They shook hands, shared a few jovial words then el jefe gave Leopold instructions.  A few minutes later, he walked back to the Audi, got in, and started the car.

      “Everything all right?” Atlas asked.

      “Yeah,” Leopold said.

      Atlas had the feeling that Leopold could wear that smile at gunpoint.  He was, after all, no joke in the business world.  But these guys here were not on the level.  Whatever they were doing was starting to reek of criminality.

      They drove up to the warehouse where two of the armed men opened a large rolling door.  Leopold swung the Audi around then backed up into the opening.  Half of the car was in the warehouse when one of the men tapped on the trunk lid.

      Leopold put the car in park, shut it off, then popped the trunk and got out of the vehicle.  Over the next few minutes, from what Atlas could tell, the men made some kind of exchange.  A couple of guys with what looked like AKs walked up to the window and glanced inside.  Kiera looked directly at the men.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” Cira asked when they were gone.

      “Jerking each other off,” Atlas said calmly.  “How do I know?”

      “Surely you have an idea,” Cira pressed.  Up front, Kiera unbuckled her seatbelt.  Atlas followed suit.  Cira looked at them both.  “Atlas, are we in trouble?”

      “Maybe, I’m not sure,” Atlas said.

      Cira looked around then it dawned on her.  “If shit goes south, we’re sitting ducks in here.”

      “Tactically speaking,” Atlas said, “you’re exactly right.”

      When the guys were done loading the trunk, someone shut the lid then Leopold shook a couple of hands and got back in the car.  They slowly drove out of the warehouse, Leopold’s eyes on the rearview mirror and the side mirrors the whole way.

      When they reached the end of the dirt road and turned onto the highway, Cira said, “What the hell was that?”

      Atlas told her the truth.  “A drug deal.”

      “We’re smuggling drugs over the border?” Cira asked.

      “It was last minute so I had to put something together fast,” Leopold said.  “Plus I’m still nurturing connections all over the world.  Connections like these can be made quickly, but the clean connections, well, those take time and patience, two luxuries we don’t have right now.”

      “That doesn’t explain why we’re taking drugs across the border,” Cira asked.

      “Because we’re going into a gun-free zone with only Atlas’s bad hairdo and that gross beard for defense,” Leopold said.

      Atlas scoffed out loud.  Cira snorted out a laugh.

      “As unsightly and smelly as he is,” Leopold said, “I’m afraid his ghastly appearance is no match for a Glock or an M5.”

      “Are you sure?” Atlas asked with a grin.

      He had been so pissed off for so long, but being back with these people and tasting freedom for the first time in half a year lightened his mood so much that not even the prospect of being caught at the border could dampen his spirits.

      “Now we just need to get over the border,” Leopold said.  “After that, we’ll link up with a friend who will be happy to empty our trunk with one thing and fill it with another.”

      Atlas took a big bite of his taco.  Talking with his mouth full, he said, “This is some rinky-dink shit, Leo.”

      “It’s all rinky-dink,” Leopold said.  “But that’s why I have you and Kiera.  And even though you’re the real weapons, you can’t fight a war in a third-world dump with your B.O. and her winning personality and expect to come out unscathed.”

      “Maybe his B.O.,” Cira said before taking another big bite of her Gordita.

      “And definitely her personality,” Leopold said about Kiera, who didn’t smile.  “Oh, c’mon, Kiera, that was worth at least a sideways eye stare.”

      She didn’t move, not even to blink.

      “She’s been a tough crowd all morning,” Leopold said.  “Bald chicks and me are pretty much 0 for 2.”

      “When do we link up with Yergha and Esty?” Cira asked, changing the subject before Kiera decided Leopold’s humor was too much.

      “They ran into the hot center of a shit storm but it looks like they’re clear of it for now, and with a solid lead no less.  They got us rooms at the Hotel Montecarlo, which isn’t too far from the border.  If those two aren’t recharged and ready to level up, Atlas and Kiera will run point.”

      “Who are we delivering the drugs to?” Atlas asked.  “And what exactly did you buy?”

      “We’ve got fifty kilos of pot.  There are thirty-five kilos of the Jack Herer strain and fifteen kilos of Blueberry Widow.  Don’t ask me the difference because I don’t have a clue.  I’m addicted to women, not drugs.  To answer your other question, my buyer is on the outskirts of Juárez.  We’re getting guns and ammo in exchange for what is arguably some very good weed.”

      “How are we not going to get totally fisted on the way into Mexico?” Atlas asked.  “There’s this thing called the border and there are border guards just waiting for people like us.”

      “You let me worry about that.  As for Juárez, after we fully stock our arsenal, we’re going to kick a hornet’s nest so damn hard it will be felt in trafficking circles all around the world.  And then we’re going to step on the nuts of everyone involved in the kidnapping.”

      “Damn straight,” Cira said.

      “The rules of engagement are to give every last one of these cocksuckers a dirt nap,” Leopold continued.  “Are you two ready or what?”

      In response to the awesome pep talk Leopold just gave, Atlas said, “Yeah, but do you have salsa and chips, or napkins?”

      Cira tried stifling a laugh but it didn’t work.  Even Kiera had to turn away for a moment.  Atlas looked up when everyone started laughing at him.

      “Sorry, this food is worlds better than the prison chow I’m used to eating.  In there, it’s like they’re feeding you your own asshole and saying it’s a meal.”

      Shaking his head, he turned to Kiera and said, “If you ever get clearance to speak, whatever Atlas says, just don’t say that and you’ll be golden.”

      “So,” Atlas asked, “no salsa then?”
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      When Leopold entered the funnel of cars waiting to cross over the border, he tried not to sweat.  Sweating like he was would be a dead giveaway.  He turned on the radio, found one of the local stations playing classic rock then went through a number of breathing exercises to keep his blood pressure level.  He’d been in high-level meetings before where hundreds of millions of dollars were on the line, but none of them were nearly as stressful as this.

      He looked from face to face at the passengers in the car.  Kiera was a non-registered human who would likely go haywire if someone tried to detain her, Atlas was a killer ex-cop that should be serving three life sentences back in California in a supermax prison, and Cira…Cira was her own set of complications, but at least she was a free(ish) citizen.

      As if his “people problem” was not enough, he had fifty kilos of premium marijuana stuffed in the back of the Audi, which was a slap on the wrist in and of itself, but was just one of a number of crimes he was already guilty of just by being in the driver’s seat of a car that may or may not be stolen.  Oh, for heaven’s sake, he didn’t even think of that!

      More breathing, more creep-crawling toward the border attendant’s booths, more reasons to flip a bitch and pull the plug on this entire operation.

      “How you doin’ up there, boss?” Atlas asked.

      Leopold flicked his eyes up to the rearview mirror and saw the convict looking right back at him with a knowing grin.

      “Everything changes when you’re the tip of the spear, doesn’t it?” Atlas asked with a knowing look.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “You’re shitting bricks, boss, just admit it.”

      “Fine, I’m definitely a little worried,” he admitted, “but I’m good in a pinch.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Cira said.

      When they reached the booth, the attendant began asking enough questions to make Leopold even more nervous.  Then he asked the question: “Before I search the car, are you in possession of any illegal money, weapons, or narcotics?”

      “Why would you search the car?”

      “We now do random searches, with your consent, of course.  Your vehicle just happened to be the random search this hour.”

      Leopold looked into the man’s eyes and didn’t believe a word he was saying.

      Leopold laughed like this was all a bit too ridiculous, but then he said, “My car is clean, of course.  But if you’re asking about money, all I have is five hundred in cash on the back seat.”

      If the now dead border attendant, Gill Franklin, had lied to them about all of the guys being on the take, he’d find Gill’s corpse and kick it square in the nuts the first chance he got.

      “Are you trying to bribe me?” the attendant asked.

      “Of course not,” Leopold said, his heart now moving from a trot to a full gallop.  “It’s just that, if you’re looking for anything of interest, I’m afraid all I have is the five hundred on the back seat.”

      The man not only frowned at Leopold, he actively began mean-mugging him.  In a terse   display of puckered asshole syndrome, he said, “My supervisor will want to see you.”

      “You suck at this,” Cira told Leopold when the attendant went back into his booth.

      “We’re a bit off the reservation here,” Leopold said quietly, “but it’ll be fine.”

      “Sure it will,” Atlas said.  “Except for Kiera, the drugs, and the mass-murdering ex-cop, we’re all good.  I mean, what else could possibly go wrong?”

      “You’re not a mass murderer,” Leopold said.

      “To be a mass murderer, you need to have committed four or more murders with a no cooling-off period,” Cira said.  “At least, that’s according to the FBI.”

      “And you know this how?” Atlas asked.

      “Leopold has me learn things so that I can do things,” Cira said cryptically, “and that’s all you need to know.”

      “She was like you,” Leopold said.  “But much better looking.”

      Atlas turned and looked at her.  “No kidding?”

      “That was for me to share and not you,” Cira said to Leopold.  “We talked about this.”

      “Be quiet,” Leopold said as the supervisor made his way toward them.  “We can’t cause a scene.”

      “Too late,” Atlas said.

      “Paco tells me you are trying to bribe him,” the supervisor said.  He was an older man with a round belly, a big Texas handlebar mustache, and a belt buckle so ostentatious it almost deserved its own reward.  “Do you know the kinds of penalties that come with bribing a CPB agent at the border?”

      “I didn’t know that Paco was an agent,” Leopold said.

      “Did you try to bribe him?” he asked.

      “Absolutely not,” Leopold said.  “I merely told him that if he searched us, which he said that he intended to do, that all he would find would be five hundred in cash on the back seat.”

      “Do you realize that you have an eight hundred dollar exemption for gifts and personal articles right now?”

      Now he felt like a donkey.  “I wasn’t aware of that,” Leopold said, sheepishly.

      “I’m going to need you to open the back doors and when I tap the trunk lid, please open that for me,” he said.  He then addressed his subordinate.  “Paco, let Esteban know I’ll be tied up here for a few minutes, please?”

      “Si,” he said, still hitting Atlas with the stink eye.

      “Open the back doors,” the supervisor said.

      Leopold unlocked the doors and Kiera quietly turned in her seat.  When the man opened the door, he looked at Atlas, turned away at the smell, then held his nose and looked at the seat between Atlas and Cira.  He then shut the door, walked around back, and stood there for a while.  When he tapped the trunk lid, Leopold said, “We’re totally screwed.”  The fear hit his eyes like a hammer to the skull.  He opened the trunk lid. Leopold clenched his sphincter at the sound of the lever’s release.

      The man looked inside and there was no way on God’s green earth he could miss that weed.  He then closed the lid, walked up to Leopold’s door, and gave it a knock.

      “You’re clear, sir,” he said.   He turned to Paco and said, “They’re all good.”

      Paco let them through, and then after a moment, they were on the move.

      From the back seat, Atlas, ever the untimely comedian, said, “I think I smell something funny.  Leo, did you just soil your pants?”

      “I think maybe I did,” he said.  “Did he take the cash?”

      “Sure did,” Atlas said.

      “Now that we’re through,” Cira asked, “where are we going next?”

      “Independence Avenue,” he replied, still short of breath.  He wiped beads of sweat from his temples and reminded himself that they made it.  “There’s a sewage treatment facility nearby.  Degremont Planta Sur.”

      “Your underwear will fit right in,” Atlas mumbled.

      “Yeah, well, the way you smell,” Cira said to Atlas, “you two can be shit brothers.”
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      Guillermo woke Callie up to the nightmare that was now her life.  She was sleeping on a sweat- and blood-stained mattress in a room with a boarded-up window, a pot meant to pee in, and a blanket that looked as though many different fluids had stained it.

      “It’s time to go,” Guillermo said.

      “Where am I going?”

      “Home I think,” he said.

      She started to shake with joy and then he laughed and said, “Ah, I’m just kidding.  I think you’re going to Prague.”

      When he left, she started to cry.

      Later that morning, she was driven to an airfield where she met a rather boisterous man with a large belly, lots of gold rings on his fingers, and a pair of sunglasses too gaudy and encrusted with diamonds to be worth anything less than a small fortune.  She hated him already.

      She boarded the plane, then quickly ran to the bathroom and threw up.  The tears that started came on fast and they wouldn’t stop.  She continued to retch and puke, her stomach purging itself until there was nothing left but hot, bile-smelling air.

      There was a slight knock on the door.

      “Almost done,” she said, wiping her eyes, although it was no use.  Now, to add to the misery, her mouth tasted sour and acidic.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” the man said from the other side of the door.

      “Okay, thank you.”

      She finished in the bathroom when the jet started to move.  With no choice but to get to a seat, she emerged from the bathroom and sat down as far from this man as she could.

      The jet taxied down the runway, swung right, then came to a stop and waited.  She had been on commercial airliners before but never a jet as nice as this one.  When it was their turn to go, the jet entered the runway then put on a burst of speed.  She felt her fingers grip the end of the armrest while the rest of her body clenched tight for the takeoff.

      The engines were powerful and loud, and before she knew it, the wings caught the air and the jet pushed hard into the sky, the nose tilting north for a short time.  When they reached cruising altitude, this creature who had procured her unfastened his seatbelt, walked down the aisle, and sat beside her.

      “My name is Mohammad Jawahir and you are the girl I bought,” he said in a thick accent, with a passable command of the English language.

      “I wasn’t aware I was for sale,” she said, biting back more tears.

      “You women are not aware of a lot of things.  That is why, in my country, you do as you are told under penalty of death.”

      “Well, I’m not from your country and we don’t have those rules in America.”

      “You are not from any country right now,” Mohammad said with a sick grin.  “Now that we are alone and heading to Prague, you may lie down and relax before the excitement begins.  I have a room I think you will like.”

      She wasn’t sure what he meant when he said she had a room in which she could relax.  Was she going to be in the room alone?  Or would he try to join her?  The way he said they were “now alone” not only scared her, it flat out terrified her.

      “What kind of excitement do you have planned for us?” she asked, wiping at the pools gathering in her eyes.  She didn’t want her tears to spill over and make her look weak, especially now that he confessed to having such a low opinion of women.

      “I will show you the room first,” he said.  “Stand up, walk to the back.  The closed-door on the right is where you will lie down and relax.”

      She got up, walked back then opened the door to a room that was not much bigger than the bed it held.  Mounted around the room were four small video cameras, like Go-Pro cameras, and various sex toys on display.  She started to back out.

      “No,” she said, panicking.

      “Yes,” he replied, pushing his belly into her.

      She tried to turn, but a meaty hand pushed her inside the room.  Filled with fear, she knew she was stuck on the plane with him, but if there was one place she could not go, it was in that room.

      She fell forward on the bed, which allowed the creep a chance to grab her ass.  But the second he tried, she drove her heel straight up into his balls.  He folded forward and let out a groan.  She pushed herself up, cracked him under the chin with the point of her elbow, and scrambled for a way out of there.

      The guttural cursing started instantly, and though she bought herself a little breathing room, the man filled the entire doorway and he wasn’t budging.

      She spun in the tight space between them and then she kneed him in the nuts, this time from a different angle.  He still wouldn’t move so she raked her nails down his face until he palmed her head and shoved her sideways into the wall.

      The impact slowed everything down and she found herself stuck in some sort of disoriented haze.  Was she going to survive this?  Fighting for her life, her virginity, and her virtue, she went after him with everything she had, and though she’d drawn first blood, it was not enough to slow him down and certainly not enough to stop him.  She was but a tiny mouse standing before a lion.

      Standing there gasping for air, her head aching from where she’d hit the wall, this demented wildebeest simply looked at her, all of his good-natured boisterousness gone.

      Before she knew what happened, he pulled something out of his jacket then jammed it into her side.  The electrical charge that hit her ribs had her muscles grabbing the bones hard, her guts practically sucked together and overheating.  She fell over on the bed, stiff and scorched inside.

      And then she was out cold.
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        * * *

      

      When Callie felt herself coming around, she tried to move but found a sharp pain in her wrists.  Blinking her eyes, her body heavy and hurting, she shook off the effects of having been hit with a stun gun.  That’s when she found her arms and legs were bound together with heavy plastic cuffs, the kind cops sometimes used in the movies.

      The man was on the phone.  She turned her head to look at him.  He was sitting in his white underwear, his big body brown and carpeted with hair.  The phone’s volume was up loud enough to hear the other person talking to him in English.  It sounded like a woman.

      “The bidding will start at twenty-five thousand,” he was saying.  “This is one day only where everyone wins.”  He paused then said, “Yes, it is the same as last time.  The highest bidder gets her first, the second gets her second, and so on.  The only rules are that you cannot beat her face, and you cannot kill her.”  Another pause, then, “Yes, I know that twenty-five thousand is a lot of money, that’s why you will announce that this is a US congressman’s daughter.”  A further, short pause and then he said, “Yes, of course.  Yes, she is white.”

      The horror of the situation set in with such ferocity, the tears practically sprang to her eyes, spilling over her cheeks and down the side of her face.  He didn’t know she was awake so he continued to speak plainly.

      “Yes, she is a virgin, but don’t put that.  I am about to change that.  She will be in pristine shape though, so make sure you let the bidders know.”  Another short pause, then, “Yes, I’m going to take pictures now.”

      He opened up his laptop, logged onto a website, then entered a passcode and said, “I will upload the pictures in just a few minutes.  Let them know that this one is a fighter.”

      He turned and saw that she was awake.  “Oh, hello,” he said, “how was your nap?”

      “That was hardly a nap.  Why are you doing this to me?”

      “She is awake,” he said to the woman on the phone.  “I’ll get those pictures to you soon.”

      “Why is anything done to anyone?” he asked, the sing-song tone back in his voice.  He took his cell phone off the dresser, activated the camera, and then began taking pictures of her.  When he was done, he said, “Wow, there are some good ones here.”

      “You disgusting pig,” she said.

      He laughed as he uploaded the photos to the internet.  “Do you know how many names I have been called?  Hundreds, thousands.  As a kid, I was the product of a tremendous amount of abuse, but that only made me strong.  It only fortified my resolve.”

      “You still turn my stomach.”

      “This I know,” he said with a smile.  “But do you know something?”

      She turned away.  He grabbed her face, jerked it back around to face him, and then put a smile back on his face.

      “I know that you will be with me and there is nothing you can do about it,” he said, almost like she had no choice in the matter.  “The only question you have to ask yourself is if you want it the hard way or the easy way.”

      He said this with a chuckle, almost like being cute would excuse him from raping her and selling her off to other men who would pay to do the same.

      “The easy way,” she said.

      “Suit yourself.”

      And with that, he hit her with another burst of the stun gun.  When she woke, it was under immense physical pressure, but the stun gun jolted her back to sleep.  This happened several times until when at last she came around, the weight was not there.  Instead, there was a new pain, the hot, fuzzy discomfort of having her body fried over and over again, and the sharp sting of burned flesh where the stun gun had seared her skin.

      Her eyes fluttered open and she didn’t feel well.  Her head was full of electrified cotton, her hips and pelvic bone ached, and she felt sticky below, like when she’d had her period.

      Looking over at him, almost like she was stuck in the loftiness of a dream, she saw him sitting naked on the bed.  He was looking at the laptop again.

      He turned and saw her, and then he smiled.  “Judging by the way the bids are coming in, it looks like you’re going to have a very bad day tomorrow.”

      “Your name is Mohammad,” she said, her own voice sounding so far away.  “Are you…a Saudi?”

      “Persian,” he replied.  “My father hates your government, as does most of the Iranian government.  I don’t hate the government, though.  They do business with us, business like this.  Do you know how they butcher a cow?”

      She nodded, her soul feeling out of alignment with her body, her limbs agitated and uncooperative.

      “They sell as much of the cow as they can, hoping to maximize profits,” he said.  “When we get girls like you, we do the same thing.  We maximize profits.”

      “How much can you really get selling me to a bunch of fat pricks like you?” she asked, hazy, her brain still slipping gears.

      “Enough to offset the costs of travel and of buying you, but selling you to horny diplomats who cannot get a girl without buying her first…that is pocket change.”

      “For who?”

      “For all of us,” he said.

      She lay back down on the bed, aware now that she was naked.  Somewhere in the back of her mind, she already knew that though.  The room seemed to fade in and out of her vision, her brain trying to take her from this dark, terrifying place.  She felt another part of herself wanting to emerge, but that could only happen if she were able to sleep.  Then she thought, What has happened to my head?  What did he do to me?  Did he drug me?  Oh my God, have I been drugged?

      “When the men are done with you, we kill you on film, and then we will sell copies of that film over and over again for years to come.”

      “Snuff,” she said, so drowsy she could hardly keep her eyes open.

      “The west believes so deeply in profit.  Well, we believe in profiting from the west as well, and you are the tool by which we will do that.”

      “My father will come after you with a vengeance,” she said.

      The man laughed, and laughed, and laughed, each chortle more offensive and demeaning than the last.  “My dear, who do you think gave you to us?”

      This one statement staved off the mental slide just long enough for her to say, “He wouldn’t do that.”

      “He is in politics, is he not?” Mohammad asked.

      “Yashshr,” she said, her voice now sounding so syrupy and lost.

      “You know how slimy American politicians are these days.  They can be bought for a dollar, broken by a leaked story, or compromised for an idea.”

      “What idea?” she asked, the words slurring even worse, the question nearly impossible to ask.

      “The idea that you can get in bed with vampires and resist their bite,” he said in that same jovial voice.  He sounded a thousand miles away, but somehow she could still hear him.  “At first, the rewards for being in the right crowd are tantalizing, but then, after you’ve been compromised, you are the thing they will suck dry.  Everyone knows how this works.  You take too many bites of the forbidden fruit while each taste is filmed, witnessed, recorded.”

      She mumbled something, but even she didn’t know what she was saying.  It was something about her being drugged.

      “Your father took a bribe, and in return, you were given to us.  Soon, we will have you on tape, dying.  And your screams?  Oh!  They will be the last sounds your father hears.  We will send him a tape.  It will be you crying out for him, looped over and over again in ninety-minute segments.”

      “Why Prague?” she managed to ask.

      “You know who shits in their backyards?  Dogs.  We are not dogs, so we shit in other people’s backyards.  Besides, Prague is lovely this time of year, and I have friends there, friends with deep pockets and rather unusual obsessions.”

      She could no longer talk.  The boisterous man now leaned forward and pulled open her eyes then he smiled and said, “Soon you won’t even know your own name.  Not until it is time.  Do you know what Vampire’s Kiss is?”

      She grunted something, unable to feel her arms and hands, or her legs and feet.  Even the feeling of her face was starting to escape her.

      “This is the adrenalized blood of children.  Drinking it is supposed to bring you youth and vitality.  You are too old to provide the purest sample of such a drug, but we’re going to drain you and sell you anyway.  Any good feelings our buyers get will be additives, not that we’ll tell them that.  Let those vermin think what they will, so long as they pay me my money.”

      And with that, she fell down that very dark well, a well so deep and suffocating she couldn’t scream, let alone form a single word.  She just fell, and fell, and fell, too weak to slow her descent, too far gone to escape the inevitable.
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        SYDNEY FOX

      

      

      

      Santiago called Sydney in to show her the computer screen.  There she saw the faces of her two younger daughters.  She wavered on unsteady legs before Jose put her in a chair.

      “We received bids for Zoey from a prince in Qatar and a sultan in Iran, and a bid for Maisie in…D.C.”  He looked at her and said, “Shocker.”

      More bids had come in for Zoey from Saudi Arabia but then there was a bid for both sisters.  The only caveat was that Santiago would have to pay to transport them out there.

      “Well, we’re not doing that shit,” Santiago said.

      He messaged back: NO WAY.

      Other bids came in, one from a couple from Columbia who agreed to arrange transportation for the girls.

      “We will charter a private aircraft to meet you in Juárez,” the message read.

      Both parties quickly agreed on the price and the girls were officially sold.  Sydney watched all of this in abject horror.  She started to cry when she realized this was actually happening.

      She turned to Santiago with nothing but homicidal rage in her heart, but then Jose put his big blade to her throat and said, “You remember the knife, no?”

      Ignoring Jose, she turned and spoke to Santiago.  “Why are you doing this to me and my family?”

      “To some degree, it is personal,” he said, finally being truthful.

      Sydney looked at him, waiting.

      “Your husband worked very closely with ICE in the former administration, did he not?”  She nodded, dreading the answer about to come, and how she would feel about it.  “He supported a raid on a group of migrants who were settling into Fayetteville.  My cousin was working to help resettle them.”

      “Who was your cousin with?” she asked.

      “What does it matter?”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “It was a publicity stunt, Mrs. Fox.  Your husband was playing with their lives for a photo opportunity.”

      “He’s a politician.  That’s like getting mad at a cat because it chases mice.”

      “Well, in this case, ICE raided my cousin’s home and he was shot in the head three times.  They ruled it a suicide but I managed to track down photos.”  Santiago pointed to his face in three places and said, “This was where he was shot.”

      “Who was your cousin with?” she asked again.

      “As I said before, it does not matter.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “MS-13,” he said reluctantly.

      “Since when did MS-13 get into the resettlement business?”

      “You don’t believe me?” he challenged.

      “I know MS-13 well, Mr. Cardenas.”

      “You don’t even know your asshole from next Tuesday.”

      “I’m quiet,” she said, “but I listen to everything.”

      “You may be listening now,” he said, “but are you learning?”

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      “First I’m going to violate you in the worst of ways because that’s what gets me off, and then I’m going to let anyone else who works for me make you theirs.”

      “You’re not only revolting,” she said, “you’re unimaginative.”

      He continued, undeterred.  “When you’re all filled up inside, when your heart is battered, your will is crushed, and you want nothing more than a swift and permanent end, Jose will give you the ending you deserve.”

      “You have a serious problem with femicide here in Juárez,” Sydney said.

      “I don’t see it as a problem,” he replied with humor in his eyes.

      “I never understood how you could just kill a woman because she was a woman.”

      “Someone like you never would.”

      “Why do it then?” she asked, point-blank.

      “Guys like seeing women get hurt and killed because it helps them imagine that someone is killing their wives, their mothers, their bosses.  It’s all very sick, I agree.  But me?  I’m different from those men.  That doesn’t’ mean I don’t appreciate an aphrodisiac for those who dine on fear.  Truthfully, it’s the fear and repulsion that gets me off.”

      “What made you like this?” she asked.  Just knowing there were entire societies who savored this sort of demonic mayhem made her want to vomit.

      “I have everything I want, Sydney Fox.  I have had it all for so long I’ve grown bored.  To continue the high, you need to take new drugs, then more of those drugs, then stronger doses of those drugs.”

      “Then, killing people is your addiction?”

      “The complete indifference to life is my addiction.  That is why we will mail your husband a video of you getting killed regardless of whether or not we receive the ransom money.  And the man who paid for this whole soiree?  He insisted on getting the original tape.”

      “Someone paid for this?” she asked, tears leaking down her face.

      “A man who saw your family as a means to an end.”

      She wiped her face, her nose starting to stuff up.  “And what was his end?”

      “He hates someone very, very much,” the man said with deep laughter in his throat.  “That someone is coming to save you.  But he will not save you.”

      “So we’re just no one to you, to this man?”

      He smiled and shrugged his shoulders.  “Beyond the role your husband played in getting my cousin killed, you and your girls are nothing but a dollar figure to me.”

      She wanted to spit on him but Jose’s blade never left her neck.  She contained herself but for how long?  When would holding back cost her everything?  Did she even have a chance?  Was she already dead?

      Turning to Jose, Santiago said, “Take her to my room, remove her clothes for me, then secure her to the bed.  I want a limb tied to every post.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Jose grabbed her by her shirt, hauled her up, and walked her down the hallway.  The fear of what was to come grabbed hold of her and wouldn’t let go.  It sank its fangs into her very soul and locked its jaw.

      When they reached Santiago’s bedroom and he opened the door, Sydney saw the four-poster bed with big metal eyelets attached to each post.

      Jose said, “Take off all of your clothes and get on the bed.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “This will not be the first time Mr. Cardenas has had to throw away a bloody mattress.”

      With nothing left for her to do but submit, she started to undress.  When she was completely naked, Jose looked into her eyes and said, “For your sake, Mrs. Fox, I hope that you have made peace with God.”
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      After an unbearable trip to a small property near the sewage processing plant, Leopold traded the drugs for guns and ammo, then got back into the Audi and said, “We have guns now, and not a drop of sweat off my nuts.”

      Kiera didn’t blink, Cira barely breathed, and Atlas sat back and marveled in the humor of it all.  A block-chain multimillionaire working his ass off to be a part of the team he put together.

      “You know, Leo,” Atlas said.  “I’m kind of admiring your ingenuity right now.  It’s not easy going from being a suit to doing this.  It takes time, street smarts, and the right connections.  But you’re doing it.  Good job.”

      They pulled up in front of the hotel where they were meeting Esty and Yergha.  Leopold parked the car then looked in the rearview mirror at Atlas.  He had that look like he wasn’t sure if the compliment was a dig or a genuine commendation.

      “I’m being serious,” Atlas said.

      “I appreciate that.”

      “If you want to live in this world, though, sooner or later you’re going to have to get your hands dirty.”

      “Are you saying that trafficking drugs over international borders to buy arms in a country that bans assault weapons with you problematic people isn’t getting my hands dirty?” he asked.  “Because if that’s not getting your hands dirty, I don’t know what the hell is.”

      “This is a wet crew, Leo.  On this crew, drawing blood is you getting your hands dirty.”

      “You don’t even know Yergha or Esty,” Leopold said.

      “I bet they’ve gotten their hands dirty.”

      “They have,” Cira confirmed.

      Atlas looked at her and said, “You didn’t have the stomach to pull that girl’s body out of that hazardous waste bog back in Ukraine.”

      “I thought she was Kaylee Barnes at the time,” Cira explained.  “The thought of that was not just physically traumatizing, it hit me—”

      “It wouldn’t matter if we were pulling Margaret Thatcher out of a Port-O-Potty.  You either have a stomach for this line of work or you don’t.  Leopold needs to find that out the hard way.”

      “He’s right,” Leopold said.

      There was a sudden knock on the window that made them all jump.  He looked up and saw a good-looking Pakistani man who looked wired and tired.  He was maybe five foot ten, a hundred and eighty pounds, longish brown hair that was thick and straight and fell to his shoulders.  The scruff on his upper lip and the lower part of his chin made him look like he was getting close to his thirties, but the crow’s feet lines around his eyes told them he was getting closer to his forties.

      “This guy looks like he’s been sucked through a hundred miles of hell’s asshole and spat out in this dumpy ass hotel.”

      “That would be Yergha,” Leopold said as he rolled down the window.

      “Hey,” Leopold said.

      “Estella is in the room,” Yergha replied.  “You need to check on her.  She’s got to hear from you, boss.”  The Pakistani looked at Kiera, then at Atlas.  “Hi, I’m Yergha.  I’m sure glad you two are here.  Same with you guys, Cira, and Leopold.”

      In their hotel room, Atlas met Estella Baccarin where she lay on the bed recovering from something horrific.  She had a bag of ice on her face which she promptly rolled off of her face so that she could get a good look at everyone.  Atlas couldn’t tell if she was pretty beneath the abuse or if that was just what he wanted to see in her.

      “You’re Atlas Hargrove?” she asked, sitting up.

      “In the flesh,” he replied.

      Estella turned to Cira like she couldn’t believe it.  “You hooked up with this guy?” she asked.

      Atlas turned to Cira and said, “Does everyone know?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “She didn’t have to,” Leopold said.

      “In his defense,” Cira said, “he’s trying to make sure the homies on the block don’t look at him and think about having a good time with his evacuation hole.”

      “True story,” Atlas chimed in.  “I clean up all right, though.”

      “Speaking of cleaning up,” Cira asked, “what’s the room situation?”

      Leopold said, “Yergha can stay with me, I want Kiera to stay with Estella, and that means Cira you’re with Atlas if that’s all right.”

      “That’s fine by me,” she said.

      Atlas had the feeling that she was disappointed that Leopold hadn’t chosen to share a room with her.  “Yeah,” he added, “I’m good, too.”

      Yergha handed them each a room key, then Atlas glanced over at Cira and said, “Shall we?”

      “As long as your first stop is the shower.”

      “Oh, trust me.  It is.”

      Atlas and Cira went to their room, opened the door, and frowned.  To him, it didn’t look so bad, but his last bed was a concrete floor with a hole for a toilet.

      Cira looked around and said, “Well, this is interesting.”

      Atlas walked inside, sniffed the sheets then said, “I think someone just had sex in here.”

      “Really?” Cira asked, flabbergasted.

      “No,” he laughed.  “But you should have seen your face.”

      She shook her head and feigned a frown.  “If there’s any pubic hair or blood in the bathtub, I’m getting another room.”

      It turned out the bathroom was clean but the door’s lock didn’t lock, not that it needed to.  Cira turned on the bathtub faucet, made sure there was hot water, then dropped in the drain plug and watched it fill up.

      “As tempted as I am to burn your clothes,” she said, “you might be in them for the duration of this op.  Or at least until we can find a thrift store or something.”

      He walked into the bathroom, looked at her, looked in the tub, and then he looked back at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Are you hanging out?” he asked.

      “Do you want me to?” she asked.  “Because I can leave if you want.”

      “I’m not sure yet,” he said.  “Maybe we’ll play it by ear.”

      He took off his shirt gingerly because he’d been kicked an awful lot in the last few days.  He was proud of his lean muscle but he was also bothered that he’d lost some of his size being in solitary confinement.

      “Jesus,” Cira said softly.

      She was looking at the bruises all over him.  Some were nastier than others, and one was really bad.

      “The guards like to kick you when you’re down,” he said.  “Makes them feel better to re-establish the pecking order.”

      “They’re not supposed to beat the prisoners.  The Bureau of Prisons has specific regulations.  You guys have rights, too.”

      “Sorry, but that’s crap,” he said.  “You do what any of us did, or claim not to have done—because everyone in prison is innocent—you need guards who are willing and able to rule with an iron fist.  That’s my opinion for what it’s worth.”

      “How does it feel to be on the receiving end of it, though?”

      He pulled off his pants and his legs were just as bruised.  Cira looked shocked, and then she turned away, unable to see him like that anymore.

      “From the guards, it’s fine.  I mean mostly, we know it’s coming.  It’s when it comes from the other inmates that it becomes a problem.  You don’t always know what’s coming until it’s too late.  For me, it was almost too late twice.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been stabbed twice,” he said, removing his underwear.  “Those were the two times when it was almost too late.”

      He stepped past her, stepped into the bathwater, then slid down and reclined, his knees coming up.  “Oh, my God, this is amazing,” he purred.

      She looked at him and said, “I’m getting some fruity shampoo and a fresh bar of soap.”

      “You brought both?”

      “Of course.”

      She returned a few moments later, saw the poor state of the water, and said, “This is just unacceptable.”

      Cira reached into the tub to pull the drain plug, but he stopped her.  “Let’s wash my hair first, and my beard, and then we can drain it.  I want the hot water, even if it’s dirty water.”

      “You’re going to make mud if we clean you any harder.”

      He laughed then said, “It’s not that bad.  Plus, the tank needs time to replenish the hot water otherwise I’m going to be stuck taking a cold bath which—if you don’t already know—does wonders for the male member.”

      “You’re stupid, you know,” she said.  “I don’t care about that.”

      “Every woman cares about that to one degree or another.”

      “Whatever,” she said, waving him off.  “How do you feel about raspberry-lemon?”

      “Do I get a sucker with every wash?”

      “Yes,” she grinned.

      Cira washed his hair and beard and then got the bar of soap wet and washed his back and arms.  He took care of his chest and armpits, then he handed her the bar.

      “Okay, let’s drain it,” he said.

      They watched the cloudy water go down the drain and then they ran the faucet again, getting lukewarm water at best.  She left the bathroom only to return wearing only her bra and a sexy pair of underwear.  The sight of her took his breath.

      “Oh, my God,” he said.

      “Turn around!” she replied, motioning for him to stop looking.

      With great reluctance and some serious self-control, he turned away and gave her the privacy she requested.  A moment later, she stepped into the tub, slid down behind him, and snaked her legs in over his.  A pair of arms curled around his midsection and he felt her breasts being pressed into his back.  This was not what he expected when he had agreed to come to Juárez but apparently, Cira had ideas of her own.  Then again, who was he to stop her?

      He handed her the soap and said, “I don’t think you need it, but if you do…”

      She lathered up her hands, then reached around and soaped his chest.  Then she went lower, and then even lower.  Going with it, he leaned back into her and let her have her way with him.

      “I can’t believe it’s been nearly six months,” she said.

      “Since we saw each other last?” he asked.

      “Yeah, but also since I’ve been with anyone,” she admitted.

      He turned and shot her a look, her hand still on him.  “Are you being serious?  You haven’t been with anyone since you and I…since last time?”

      “I’m serious,” she said, letting go.  “I was both so nervous and excited to see you, and then when I saw you, I thought maybe I’d time-traveled back to the Stone Ages.  The way you looked, I was like, I freaking waited for this?”

      He laughed then apologized, and then he said, “I think it’s time to cut my hair and beard.”

      “I think you’re one thousand percent right.”

      When they were done with the bath, the two of them walked a few blocks up the street where they found Plaza Torres.  There, they picked up a plug-in set of clippers, a comb, a can of shaving cream, and some razors.  They also found a suitable button-up shirt and pair of pants for Atlas at the tattoo parlor in a side display that was labeled “Seasonal.”

      “If I wasn’t full from the tacos,” Atlas said as they were walking back to the hotel, “I’d have us stop at Tabasco’s Restaurant & Bar.  The nachos look amazing.”

      Cira started laughing because the large advertisement display for the nachos looked green and unappetizing.

      “I might’ve just thrown up in my mouth a bit,” she said.

      “Do you have toothpaste?” he asked.

      They turned around and went back to the same mart they bought the razors from and picked up a tube of toothpaste and a two-pack of toothbrushes.

      “When I let you make out with me later,” he said as they started back to the hotel once more, “I want you to have fresh breath.”

      She laughed then said, “I don’t get you, Atlas Hargrove.”

      “What’s not to get?” he asked.

      She took his hand in hers and said, “When I picked you up in prison, you were like this comatose patient who assaulted a guard and flat-out murdered his cellmate.  Then half a day later you’re cracking jokes and flirting with me?”

      “You were flirting with me first,” he said.

      “See?  There it is again.”

      “As a SWAT commander,” he said, becoming serious for a moment, “I always found that staying lighthearted when you were about to go into the shit helped keep everyone loose.  You saw how tense Leo got at the border, right?  I’m surprised that when he got out of the Audi his asshole wasn’t suction-cupped to the leather seat that’s how puckered he was.”

      “I saw it,” she said, “but it was the same for me.”

      “That’s a normal response, but we can’t be normal people because this isn’t a normal situation.”

      “True.”

      “As for ‘getting me,’ I just have to say, there’s something about you that I really like.  You make me want to be calmer, less…aggro all the time.”

      “Ooh, tell me more,” she said with a seductive grin.

      “I can’t say for sure what it is, only that it’s a number of factors and they all leave me feeling…intoxicated around you.”

      Smiling, walking with a little more pep in her step, she said, “I sure hope you clean up well because if not, I’m going to be thinking of Leopold when we have sex.”

      Now it was Atlas’s turn to laugh.

      Back at the hotel, Cira plugged in the clippers, turned them on to make sure they worked, then said, “Sit down and drape that towel over your shoulders.”

      Twenty minutes later, she had him shaved down to the stubble everywhere but his mustache and goatee.

      “I look like a biker,” he said, running his hands over his head, then stroking his goatee.

      “Yes, but a rough, sexy biker.  That would work in Texas, but not down here.  Hold on a second, let me take a bit off of your goatee first.”

      She trimmed the wispy edges of his goatee, leaving it about three inches long.  She stood back and looked at him.  “Yeah, that’s so much better.”

      “Well, what do you think?” he asked.

      “It would seem that I won’t be thinking of Leopold tonight after all.”

      “You keep saying ‘tonight’ like we’re not about to have sex any minute,” he teased.

      “Aren’t we?” she asked.

      He nodded yes, gave her that mischievous grin then started to undress her.  In between the mad rush to be together and the actual sex, Cira said, “The first time you do me, I want it hard.  But in the morning, you need to make love to me.”

      “Deal,” he said, barely slowing down.

      When they were through, when they were both sweating and thoroughly spent, she said, “I had sex with you a hundred times in my mind before this day.”

      “It showed,” he said.

      “Yeah, you were good, too,” she replied.

      “Basically that was prison sex, but with a girl,” he joked.  Cira gave him a startled look but then he broke into laughter.  She hit him hard enough that he had to say, “At least one of these bruises will be yours now.”

      Lying next to him, she rubbed his stubbly head, stroked his goatee, then looked up into his eyes and said, “You’re who I was hoping to find underneath all that prehistoric nastiness.”

      “Do you mind if I take a ten-minute nap?”

      “Be my guest,” she said.  “Do you want to watch me get dressed?”

      He shook his head and grinned.  “Maybe wait until I wake up?  I most definitely want to watch you get dressed.”

      When Atlas closed his eyes to sleep, Cira quietly got up, put on her clothes, and was buttoning up her shirt when someone knocked lightly on the door.  Atlas pulled the sheets over his shoulders and rolled away from the door.

      Cira opened it up to Leopold who promptly paused to take everything in.  “It smells like sex and shampoo in here.”

      “That’s the air freshener,” Cira said.  “What’s up?”

      “First off, it’s not.  Second, I got a lock on the church but we have to figure out how to find Santiago Cardenas’s house without driving all over the place like middle-schoolers looking for the high school party.”

      “We need a drone,” Atlas said, rolling over.

      “That’s old school surveillance tactics,” Cira said.  “Maybe we should see what Codrin can come up with.  That guy has a mind that never stops working.”

      “I’ll call him now,” Leopold said, a slight edge to his tone.  “In the meantime, why don’t you and Sons of Anarchy here try airing out the place?”
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        SCOTTY CHASE

      

      

      

      Scotty and Jackson landed at Baltimore / Washington International Airport earlier than they expected.  They rented a car, typed the address into their Google Maps app, and then followed the directions to a T.  When they arrived at the target’s home, they sat on it for a few minutes looking for signs of life.  There were none.  All they saw was a beat-to-crap VW Passat in the driveway, the tires bald-looking, the windshield, dusty, and the dark blue paint faded.  It wasn’t the Hyundai they were looking for, but maybe the White family had two cars and the Passat was one of them.

      “Let’s take a closer look,” Scotty said.

      It was still daylight, and though people were coming and going, no one was really seeing anyone else—a condition of COVID, the masks, everyone’s fear of everyone else, and the virus they might spread.  As much as this pandemic had upended everyone’s lives, it also created numerous opportunities for criminals and private eyes alike.

      The two of them walked right into Keegan White’s backyard through an old gate with a broken latch that didn’t make a ton of noise when it was opened.  In the backyard, there was a huge tarp held in place by four large rocks.  Was it covering a hole or something else?  Scotty didn’t know, but he intended to find out.

      “You check the house, let me look in here,” Scotty said.

      When Jackson went to window peep on the home’s occupants, Scotty quietly pulled the canvas back and blanched at the smell of feces and urine.  Under the canvas were several large sheets of metal.  They had holes punched in them for air.  He pushed the canvas halfway back then slid one of the heavy sheets aside to find a large hole dug in the earth below.  In this hole, he found a dirty mattress with a blanket, an old doll, a five-gallon jug of water, and a bucket which he assumed had been provided as Alabama’s toilet.

      Jackson came back, looked down, and said, “Holy Toledo.”

      “Yeah,” Scotty said, the stark reality of Alabama’s situation settling in.  “This poor girl, nearly ten years kidnapped and living like this.”

      “The shit bird is asleep on the couch.  There’s a baggie of what looks like edibles on the coffee table and the TV is on.”

      “Can we wedge open a window or something?”

      “No need to,” Jackson replied.  “Dumb-dumb left the slider unlocked.”

      “This asshole is making it too easy for us,” Scotty said, his temper already flaring.  In his mind, Keegan White was already getting his freaking skull caved in.

      The two of them put on a pair of surgical gloves, eased open the slider, and slipped inside.  Jackson pulled his cell phone from his pocket, found the enhanced picture of Keegan from the security footage, then looked at Scotty and nodded.

      Scotty reached down, nudged the man’s foot.  Keegan didn’t wake up.  He knocked the man’s foot a little harder.  The scumbag gave a bit of a grumble, but he didn’t move.  Scotty looked around the room then mouthed the words, “Let’s clear the house first.”

      Jackson nodded in agreement.

      The two of them went through the house, finding it empty and in a severe state of neglect.  On the kitchen counter, Scotty accessed Keegan’s cell phone.  There he found the Images folder, took a breath and opened it.  The second he saw the folder titled Alabama, he tensed up like a grenade was about to go off in his heart.

      As he scrolled through Alabama’s photos, grenades went off inside of him, weakening the structure that was his sane mind.  And then he saw the picture that turned all of those grenades into an Atom bomb.  He showed it to Jackson with revulsion in his eyes.

      Jackson looked at the picture and frowned.  He turned and stared at the man on the couch.  “This is one sick son of a bitch.”

      Instead of trying to peacefully wake Keegan and ask him questions about Alabama, Scotty walked over in front of him, unzipped his pants, and started pissing in the man’s face.  When Keegan’s eyes flashed open and he tried to shoot up off the couch, Jackson shoved his head back down and told Scotty to finish.

      Gotta love those Marines, Scotty thought about Jackson.  Nothing bothers them but the downtime.

      When Scotty was done urinating, when he’d given the General two solid shakes, he tucked himself back in and zipped up his fly.

      “You’re going to tell us everything we need to know about Alabama Hargrove, the girl you took years ago, or we’re going to pull your guts out with a claw hammer,” Scotty snarled.  “Now start talking, or start dying.  It’s your choice.”

      “The wife took her because I got her pregnant,” Keegan confessed as he wiped the urine off of his face.

      “We saw the photo you disgusting pervert,” Jackson said.

      “So you took Alabama from her family, treated her like a junkyard dog, and then you had sex with her,” Scotty continued.  “Is that right?”

      Keegan looked down like he was embarrassed.  Reluctantly, he nodded.

      “And as if that wasn’t enough,” Scotty said, “you gave her a baby.”

      “A-yuh,” he muttered, face beet red and hair still wet.

      That Atom bomb inside of Scotty was just about to blow.  Any second now, he was going to beat this man to death.

      “Where is Gabrielle?” Jackson asked as he wiped his pissed-on hand clean on the edge of the couch.

      “Gabby’s with my mother, that crazy bitch.  But she’s gone, so you know, good riddance and all.”

      “I need a current address and recent pictures of your wife.”

      He didn’t move, so Jackson grabbed him by his piss-soaked hair and hauled him up.  The guy started screaming like a girl.

      “Move!” Jackson roared in what sounded like a drill instructor’s voice.

      Keegan power-shuffled to the back room, took a framed picture off of the nightstand, and handed it to Scotty.  The photo looked like those old family portraits you got on special at K-mart in the seventies.  Scotty broke the glass on his knee, pulled the broken pieces out then removed the photo.

      “Very chic,” Jackson said sarcastically.

      “Give me your mother’s address,” Scotty said through clenched teeth.

      Keegan went into his office, dug out an old address book, and copied down the address.  Before he handed it to Scotty, Keegan sheepishly asked, “What’s going to happen to me when I give you this address?”

      “If you hand us that address now instead of making me or my friend come and take it from you,” Jackson said, “it will be much better than the alternative.”

      He handed over the address.

      “I’m thinking he needs to use the bathroom,” Jackson said.

      “I’ll take care of that,” Scotty said, “and you do the other thing.”

      Scotty drove an uppercut into Keegan’s solar plexus hard enough to bend the guy in half.  He tried to breathe, but he had the air knocked out of him.  Scotty then soccer-ball kicked him in the nuts.

      “No more kids for you, asshole,” Scotty growled.

      Keegan stumbled forward on weak knees.  Scotty grabbed his ear and dragged the gasping, hobbling pedophile into the bathroom.  When he was in front of the toilet, Scotty lifted the lid then kicked out Keegan’s knees and slammed the man’s face into the toilet seat.

      “Is that a pubic hair near your nose?” he asked.

      Keegan tried to push his face off the hoop, so Scotty grabbed a hold of the back of his pants and gave him a violent wedgie.  His face slammed back down on the hoop loud enough to send Keegan into a crying jag.

      When Jackson returned, he was carrying a heavy chain with a keyed padlock, a pair of pink feather handcuffs, and a length of rope.

      “Interesting,” Scotty said.

      “Watch and learn,” Jackson replied.

      Jackson shoved Keegan forward, grabbed his hands, and wrapped them around the base of the toilet close enough to cuff them.  He then draped the chain over Keegan’s neck, pulled him right into the toilet seat, and padlocked it in place.  Keegan couldn’t even lift his head at that point.

      “This is bad news for you, Keegan,” Scotty said.

      “I’m not done yet,” Jackson replied.

      The former Marine then used the length of rope to cinch Keegan’s knees up against the front of the toilet bowl, making it so he couldn’t move his hands, his legs, or his head.

      “Snug as a bug in a rug,” Jackson finally said, standing up.

      “What now?” Scotty asked Jackson.

      Jackson looked between Keegan and Scotty, and then he said, “I say we leave him until the client says what he wants to do next,”

      “This is bullshit,” Keegan mumbled against the seat.  There were fresh tears in his eyes and his voice was hoarse from crying.  “You guys can’t leave me here!”

      Before Scotty left the bathroom to make a call, he stepped back and kicked him again, this time catching Keegan’s balls from behind.  This was one of the worst shots you could lay on a man because it’s all balls.  The man broke into a heaving fit followed by a shrill wail.  The sound alone brought a tiny measure of satisfaction to Scotty’s soul.

      In the living room, Scotty dialed Leopold’s number.  He answered right away.  “Scotty,” he said, “let me have good news.”

      “We found one of the two people who took Alabama.”

      “Which one?” he asked, interested.

      “Keegan White, the guy in the photo.  He’s married to Gabrielle White, who was the woman.  She’s his wife and she’s MIA, along with Alabama.”

      “Where is Mr. White now?” Leopold asked.

      “He’s currently face down on a toilet seat and not going anywhere.  We have a lead on the wife.  She left Keegan and took Alabama with her.”

      “Why’d they split?”

      “I’ll give you one guess,” Scotty said.

      “No,” Leopold said quietly.

      “Yeah,” Scotty said, eliciting a deep groan on Leopold’s part.  “But it gets worse.”

      “If you say ‘baby,’ I swear I’m going to be sick.”

      “Get yourself a barf bag then,” Scotty said.

      “For the love of God, what is wrong with people?”

      “We think we know where Gabrielle is, which means we can probably find Alabama, but we have to leave Keegan.  The question is, do we leave him dead or alive?”

      “Text me Keegan’s address, then head out to see if you can retrieve Alabama,” he said, matter of fact.  “Oh, and Scotty…great job.”

      “Jackson has been instrumental in this,” he said because he felt he needed to after dodging his investigator’s calls last time.  “Without him, I would still be in Louisiana scratching my ass.”

      “It was a good move bringing him back then,” Leopold said.

      “Yes, it was.”

      “Anything else?” Leopold asked.

      Scotty took a breath, tried not to sound nervous.  “How are you progressing on your end?”

      “You worry about you and I’ll worry about me,” Leopold said firmly.  “But if you’re wondering, there’s still time to hit that performance bonus.”

      “Yeah, well, Gabby’s at her mother-in-law’s house in Queens.”

      “That’s about a three-and-a-half-hour drive from where you are,” Leopold said.  “Check the flights, and if you can’t hop on one quickly, rent a car and go.”

      “Roger that, boss.”
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        ZOEY FOX

      

      

      

      When they woke up in the morning, Zoey and Maisie were hustled out of bed and sent to a food line.  Zoey was exhausted.  Her body ached in a dozen new places, her fingers were raw to the touch, and her stomach was about as empty as it had ever been.

      She and Maisie ate a terrible breakfast with runny eggs that tasted funny, potatoes that were overcooked, and pig bacon that was more fat than meat.  With both of their stomachs now rumbling and sick, they were loaded back on the truck where they would be taken back to the maquiladora.  Maisie sat beside her, holding her hand and laying her head on Zoey’s shoulder.

      “I’m scared,” she turned and whispered into Zoey’s ear.

      “I am, too,” Zoey confessed.

      As they drove, Zoey studied the route looking for nearby businesses, but there were only a few small homes and a lot of dusty roads.  She managed to memorize a couple of street signs, hoping that one day they may mean something.

      When they got near what might have been a town, they turned onto yet another dirt road and from there the warehouse came into view.  It was like a nightmare cresting the horizon of her mind, one that had her trembling inside.

      They walked inside with the others, keeping their heads down and talking to no one as they took their stations.  Beside the stations were stacks of fabric—the day’s work.

      Maisie started to cry but Zoey gave her a stern look and shook her head slowly.  The girl’s lips puckered as she lifted her chin and willed herself to work.

      Zoey was proud of her, but she was also scared for both of them.

      Later that morning, the man from the office called her and Maisie in to see him.  Were they in trouble?  Did they do something wrong?

      The second she and Maisie stepped into his office, Zoey heard the boss speaking into the phone.  He didn’t sound happy at all.

      “Yeah, they’re with me now,” he said in a frustrated tone.  “Are we a go, or not?”

      He listened intently to the person on the other end of the line, looked up at Zoey and Maisie then raised his finger like he wanted them to wait a second.  The man now looked more peeved than ever.

      Behind Zoey and Maisie, a mean-looking brute of a man stood in complete silence, his back and neck perfectly straight.  Zoey snuck a quick look back.  She saw a gun on his side but his hand was too close to the weapon for Zoey to grab it.  And even if she did risk stealing it, how would she get it out of the holster, much less use it to kill everyone bad around her?

      After a few minutes of stressful back and forth on the phone, the man on the phone ended the call with a big sigh that ended in a very deep frown.

      “I thought we were moving them now,” he said to the man behind them, the one with the gun.  “Girls, it seems you now have new parents, but they were delayed some.  It’s unfortunate for us all, but maybe you will still meet them today.”

      Before Zoey or Maisie could react to the terrible news, much less form a response, the boss looked at his gunman and said, “When they do arrive, the new owners will pick the girls up at a small runway off of Hwy 45, the one behind the cement factory on the other side of that long ridge—”

      “I know where it’s at, boss,” he said.

      “You’ll need to be ready to go at a moment’s notice.  Obrador’s National Guard has been sniffing around the airstrip lately.”

      “Do we have anyone inside yet?” the man with the gun asked.

      “Not that I know of,” the boss responded.

      “Where are we going?” Maisie asked.

      “That’s a good question, little one,” the boss said.  “Could be Columbia, India, or somewhere in the Middle East.  My best guess would be Saudi Arabia, Iran, or Qatar eventually, but you could also be going to somewhere exotic like Somalia, Nigeria, maybe even South Africa.”

      “So you don’t know?” Zoey asked.

      “It is not my job to know, girls.  It’s only my job to do as I’m told.  Now get back to work and when your new parents come for you, Javier will drive you to them.”

      “I’m not going,” Maisie said.

      The man smiled and used his finger to motion her over.  “Come here, little lady.  I want to tell you a story.”

      Zoey’s heart was shot through with fear.  She looked at Maisie and saw the fear swimming in her eyes.  Her little sister was scared, but she went to him anyway.

      The man looked at her and in a quiet, kind voice, said, “Once upon a time there was a little girl from America.  She was very cute and very polite.  But she found herself in the wrong country at the wrong time with the wrong people and—if that wasn’t bad enough—she decided not to do as she was told.  So the man holding her hostage took out a gun and shot her in the face in front of her older sister.  The end.”

      “I don’t like that story,” Maisie said.

      “Then don’t make me tell it again,” the man said in a stern, agitated voice.

      Maisie backed up, startled, but she didn’t seem to understand the threat.  Zoey did.  She heard the message loud and clear.

      Pulling her sister into her arms, Zoey looked at the boss and said, “We’re going back to work.”

      When they returned to the factory floor, Zoey couldn’t help but wonder if she had made a mistake by doing what she was told.  Should she and Maisie try to run?  Was there a way to escape?  Was there time to make a run for it before they had to meet their new parents?  Could they even survive if they managed to escape?

      She felt the pinch of frustration in her brain, the strain of so much frustration racing like fire through her nerves, the sting of tears sitting just behind her eyes.  She didn’t know where they would go because she didn’t know where they were.

      Then again, she knew that it was better to be lost this close to America than to be taken to another country so far away and with men she didn’t know.

      As she resumed her work, she looked over at her little sister—who was working as well—and decided that if they could last until midnight without being taken, she and Maisie would jump out of the truck and make a run for it.

      From there, if they could just find a house and borrow someone’s phone, she could call her father.  She knew his phone number by heart.
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      Codrin called Leopold that morning around eleven a.m., which was about the time Atlas, Kiera, and Yergha had strapped up, piled into the Audi, and were venturing into the hornet’s nest known as Las Torres.

      While they were waiting for Codrin to see if he could locate Santiago’s place, the team had decided to run recon on Amado Quintero.  Quintero was the other scumbag mentioned by the guy whose eye Esty had ripped out, the guy Yergha ended up killing.

      Las Torres was a small neighborhood in Juárez, a concrete jungle save for a rundown central park.  It was the kind of place where more than a few houses were not only tagged by graffiti, but they were also dressed up with bars on the windows and/or the gated driveways and patios.

      An unfortunate few people on the outskirts of the Las Torres neighborhood lived beneath billboards while the lucky ones had large shade trees in their yard.  Without exception, though, everyone resided under heavy canopies of telephone and electrical wires.  This seemed like an almost inescapable problem inside the city.

      The drive down the various streets had them passing so many old cars it was easy to imagine the neighborhood had been transported back to a time when things like the internet or cell phones didn’t exist.  The already narrow side streets were packed with these ancient relics.

      More than the atmosphere, and far more concerning, were the people.  The team’s first drive through this tired ghetto showed them good people, bad people, lots of drug dealers, and some underage prostitution.  The common thread running through all of them was that the team was not wanted and should most likely be eliminated.

      But then the phone call came…

      “I found him,” Codrin said the minute Leopold answered the phone.

      Atlas was close enough to the man to have heard the good news.  But in going after Santiago, they could be chasing their own asses.  Who knew if the guy Yergha and Esty tortured gave them good information or a bogus story?

      “Text me directions,” Leopold said after getting the low-down from Codrin.  “And good job.”

      When he hung up the phone, Leopold told the team that the mission was changing and that they’d be going after Santiago.

      “What about Quintero?” Yergha asked.

      “We’ll know in a few hours if Santiago pans out, or if he’s a bust.  If there’s nothing there, we’ll come back here and smoke out Quintero,” Leopold said.  “In the meantime, even though Santiago is not the head of any purported drug cartel, we need to expect armed personnel, heavy resistance, and some sort of lookout along the way, especially if this prick is dug into the side of the mountain.”

      “If there is a lookout,” Atlas said from the front passenger seat, “we should send in a sniper scout to take out any possible resistance first.  If we can do this quiet, clean, and with no casualties on our end, we’ll be good.”

      “We should see if we can get eyes on the family first,” Leopold said.

      “That’ll come later,” Atlas said.

      “No,” Leopold said, challenging him.

      “You can run the mission the way you want, Leo,” Atlas said trying not to bow up on the man, “but we’re a wet crew who puts motherfuckers like this down.  Me personally?  I could give a rat’s ass about this being the right or the wrong cartel.  These monsters traffic in children, so if we have the opportunity to put every last one of them in the dirt, then by God, we’re going to do it.  You can sit back here with your thumb up your ass strategizing all you want or you can grab your nuts and man-up with the rest of us.”

      “Jesus, Atlas,” Leopold said.  “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?”

      “What’s the terrain like?” Atlas asked, his blood now pumping.  “Because behind the church is just dirt and hills from what I can see.”

      “That’s the landscape,” Leopold said.  “Dirt and hills.  This is why we need to be vigilant, and like you said, see if we can spot a lookout.”

      “I’ll be the sniper scout, if you need one,” Yergha said.  “I spent a little time in Afghanistan in my former life.”

      Leopold nodded his head in agreement.  “Alright then, let’s go get Cira and Esty, and then let’s see if we can start a war with these animals.”

      Back at the hotel, they planned the route to Santiago’s compound while following Codrin’s instructions to the letter.  Leopold traced the new route on Google Maps then zoomed in as close as he could on the large house they found tucked into the hillside.

      “That’s not as long of a dirt road as I thought,” Leopold said.  “It is secluded though.”

      They relied upon satellite imagery to spot the potential lookout points and then game-planned their way into the compound.

      “Why is there no gate to the house?” Cira asked.  She was one of the two drivers so she was all about making sure they got in and out safely.

      “There may be one now,” Atlas said.  “If there is, if we can’t get in quietly, we’ll go in loud.  Lord knows we picked up enough weapons in exchange for Leo’s pot, and since these particular weapons look far better than that low-rent hardware Kofi picked up back in Ukraine, I like our odds.”

      “We don’t even know the odds,” Leopold said.

      “The odds don’t know us,” Atlas countered.  “It doesn’t matter what they come up with in terms of men and guns, the four of us are motivated and lethal, and you and Cira are top-notch eye candy.”

      “I’m not just eye candy,” Leopold said.  “And neither is Cira.”

      “Atlas,” Cira said with a frown.

      Atlas smiled at Cira then he winked at Leopold and said, “If we find ourselves in the shit, we’ll see what you’re about.  Are you ready to get wet, Leo?”

      “You mean like wet works?” he asked.  “Like killing someone?”

      “I wasn’t referring to your vagina.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Obviously they don’t teach you manners in the pen.”

      “That goes without saying,” Atlas laughed.  “Let’s go already.”

      Leopold and Cira drove through Juárez, past Capilla San Martín Caballero, and up into the bare hills beyond.  The road was bumpy, dry, and dusty, but neither the Audi nor the Easter egg on wheels would be deterred.

      “If anyone sees us coming,” Atlas said to Leopold, “they aren’t going to grab their weapons, they’re going to fall over laughing.  An Audi and a Chevy Spark climbing up the hill to lay waste to everyone.  Yeah, right.”

      “We would have needed to smuggle an eighteen-wheeler’s worth of pot to get ourselves a Humvee, or a Suburban, or something tactical,” Yergha said from the back seat.  “Maybe having a couple of everyday cars will make them more curious than alarmed.”

      “Leopold,” Atlas said in response, “no matter the stupid things I can sometimes say, I’m glad you’re in the field with us.”

      “Really?” he asked.

      “Really.”

      When they approached the last ridge, Leopold brought the Audi to a stop.  Cira and Estella stopped behind them.  “We need to do a quick check of the two-ways,” Leopold said.  “After that, Yergha can set out on foot.”

      When they did a successful comms check, Yergha got out, went to the Audi’s trunk, then geared up and headed out into the desert landscape on foot.  He had his scoped Heckler & Koch MP5SD strapped to his back.

      “I hope this guy can shoot,” Atlas said.

      “He can,” Leopold assured him.

      In the back seat, Kiera said nothing.  To the layperson, she looked like she was in a waking coma.  Atlas knew better, though.  She could go from comatose to a ferocious fucking nightmare in about two seconds flat.

      Esty got out of the shot-to-shit Chevy Spark then climbed into the back seat of the Audi next to Kiera.

      “Yergha’s MP5…what kind of range does that have?” Leopold asked Atlas.  As a former SWAT commander, Leopold assumed that Atlas knew the weapon.

      “Depends on a lot of factors,” Atlas explained.  “So long as there’s no carbon build-up inside the suppressor housing, the weapon should fire as intended.  The gun has a shorter barrel, so it’s no sniper rifle.  On the upside, that particular model has a built-in sound suppressor that also hides muzzle flash.  And when it’s fired, the sound of the report is not much louder than someone talking.”

      “Which means if Yergha can get in close enough,” Esty said, “then he can take out any spotters or perimeter guards.”

      “Exactly,” Atlas replied.  He looked at Kiera who was looking back at him.  To her, he asked, “Are you itching to get in there?”

      She nodded, firm.

      The two-ways crackled and Yergha’s voice came over the agreed-upon channel loud and clear.

      “I’m on the ridge.  I see one spotter and the house behind him.  There’s a tall concrete border around the property and a reinforced gate with guards.  I count six armed men, but there are likely more of them around back.”

      “Can you neutralize the spotter?” Leopold asked while the others listened.

      “Yeah, no problem.  I just need to get a little closer because he’s out of range.  I’ll confirm the kill.”

      “Roger that,” Leopold said.

      The two-way fell silent and they all waited.  It was customary for the nerves to start firing before running an op, but Atlas was calm, cool, and collected.  He looked at Kiera who was even more docile than he had expected.  He dropped the sun visor then used the vanity mirror to get a good look at Esty.  Frowning, he saw the nervousness all over her.

      “I think I can actually see your face through the bruising,” Atlas said to her.  She glanced up at him.  “I see why Yergha heaps you with such high praise.”

      “He’s like a little boy with a crush,” Esty said, dismissing him.

      “For a reason,” Atlas replied as he stroked his goatee.  To Leopold, he added, “This is one sexy ass hit squad you’ve put together.”

      “That was never my intention,” Leopold replied, his cheeks turning red.  “I just wanted the best people for the job.”

      “Sure you did,” Atlas grinned.

      “I’m telling you, looks were not a factor.”

      “You’re saying looks played no role whatsoever in the selection of the team?” Atlas asked.  “We all just happened to be pretty good-looking by chance?”

      Kiera turned and looked at him.

      “You, too, baldy,” he said.

      “Shut up,” Leopold replied.  “You fucking talk too much.”

      “I’ve spent a fair amount of time alone in a hole with nothing to do and no one to talk to,” Atlas said.  “I’m either catching up on conversation or storing up for the winter ahead.”

      “This hole you talk about,” Esty said, “where is it?”

      “In your bedroom closet,” Atlas quipped.

      “I heard you were an asshole,” Esty said.

      “Well, then, someone was being too kind,” he said as he pushed the sun visor up to the ceiling where it belonged.

      “If I had a ball sack,” Esty said, “I think it would look like your head.”

      “And here I was paying you a compliment earlier.”

      “Were you really?” she asked snarky as hell.

      There was the faint sound of gunfire cracking through the hills.  Everyone paused for a moment then Atlas continued.  “Maybe it was an observation, Estella.  Besides, Yergha is hot for you, not me.  I just want to make friends so if things go down wrong I’ll know you have my back.”

      “Will you have mine?” she asked.

      “Damn Skippy.”

      The two-way came to life, interrupting Atlas’s bonding time.  Yergha said, “The target is neutralized and I’m patched into their comms network.  When you come over the ridge, there’s an old turnout right before you start up the next hill.  Park the cars there because at the top of that hill is the entrance to the house.”

      “We’re on the move now,” Leopold said.

      “Go back to your garbage can on wheels,” Atlas turned and said to Esty.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” Esty said.

      “Baby blue is your power color.”

      “Well, this hasn’t been fun,” she said as she got out of the Audi and returned to the Spark with Cira in tow.

      “Why are you trying to rile her?” Leopold asked.

      “She’s the kind of girl who fights angry.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’m not a freaking suit, Leopold.”

      The two cars eased up the ridge, crested it, then dropped back down and saw the turnout Yergha had mentioned.  They parked inside of it, silenced the engines then got out.  At the trunk of the Audi, they loaded up with what weapons they could carry while still maintaining their agility, and then they met up with Yergha near the top of the ridge.  Atlas and Leopold were out of breath, but Cira, Esty, and Kiera were not.

      “This is embarrassing,” he said to Leopold, who nodded in agreement.  “Especially for you.  I spend twenty-three hours a day in a cage, what’s your excuse?”

      “I’m too busy with the ladies,” he whispered back.

      “Touché,” Atlas laughed.

      Yergha was right next to a dead man with a bleeding hole in his head.  The Pakistani was behind a rather large boulder that gave him just enough clearance to scope out the nearby compound.

      “The house has the high ground, that’s for sure.  But I see a place where we can hop the wall and cut the security team in half,” Yergha said.  “These guys are lazy right now.  Half of them are yawning and the other half aren’t even functioning much beyond a rudimentary purpose.”

      “Atlas, Kiera, Esty, you’re up,” Leopold said.  “Cira you take the Uniden down to the Audi and make sure someone doesn’t crawl up our asses and surprise us.  Yergha, can you get close enough to take out the first two guys in the backyard?”

      “Easily, boss,” he said.  “What are you doing?”

      “Going in after you drop those two clowns,” Leopold said.  “Esty, you and I will meet around the back of the house.  Atlas and Kiera, when you take the front guards, breech the house.  Esty and I will be right behind you.  When we’re in, Yergha, fall in and cover our six.  Is everyone clear on the approach?”

      “Does anyone find it funny that the guy with no tactical experience is the one writing the playbook?” Atlas asked.

      “Shut your asshole already, Atlas,” Esty said.  “He’s good at this.”

      “We’ll see,” Atlas said.

      Cira headed back down the hill while Yergha closed in on the two guards in back.  Leopold, Esty, Kiera, and Atlas moved toward the cement wall while keeping an eye out for tripwires, booby traps, and any kind of low-brow security measures these Muppets put in place.

      They reached the concrete wall then turned and waited for Yergha.  When he fired a couple of three-round bursts, two guys went down hard.  Yergha gave them the thumbs up, indicating their clearance to move.

      Atlas boosted Kiera onto the thick concrete wall while Leopold gave Esty a lift.  Both women dropped down the other side without any sign of awareness from whatever guards remained.

      Leopold and Atlas jumped up on the wall, struggled a bit pulling themselves over, then dropped down inside the compound.  Leopold landed funny, stepping like he’d rolled his ankle.

      “Walk it out, Sunshine,” Atlas said.

      “Is this how you ran ops in SWAT?” Leopold grumbled.

      “Exactly how,” Atlas said.  “Head around back, don’t leave Esty exposed.”

      Leopold took off about the time two of the four remaining guards rounded the corner.  Before Atlas could respond, Kiera and Esty gutted them with knives.  Atlas looked to the left and saw two more men turning the other corner of the house.  They ran right into Leopold.

      The second they made contact, Atlas decided to abandon the plan to cover his boss, but Yergha was already managing the situation.  The first guy’s head snapped sideways with a spray of red, but Leopold made it impossible for Yergha to shoot the other.  Their boss had already rushed in and drilled him in the snotbox with a stiff jab.  The minute the guard’s head rocked back, Leopold had his Glock out.

      “No, no, no!” Atlas growled low enough for Leopold to pause.  The last thing they needed was for Leopold to discharge his weapon and spoil their tactical advantage.

      Yergha fired twice, hitting the man in the shoulder and blasting out the side of his cheek.  He was still alive when he hit the ground.  One more shot from Yergha finished the job.

      Atlas turned back to Kiera and saw she was looking back at him with her hands up as if to say, “What the hell are you doing?”

      He caught up with her, ready to go in hot.  They reached the front door as Esty turned the corner of the house, heading into the backyard.  Atlas tried the door and found it open.  This was to be expected considering the tight patrol of armed guards.

      He and Kiera tiptoed inside the foyer but realized they no longer had the tactical advantage because a pack of men was hustling down a hallway toward them.

      “Video surveillance,” Atlas guessed out loud.

      The second he saw bodies rushing into the foyer, Atlas opened fire.  The men did the same, causing Atlas and Kiera to scramble for cover.  One of the guys Atlas shot went down, but a round caught Atlas high in the vest, the same one that Yergha had worn in his last gunfight.  He spun sideways, twisted his ankle, and considered it instant karma for the jab he took at Leopold just minutes ago.

      In that second, through a large wall of windows, Atlas saw one of the guards tackle Esty, the two of them going into the pool.

      Kiera put a bullet into one of the faces of the approaching guards, but she let the other man through, leaving him for Atlas.

      Atlas dropped down and fired twice, but the bullet that hit his vest had rattled him harder than he thought.  Somehow, he missed both shots.  The guy shooting at him wasn’t a marksman by any regard—certainly not when he was running—but by the time they both figured that out, he was already on the attack.

      Atlas dodged a wild punch and sunk a knee into the man’s gut.  He blocked out the man’s inside arm enabling him to wrap the man’s neck and pull him into a headlock.  Atlas then dropped down hard, driving the man’s head straight into the tile floor.  The tile split with a loud crack where the crown of his head hit, making his recovery slow and sloppy.  Atlas spun off of him and put a bullet in his head.

      He started to get up and that’s when he saw this giant of a man facing Kiera from across the wide-open space.  Two more guys followed this beast in the foyer, but Atlas put two in each of them.  They weren’t kill shots.  The next three shots did the job, however.

      Atlas performed a quick reload then turned the gun on the big man.  Kiera already had him dead to rights and he knew it.  Slowly, the man put his gun down and held up his hands.  Then he pointed to Kiera and changed his hands to boxer’s fists that he lowered in front of his chest.  Was he actually challenging her to a fistfight?

      “Shoot that big bitch,” Atlas barked.

      Kiera shook her head.

      The man must be six-foot-eight with two-hundred-and-eighty pounds of lean muscle.  Kiera was less than half that but she put her guns down and walked toward him anyway

      “What the hell, Kiera?” he said.  He raised his weapon to shoot the man but then he caught a stern look from Kiera.

      This was what she’s been training for, he told himself.

      The second the two of them got close enough for contact, Kiera moved in on him in ways he’d never seen a person move before.  She was fast, her strikes precise, her body a finely-tuned weapon.  She worked the outside of his legs with kicks, the insides of his knees with more kicks, and then his ribs and gut with clean, ferocious strikes.  Even though she landed the shots, and even though they were on point, this brute wasn’t going down easily.

      He was actually smiling.

      He lashed out at her a few times, quickly for someone his size, but she was still on him.  Then he caught her with a glancing blow to the head that had her staggering backward.

      Atlas’s heart dropped into a lower gear and he ached to get in there and help.  He wouldn’t intervene, however, not unless Kiera asked for it.  He knew the rules on these sorts of things.

      The beast blocked a weak punch, then kicked her into the floor-to-ceiling window, spider-webbing it where her back struck the glass.  He moved in fast but she parried off him, checked a punch then barely managed to get out of the way of another big kick.

      She looked winded, but the fight was wearing on the big guy, too.

      Two more men rushed into the foyer, but Atlas’s body recovered enough for both shots to find their marks.  One of the downed guards was still breathing so he broke away from the fight to put a bullet in his skull.  He did this while keeping an eye on Kiera and the giant.

      The beast of a man was dead no matter what.  He seemed to know this, so he worked on Kiera like she’d be his last fight, the one he wanted to win before the coward spectator—NorCal State Prison’s finest—shot him in the back like he was a prison bitch.

      Beyond the windows, in the pool, he saw Esty drowning the guard who tackled her.  The look on her face was purely homicidal.  The guard started to get loose, then Esty jammed a thumb into his eye and once the orb popped, he was done for.

      Kiera seemed to regain her balance but she was shaken and unnerved.  An inside kick to the knee hobbled him, but he managed to get that long reach far enough to backhand Kiera right in the mouth.  She took two awkward steps sideways; the beast drove in hard and tackled her.

      She fought him with all her might, but he still managed to get his hands around her throat while taking punch after punch from her like it was nothing.

      Atlas moved in from behind.  Kiera was on her back, unable to pull some kind of guard, and though she was driving her heels into his hips in an attempt to push him off, he merely widened his base, impervious to her frivolous attempts to free herself.

      With the beast’s hands still wrapped around her throat, she was turning red, her eyes starting to bulge.  When Atlas saw her slowing down, he knew it was all over now.

      Moving in fast, Atlas bent down behind the man, jammed his pistol into the man’s butthole, and pulled the trigger.  The fight stopped instantly.  Oddly enough, something unexpected happened.  This hulking psycho didn’t fall; rather he seemed to have been put on pause.

      “What the hell?” Atlas asked aloud.

      The brute didn’t move and he certainly didn’t fall.  He just remained on his knees and elbows, his hands still circling Kiera’s neck.  Fortunately, the shot loosened his hands enough for Kiera to push herself free.  When she was finally out of his grasp, she leaned forward and started coughing, her throat raw sounding and raspy.

      Atlas was about to get up and see what the deal was when he saw the man’s ribcage expanding and contracting.  Instead of putting one more bullet into the poop shoot, Atlas lowered the weapon to the bulge that was the back of this guy’s balls and pulled the trigger again.

      That was when the tower that was this mammoth man collapsed.  He toppled over onto his side and lay curled into a fetal position, his face beet red.  Not a single word left his mouth, only the soft sounds of a man in excruciating pain.

      Kiera walked over to him, looked down at his face, and then stomped on it with all of her might.  His head lolled to the side, but it didn’t fall.  She stomped it again, and this time it fell on the ground.  But then his eye creaked back open and he took a shallow breath.  Kiera stomped on him a third and a fourth time and that’s when he stopped moving altogether.

      “Why not do a fifth time?” Atlas said sarcastically.

      Her only response was to go and pick up her gun, walk back to the fallen giant, and fire three rounds into his skull.  When she was done, she looked up at Atlas and nodded.

      Outside the large window, Atlas had been keeping an eye on Esty.  Leopold was now helping her out of the pool.  Behind her, there was a body floating face-down, the pool water now clouding with red.

      “Let’s clear this place, see if we can find the family here,” Atlas said.

      She nodded and they took two separate hallways.  At the end of the hallway and coming from one of the rooms, Atlas heard loud music playing, almost like club beats turned up to an obnoxious level.

      He went to the door, turned the handle, found that it was locked.  Rearing back, he kicked the door open only to find a naked man on top of a nude baldish woman.  He was thrusting in and out of her while she just lay there taking it.

      He whipped his head around, firing Atlas a look.  When he did that, Atlas recognized the woman’s face immediately.

      Sydney Fox.

      “Santiago Cardenas?” Atlas asked, aiming the weapon at him as he stalked into the room.

      “Jose!” Santiago screamed.

      “Jose is dead in the foyer,” Atlas said, turning off the music.  He was sickened by a great many things these days, but this was one of the worst.  “All of your men are dead.”

      Santiago glanced around to the nightstand farthest from the door and lunged for it.  Atlas shot him in the butt cheek.  He cried out in pain as he collapsed onto Sydney.  Atlas closed the distance between them as Santiago reached for the nightstand once more.

      Atlas fired a second round, the bullet catching this scumbag just below the scapula.  Santiago stopped moving but his hysteria was now accompanied by an onslaught of profanity.

      Atlas grabbed his knife, cut the ropes binding Sydney’s arms and legs to the bed, and then he sheathed his blade and helped her up off the bed.  Unfortunately, there was nothing he could find to hide her nudity so he just acted as if it was no big deal.

      She sat up in bed, looked across the room at the dresser, and then gingerly stood and went to Atlas.  She hugged him tight, which seemed very strange and rather mechanical.

      He felt a slight pressure at his side, but by the time he looked down, she’d slipped his blade out of his sheath.

      She locked eyes with him and said, “I need to borrow this.”

      “Where are the girls?” he asked.

      “Gone,” the woman replied.  She walked over to Santiago who was moaning in pain.  “Help me with him, please.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Moving him.”

      “Why?”

      “Just help me, please,” she said.

      She pulled him off the bed with her free hand then looked up at Atlas.  This woman with butchered hair was more of a mess than he was.  Looking like she’d taken multiple beatings over the last couple of days, her body was marred with bruising and lacerations, and she had a black eye and a swollen lip.  Whatever she was doing now, Atlas was determined to help her.

      When they pulled the pervert into the position she wanted, Sydney Fox walked up to the dresser where a camera had been filming them all along.  She aimed the lens down at Santiago just as Atlas stepped back out of the frame.

      She then turned and walked back to Santiago with purpose.  The woman who was taking a pounding earlier was not the same woman Atlas was seeing now.  This woman had somehow transformed.  It was almost like all of hell had crowded into her body and it was now about to unleash itself upon the earth.

      Kneeling down, Sydney touched the knife to Santiago’s side, leaning on it slowly and methodically.  Then the skin popped and the knife slid into his side.  The minute Santiago started to scream Sydney grabbed his dirty underwear off the floor and shoved it into his mouth, really stuffing it in there.

      Atlas watched her with a sense of awe, of fascination.  It wasn’t every day you witnessed the victim becoming a sadistic aggressor, and quite frankly, this was the kind of justice this cruel world needed.

      She slid the knife out, wiped the blade across his face to clean it, then reached down and grabbed his parts.  One dick, two balls, and a firm pull.  Atlas knew what was coming next, and though he couldn’t watch, he felt like he needed to, like this was the journey intended for him.

      Swiftly and without hesitation, Sydney see-sawed her way through his meat, taking all of it clean off.  She tossed the bundle aside like garbage, then sat back and—without a word—looked right at him.  Santiago was reduced to a shrieking, blubbering mess.  His eyes were watery, his nose was snotty, and he now had bloody saliva strings hanging from his mouth.  In between his legs, there was nothing but a deep red circle where his manhood used to be.  It was gushing blood like a geyser.

      When he had bled enough but wasn’t yet dead, Atlas helped Sydney up.  Instead of going for clothes, she grabbed his dick and balls off the floor and threw them in his face, the effort so savage, she lost her balance and almost fell.  Fortunately, Atlas caught her.  When she could stand on her own again, it was to watch the last light wink out of Santiago’s eyes.

      After that, Sydney thanked him, then turned and walked to the camera, shutting it off for good.  She then headed for the master closet, presumably to find some clothes.

      Kiera arrived only a moment later, saw the bloody mess, but did not see Sydney Fox.

      “I found her,” he said.  “The wife.  Did you find the girls?”

      Kiera shook her head, then looked back down at the man’s crotch and winced.

      When Leopold rushed in and saw the carnage, he turned away and started to dry heave.  By this time, Sydney emerged wearing a pair of Santiago’s sweats and a sweatshirt.

      “Was that Santiago?” Leopold asked with a weak, anguished voice.

      “Yeah,” Atlas said.

      “We needed him alive,” Leopold growled.

      “No we don’t,” Sydney Fox said.  “There’s a private airport out by a cement plant just off Mexico 45, whatever that is.”

      “That’s a highway,” Atlas said.

      “We have to hurry,” Sydney said, unashamed and driven.  “Santiago just arranged for my two youngest daughters to be taken out of the country.”

      Parked in the garage with several exotic cars, they found Santiago’s S560 Mercedes-Benz and the keys on a nearby keyboard.  Rather than run down to the Audi, they all piled into the Benz and drove down to where Cira was waiting in the Easter egg.  Esty and Yergha got out of the Benz with Esty saying, “We’ll follow you in the Audi.”

      “What about the Spark?” Cira asked.

      “We’ll come back for it,” Leopold said.  “The kids are heading to a plane that’s taking them out of the country.  We need to go, now!”

      Atlas was in the driver’s seat and needed no prompting.  The second Leopold picked up his phone to call Codrin he stepped on the gas and roared out of there.  They made it down the hill in record time.

      When they reached the paved road, Atlas waited for the Audi to catch up, and then he took off like a bat out of hell heading toward the private runway’s remote location.
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        SCOTTY CHASE

      

      

      

      With no immediate flights available, the trip to Queens in their rental car went slower than expected.  Even though they ended up getting into town too late to pay a cordial visit, they managed to drive by the house enough to get the lay of the land.

      “It really is too late,” Scotty said, disappointed.

      “We can go in quietly,” Jackson suggested.  “Do a quick sneak and peek.”

      His instincts warned against that.  “We should wait until morning.”

      “You’re the boss, boss,” Jackson replied with a deep sigh.

      They waited until morning then they went to the house, knocked on the front door, and got nothing.  No answer, no barking dog, no pulled curtain.

      “Can we find out if this lady has a cell phone?” Jackson asked.

      “Do you know anyone at the NYPD?”

      Jackson shook his head.

      “Me neither.  It looks like we’re on ‘sit and wait’ duty.  If we don’t get anywhere by tonight, we’ll call Leopold and see what’s what.”

      They sat on the house all day and into the night.  When he went to call Leopold to ask if he could use his hacker as a resource, he found that his cell phone was dead.

      “Really?” Jackson said, fishing his phone out of his pocket.  He handed it to Scotty, but Scotty said, “I don’t have the number memorized and I forgot the charging cord.”

      “Man,” Jackson said, disappointed, “you used to be on top of things so much better than this.”

      “Times change, people change,” he said.  “Quit busting my balls.”

      They sat on the house throughout the night and the next morning Scotty woke up to the obnoxious sound of a car with a loud muffler passing by.

      Unfortunately, the noise didn’t stop.

      Scotty opened his eyes and saw a sub-compact shitbox of a car pulling into the driveway.  It idled there for a moment and then the engine stopped, allowing the beauty of silence to once again permeate the neighborhood.

      The driver opened a door with rusted hinges and struggled to squeeze her substantial weight through the small opening.  What emerged was an older heavyset woman in a housedress carrying what appeared to be a few bags from various grocery stores.

      She lumbered toward the house in a back-and-forth rocking motion, moving slowly, methodically.  At the front door, she set her bags down and fished her keys from her purse.  When the door was open, she collected her things, then went inside and shut the door.

      “Jesus, she even looks like an Apple White,” Scotty said, nudging Jackson.

      “I saw her, man,” he said, rubbing his eyes.  “I saw.”

      A few minutes later, they got out of the car and walked up to the front door.  Jackson knocked three times and they waited.

      This could be it, Scotty thought.

      When the woman opened the door, she looked back and forth between them then said, “Can I help you?”

      “It depends on whether or not you know this lovely couple,” Scotty said as he held up the photo they took from Keegan and Gabby White’s home.

      “Of course, that’s my son and daughter-in-law.”

      “Well, your son is face-down in the toilet right now, alive if that matters, and he says his wife and Alabama are here.  For your sake, I hope that’s true.

      “Alabama?” she asked nervously.

      “You don’t want to lie to us, Miss White,” Jackson said.  “It would be very bad for you.”

      “Are you threatening an old lady?” she asked, taking a defensive tack.

      “Fuckin’ A right we are, Apple,” Jackson said.  “Now answer the question or we’re going to beat the answer out of you.”

      Startled like she couldn’t believe the audacity of the two of them, she said, “Why, in all my years—”

      Scotty shoved his way into the house; Jackson followed him inside then shut and locked the door behind him.  “We’ve asked you nicely, ma’am.  Where is your daughter-in-law?”

      “She’s gone,” Apple said.

      “Where did she go?” Jackson asked.

      “She’s dead.”

      “She’s not dead,” Scotty growled, a sinking feeling beginning to form.

      The woman got her cell phone and played back a message left by the NYPD.

      “This is Detective Conrad from the NYPD.  We spoke yesterday.  Again, I want to offer my condolences, but I’d also like to discuss a lead we may have.  It’s time-sensitive if you’d like to meet us downtown.  If not, we can come to you, but either way, I think we should speak.”

      The man then gave her his phone number and encouraged her to reach out to him.  Scotty looked at Jackson, and then back to this shiny-eyed woman.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Scotty said.

      “How did she die?” Jackson asked.

      “They say she killed herself but now maybe they think it was a homicide.  I don’t know, I still think she killed herself.”

      “Why would she do that?” Scotty asked.

      “Because of that little girl and what my Keegan did to her.”

      “You mean getting her pregnant?” Jackson asked.

      The woman turned and scoffed, not at him but because of her son.  “He always did like the younger girls.  Gabby knew this when she met him.  But this time was just too much.  He went too far.”

      “Are you aware that Alabama Hargrove was kidnapped years ago, that Keegan and Gabby have kept her locked in a dirt pit in their backyard?”

      “They didn’t do that,” she said feigning offense.  “They were extra good to that girl.”

      “No, they were not,” Scotty said.  He looked at his partner.  “Show her the photos.”

      Jackson showed Apple the pictures of the hole in the ground, the mattress, the jug of water, and the bucket.

      Apple brought her hand to her mouth.  “I had no idea.”

      “Where is she?” Jackson asked.

      “Not here.”

      “Where the hell is she?” Jackson roared.

      “At my other son’s house, probably,” she said, visibly shrinking back from the man.  “Gabby took the girl with her when she left to kill herself.  If anything was done with her—this is Alabama I’m talking about—she would be with my Marty in Newark.”

      “I’m going to need that address,” Scotty said.  To Jackson, he said, “Take a look around, check the backyard, too.”

      “You can’t just go through people’s homes!” Apple said, having had her proverbial feathers ruffled.

      “Watch me, lady,” Jackson said.

      “Address,” Scotty said, snapping his fingers to get her attention.

      Apple begrudgingly gave him the address then said, “I swear, if your boyfriend takes anything—”

      “The only thing we want is Alabama Hargrove.  Beyond that, you and your possessions are perfectly safe.”

      “I don’t want him going through my unmentionables,” she added.  “I have private things in the drawers, personal belongings a young man shouldn’t be seeing.”

      “He’s not looking for Alabama in your dresser drawers, Apple, so you can relax.  Whatever secrets or embarrassments you have in there are yours to keep.”

      A moment later, Scotty heard Jackson go out back.  He wasn’t out there long.  Scotty’s spirits were soaring before but now they waned.

      Jackson shook his head then said, “You get the address?”

      “Yeah, let’s leave Mrs. White to her grieving.”

      “I’m calling the cops when you leave,” Apple said, real stern like she meant it.

      “Who do you think gave us the lead in the first place?” Scotty asked with a laugh.  This startled her.  “Oh, yeah, Apple.  The cops know exactly what happened as of about an hour ago.  So if you see them, you tell them Walter Maddow said hello.”

      “Your name is Walter?” she asked.

      “I’m Walter, he’s Chuck, and now we’ll be on our way.”

      When Scotty and Jackson left, it was with a shaky lead, a lead that was either bogus or a lead that would lead them straight to Alabama.

      “So, Newark, huh?” Jackson asked.

      “New Jersey, here we come,” Scotty grumbled.
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        * * *

      

      On the way out of Queens, they stopped at a cell phone shop and bought Scotty both a wall-mounted charging cord and a car charger, the latter of which they used to bring Scotty’s LG back to life.

      “Are you going to call Leopold or what?” Jackson asked.

      “Not while we have leads,” Scotty responded.  “Did you forget about the performance bonus?”

      “Of course not,” Jackson said.

      “Until he calls us, as long as we have leads, we keep working.  Because I could use that fifty-grand and I know you could, too.”

      “You’re not wrong there.”

      “If we’re close to finding the girl, we don’t answer the phone, yours or mine.  We only call him if we stall out and have to start back at zero.”

      They drove out of New York in their rental car, crossed into New Jersey then found the address Apple White had given them.

      “Nice place,” Jackson said, admiring the home.

      “My fingers are crossed on this one,” Scotty replied, hopeful.  The truth was that he couldn’t take many more disappointments.

      The two of them got out of the car, walked up to the front door, knocked twice.  A younger boy answered the door.

      “Yeah?” he asked.  He had to be twelve years old, maybe thirteen.

      “Is your father home?” Scotty asked.

      He turned and yelled, “Fake dad, it’s for you!”

      A man about Scotty’s age came to the door and said, “How can I help you?”

      “Martin White?” Scotty asked.

      “Yes?”

      Scotty introduced himself and Jackson, explained what they had found out about his brother, Keegan—omitting details about the little torture session, of course—and told him that Apple had sent them here.

      “I ain’t talked to my brother, his crazy wife, or my lunatic mother in over a decade.  Why she thinks I’d take in a kidnapped girl is just ridiculous.”

      “I take it you are the black sheep of the family?” Jackson asked.

      “Was it the success that gave it away?” he asked with hints of cold sarcasm.

      “If you’re helping him in any way—” Scotty said.

      “I ain’t helping no one,” he argued, his New York accent thick.  “But if you see that sick pervert brother of mine again, you do whatchu gotta do.  Lord knows he got it coming.”

      “Why do you say that?” Jackson asked.

      “There was always something wrong with him.  He’s got Momma’s disease.  That’s why none of us had kids.  Momma was always pissed ‘cause she wanted a grandbaby.  We made a pact, though, a promise to deny her any more kids on account of her having a head full’a rocks.”

      “Who was that that answered the door?” Jackson asked.

      “My wife’s kid from another marriage,” he said.  “He’s a good boy.  A smart-ass little turd sometimes, but a good boy nevertheless.  Anyway, my wife now, I told her she wasn’t getting no kids from me.  As I said, we didn’t want none of them having what Momma had.”

      “From what I know of her,” Jackson said, “I understand.”

      “Hey!  Only I can say bad things about my mother.  Not you, no matter what she did or how she thinks.”

      Jackson held up his hands in surrender and apologized.

      “Anyways, I lost my first wife over not wantin’ to give her a bunch’a rug rats, but I think the world is better if my genes aren’t nowheres near it.  Momma, she’s like dealing with a child sometimes.  Otha times, she’s an unhinged nightmare.”

      “That’s very…responsible of you,” Scotty said, at a loss for words.

      “Did you check Momma’s basement?”

      “I did,” Jackson said.

      “What about the room behind the cabinet?  That’s where she kept us when we was bad, when we needed to get our heads straight.”

      “I didn’t see a room down there,” Jackson said.

      “It was dark and damn cold.  And it was so quiet you could hear your own cells dividing inside of you.”

      “Where exactly is it?”

      “I just said it’s behind the antiques case on the wall.”

      “Behind it?” Jackson asked.

      He gave Scotty a funny look, then shook his head at Jackson and said, “We bought the place from some old Jew who survived the internment camps in ’44.  He called the small room his Anne Frank closet.”

      “That’s the girl who hid in a closet from the Nazis?” Jackson asked.

      “As far as I can tell, yeah, but that’s just what he called it.  You should check there, see whatchu find.”

      “Do you mind if we have a look around here?” Scotty asked.

      “No problem,” he said, opening the door and standing back to let them in.  “I don’t have no basement so this should be quick.”

      They looked around to their satisfaction then thanked the man and left.  Sitting in the rental car, Jackson looked at Scotty and said, “Well, New York, here we come…again.”

      When they returned to Apple’s house, the woman’s car was gone.  They let themselves in through the back door, cleared the rooms then went down to the basement.

      “There’s the antique cabinet,” Jackson said, shining his phone’s flashlight on it.  Scotty pulled the closet back after wiggling it here and there, and just like Martin said, there was an enclosed closet with an air hole in the roof.

      “There’s enough room for a person to lie down comfortably,” Scotty said, saddened by the sight of it, its implications for the boys when they were younger, and now Alabama.

      Unfortunately, there was no Alabama.

      “I’ll have another look upstairs,” Jackson said.

      “Son of a bitch,” Scotty cursed to himself.  He was sure they would find her here.

      When he trudged back upstairs, Scotty went to Apple’s room, where he found the chest of drawers opened up with clothes spilled on the floor.  In the small, mold-smelling closet, he found large, empty sections on an old closet rod where the woman’s clothes once hung.  A few more scattered garments were lying on the floor, still on their hangers.  Did they scare her off telling her the cops knew about everything?  Apparently they did.

      “Scotty, you need to see this!” Jackson called out from the other room.

      He hurried to where Jackson was then saw the look on his partner’s face.  The man was standing over the kitchen table, looking at a large piece of notebook paper.  On the paper was the pencil tracing of a middle finger.  Coming from the end of the finger was a depiction of a dick spurting out globs of ejaculate.  Inside one of the larger loads, the old woman had scrawled the words “Fuck you.”

      “Can you believe this?” Jackson asked, astounded.  “A real artist, this one.”

      “Finger painting for morons,” Scotty mumbled.  “The freaking liar packed her clothes, got Alabama out of hiding downstairs then she put this place in the rearview mirror.”

      “Martin said she was like dealing with a child,” Jackson reminded him.

      “So, what now?” Scotty asked.

      “We need to figure out where this crazy bag of bitch meat went, and then we need to find out why she did so with a kidnapped kid.”

      “She always wanted a grandbaby,” Scotty said.  “Alabama wasn’t hers, but the baby inside of her, Keegan’s baby…now that’s part of the White bloodline.  To her, if I’m right, that would constitute a proper grandbaby.”

      “We need to find out how far along Alabama is.  If she’s close to term, maybe we can lock in on a local hospital and see if they’ve had anyone matching Apple’s and Alabama’s descriptions.  We can get photos of both to them as well.”

      “That’s going to take some time,” Jackson said.

      “Yeah, I agree.  It’s time for me to step out and call Leopold, give him the updates, see where he’s at with Juárez.  If he’s dragging balls like what happened in Russia and Ukraine, maybe it will buy us more time.  If not, at least we’ve got some walking-around money now.”

      He picked up the phone and dialed Leopold.  The man answered the phone sounding anxious but focused.

      “Talk to me, Scotty,” Leopold said, bypassing any of his usual pleasantries.

      “I’m afraid we hit a slight dead end on the kid,” he said.  “We have very loose leads to go on, but it’s going to take a lot of sniffing around and even more luck if we’re to wrap this up any time soon.  How are you doing?”

      “We’re closing in on this thing right now,” he said.  “It could go either way.  Give me the highlight reel on your end; let’s see where we go next.”

      Scotty quickly told him about their progress, the outrageous Apple White, and the basement holding cell that might have held Alabama while they were there earlier.

      “Let me see how we do here,” Leopold said, mulling it over.  “I’d say sit tight for a couple of hours then we’ll be in touch.”

      “Sounds good,” Scotty said, trying not to sound too disappointed.  “I’ll wait for your call.”
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        CAMDEN FOX

      

      

      

      He didn’t see the text until a few hours after it arrived.  Camden had been drinking all night and early into the morning, and then somewhere around three a.m., he passed out in his own vomit.  When he rolled over, he realized that the discomfort in his back was from lying on his phone.  That’s when he checked for missed calls and found the text message.

      As Camden read it, the bottom fell out of his world.  He wasn’t aware that his hands had begun to shake until the racing in his heart became so overwhelming he took inventory of his entire body.  When the blood ran from his face, he felt it flush out so fast it was like water going down the drain.

      With fingers that would barely work, he called the nameless man with the scratchy voice.  The phone just rang and rang.  It wasn’t so late that he was in bed, was he?  He dialed the number two more times before the man finally picked up.

      “Yeah,” he said sounding groggy.

      “Santiago Cardenas just texted me—” he said, the panic flooding into his words.

      “I told you he’s just fulfilling a role, don’t worry about it.”

      “You said not to send the money, not to call.  I didn’t send the money or call, and I didn’t tell Leopold a thing.  But now this slimy fuck is texting me things that I HAVE TO WORRY ABOUT!”

      “Calm down, Congressman,” he said, more alert now.  “Tell me exactly what he said.”

      “He said Callie is already gone and that Maisie and Zoey have a buyer who is picking them up in a matter of hours.  He said he sold my kids.  He sold my kids and he’s going to start mailing me pieces of Sydney!”

      “What?” the old man said.  It sounded like he was struggling to sit up in bed.  How could he sleep through all of this?

      “It was never supposed to be like this,” Camden said, his heart beating hollow as tears leaked from his eyes.  “You said they would be safe.”

      “No one is really ever safe, Camden,” the old bastard said, his voice as firm as Camden had ever heard it.  The man’s sudden disconnect from the situation was not only startling but telling.  Was he distancing himself from this deal already?

      “I’m calling Leopold,” Camden said, resolute, angry, determined.

      “Don’t you dare violate our agreements!” the old man roared.

      “You violated yours!” Camden screamed back.  “You had better pray to Christ I never find out who you are!”

      “This line you’re taking,” the old man said, “is not very wise.”

      He hung up the phone, dialed Leopold but got no answer.  He called Leopold again and the man picked up on the first ring.  It sounded like there was a lot of road noise in the background.

      “Camden,” he said.

      “Thank God, Leopold,” Camden said.  “I got a text from Santiago saying that he sold the girls.”

      “Which particular girls?” he asked.

      “All of them!”

      “Did he say anything about Callie?” Leopold asked.  “Start with her, what did he say about Callie?”

      “He said she was long gone, that she sold right away.”

      “Oh, God,” Leopold muttered.

      “He said that he sold Zoey and Maisie, too.”

      “We’re going after them now,” Leopold said.  “We’re trying to catch them before they’re transported out of the country.”

      “I want to find that son of a bitch and cut off his head!” Camden screamed, not the slightest bit concerned about neighboring rooms, complaints he may garner, the bad press that was sure to end his career if anyone was nearby recording him.

      “Who exactly are you referring to?” Leopold asked.  “Because we’ve encountered our fair share of scumbags already.”

      “Santiago Cardenas,” he hissed.

      “Been there, done that,” Leopold said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your wife just killed Cardenas in ways that physically hurt to explain.”

      “You found her then?” he asked.

      “A few minutes ago.”

      “Oh, thank God!” he said.  “I want to talk to her.”

      “We’re going way too fast to keep a low profile here in Juárez, Camden.  If the Juárez PD decides to come after us, your girls are gone forever.  If we get into a wreck, your girls are gone forever.  If we miss the flight or can’t find the airfield fast enough, your girls are gone forever.  Are you sensing a theme right now?”

      “Call me as soon as you get them,” he said, now more of a basket case than ever.  “And…tell Sydney I love her.”

      “You can tell her yourself when you meet us with a diplomatic escort at the border.  Because the second we get the girls, we’re going to need help getting back into the U.S.”

      “I think I have a way to take care of that,” he said, the gears turning in his brain.  “It may take a day or two, but yeah, I might know just the guy to help.”

      “Good,” he said.  “I’ll call you shortly, hopefully with good news.”
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      The Mercedes-Benz S560 roared through the streets of Juárez creating havoc and chaos as it went.  Atlas didn’t care.  He was trying with all his might to get to the private airstrip.  Codrin texted them the images and directions to what looked like a dirt airstrip in the right location.  Still, it took ten minutes of hunting around to find a dirt road leading into the smuggler’s airfield.

      “The plane is on the runway,” Leopold said.

      “I see it,” Atlas growled.

      The private plane had already taxied to the back of a packed-dirt runway and was now turning around and preparing to take off.

      “Get the guns ready,” Leopold said.

      Sitting next to Sydney—who looked like she was ready to come out of her skin—Kiera was readying her weapons.

      At the end of the dirt road leading to the airstrip, two cars with three men were watching the plane getting ready to take off.  Now they turned around and were watching the Mercedes bounce and slide across the slightly uneven road as Atlas headed right for them.

      “Why aren’t they shooting?” Leopold asked.

      “This is Santiago’s car,” Atlas said.  “They think it’s him.”

      That’s when Kiera rolled down the back window, slid her lithe body out, and strafed the men with gunfire.  She hit two of the three men but one ducked for cover just in time.  Atlas raced past them, hung a hard right onto the runway, and smashed the accelerator.

      “What are you doing?” Leopold asked, tensing up.

      Most people would probably block the runway but Atlas charged the plane before it could get too much speed.

      “I’m stopping this plane,” Atlas said.

      Kiera rolled up her window, sat back down, reloaded her magazine.

      “Are you really going to play chicken with a Learjet?” Leopold asked, gripping anything he could find.

      They were on a collision course with the plane but that didn’t matter.  As the distance between them began closing exceptionally fast, Atlas said, “Kiera, we need to get on that plane.”

      “Don’t kill us first,” Leopold said as everything in him went piano wire tight.

      The Benz roared down the runway while the jet headed toward them full throttle.  The minute the pilot realized Atlas wasn’t moving, the jet engaged in emergency braking procedures, dropping the nose hard as the back end lifted high.  Atlas slammed on the brakes at the last minute, the car going into a controlled skid.

      Seconds before the impact, Leopold started to scream.  Even though Atlas was shot through with adrenaline and clenching his sphincter like his life depended on it, he felt like he knew what he was doing.

      “We’re going too fast,” Sydney said from behind, her voice filled with terror.

      Atlas was standing on the brakes at that point and preparing to get blasted in the face with an airbag.

      The second the nose of the plane started to taco the car’s windshield, they came to a dead stop, the plane now pushing against them.  Atlas shoved the transmission in reverse and floored it, pulling the car away from the jet just enough to keep them from all getting blasted with airbags and then squashed by the jet.

      When the jet came to a full stop, Atlas and Kiera jumped out of the Benz with guns drawn.  The jet’s stairs lowered and some guy popped out with an automatic weapon and opened fire on them.  Kiera put a bullet into the side of his forehead.  His head snapped sideways and then his knees gave out and he fell slightly forward, his body skidding down the staircase and landing face-first on the dirt runway.

      The Audi roared up to a stop beside them, Yergha and Esty rolling out with guns at the ready, Cira following right behind them with her XD9.

      “Did you get the last guy coming in?” Leopold asked.

      “Esty shot him,” Cira said.

      Atlas and Kiera boarded the jet and to their relief, they saw a man and a woman of Eastern Indian descent holding the familiar-looking girls.  Atlas lifted his gun and said, “Girls, come to me.”

      The girls looked scared but they complied.

      “Zoey and Maisie?” he asked.  Both girls nodded, holding each other.  “Come with me, I have a surprise for you.”

      The two girls willingly went with him.  When he took them down the stairs, it was in time to see Sydney getting out of the Mercedes-Benz.  She saw them and ran to them.  The group piled together in a needful hug, the three of them devolving into a joyful, teary-eyed reunion.

      Atlas went back on the plane where he saw Kiera’s eyes.  There was more hatred than he had ever seen in her eyes before.  Her face, however, was completely passive.  How she seemed to feel so much while showing so little emotion let him know she not only had feelings but she had restraint as well.

      “Get off the plane now,” Atlas said to the couple.

      The heavyset man dressed in a traditional dhoti kurta stood and offered his hand to his wife, a rotund woman dressed in a colorful Indian saree.  Together they exited the plane, walked down the staircase, and looked at the armed group awaiting them.

      Atlas would not have expected an Indian couple to be buying white children, but there were so many other things that didn’t make sense in the world these days that he didn’t bother questioning this one.

      Leopold got in the couple’s faces and started screaming bloody murder, but just as he was hitting his stride, Esty walked up to the Indian man and slashed open his throat.  Leopold backed up to avoid a spurting arterial geyser.

      The Indian woman’s hand flew to her mouth as she watched the animated red waterfall spilling out of her husband’s gashed-open throat.  Esty flipped the blade around and drove it straight into the woman’s neck.  Now it was everyone else’s chance to gasp.  Changing position with her feet and body, Esty turned the blade sideways then forced it out of her throat, destroying everything in the process.  The woman collapsed into the dirt and bled out quickly.

      “The time for talking is over, Leopold,” Estella looked at him and said.

      Atlas gave a little laugh, then got on the plane, went to the pilot—who had seen all of this—and ripped his identification badge off of his uniform.  Reading the man’s name, Atlas said, “If you’re ever in this country again, I’ll find your family and I’ll slaughter all of them before your eyes.  And then I’ll gut you like a pig.”

      The pilot nodded his understanding, his face ashen.

      “The second I move that Mercedes out of the way if you don’t work to get airborne as quickly and efficiently as possible, you’re going to see the ugliest side of ugly, and then you’re going to see me pulling out your insides.  Am I clear?”

      He nodded again.

      “Good.”

      Atlas got out of the Learjet, the staircase lifted, and when he moved the Benz off the runway, the private jet started its engines and prepared to take off.
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        GUARD, U.S. EMBASSY, PRAGUE

      

      

      

      Two days later… The man wearing double COVID masks, big sunglasses, and a Fedora hat pulled up next to the newly reopened US Embassy in Prague and parked the car.  He got out of the Audi A3 hatchback, went around the back, then opened the hatchback, and tossed three large plastic bags out into the street.  He then got back in his car, buckled up, and drove off.

      The Embassy guard alerted his supervisor of the highly suspicious activity.

      “Go check it out and keep me in the loop,” the man said as he ate a hot bowl of beef and barley soup.

      The guard walked out to the heavy-looking garbage bags, then stopped as a car swerved to avoid hitting them.  When the road was clear, he proceeded forward.  He lightly toed the nearest bag quickly realizing that whatever was in there was dense.

      He withdrew his knife and cut the plastic bag open near one of the more prominent bulges.  Half an arm fell out immediately, the skin pale white and bruised.

      He turned, swallowed a bit of bile that had gushed up his throat, then turned back and cut the bag open a little more.  The smell of raw carnage startled him, but he was a guard, not some rookie with a weak stomach.  When he saw a delicate foot connected to an ankle bone he knew what this was.  The foot had been cut off, the fleshy red ends so rough and ragged-looking it appeared as though someone had used a power tool to get the job done.

      Coughing, gagging, he stood up and stepped back.  He turned and called his supervisor right away.  A moment later, the man who didn’t want to be bothered realized he needed to see the scene for himself.  The guard’s supervisor was a hardened soldier with several tours of duty behind him.  He did not possess a fragile constitution.  But when he saw the arm and the foot, a pained expression crossed through his eyes and he glanced at the other two bags.

      “Open them up, but don’t touch anything.  We’ll need to call this in.”  To one of the other guards, the supervisor said, “We need to set up a perimeter and divert traffic.  This is officially a crime scene.”

      The first guard on the scene begrudgingly sliced open the other bag, and a girl’s head rolled out.  Standing there in the middle of the road, horrified and trying to keep his lunch down, the guard watched his supervisor take a deep breath, then let out a troubled sigh.  For a second, he thought he saw a tear in the man’s eye.  The girl had been beautiful once, someone’s daughter.

      After the local police arrived to properly secure the scene, the guard’s supervisor called the current Secretary of State, a friend of his from a few years back from what the guard had heard.  He stood by the supervisor to answer any questions if necessary, but by no means did he feign any interest in the conversation.

      With the call on speakerphone, the guard’s supervisor said, “A few days ago, we received a memo saying that Camden Fox’s family was kidnapped but that it was to be kept hush-hush while an off-the-book KRT went after them, right?”

      “Yes?” the woman asked.

      “I believe we just found the oldest daughter,” he said.

      “Is she okay?”

      The man shook his head and said, “It looks like she was cut into pieces with some sort of power tool.  My guess would be a chainsaw or maybe a reciprocating saw.  But that was after she was beaten to a pulp and most likely raped.”

      “Where did you find her?” the woman asked.

      “Someone bagged up pieces of her and threw her out in front of the Embassy.”

      “Oh, dear God,” the woman grumbled.  “This is going to create a shitstorm of monumental proportion.”

      “No kidding,” the supervisor said.

      “I’ll get this information to Congressman Fox right away, thank you.”

      “Madam Secretary?” he said.

      “Yes?”

      “If you can help it, I don’t want to be on the radar with this thing.  We just reopened the Embassy and I don’t want to have to send a bunch of people back home.”

      “I understand,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Secretary of State, Morgan Finch, opened her desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of Scotch and a small crystal tumbler.  She poured herself three fingers of the liquid and tried not to imagine the scene at the Embassy.  When she drank the Scotch, she did so too fast, but that only meant she would need another three fingers.  With her insides sufficiently warm, she called Camden Fox’s good friend, Damien Stone.  The former federal prosecutor answered right away.

      “Madam Secretary,” he said.  “To what do I owe the honor?”

      “You’re friends with Camden Fox, correct?”

      “Yes I am,” he said.  “Why do you ask?”

      “I’m sorry for skipping past the pleasantries, and for being so abrupt, but I know you helped set up a kidnap response team for him.”

      “I did no such thing,” he protested.

      “We know for a fact that you did.  If your concern is for your own well-being, you can relax.  You’re not in trouble because none of this is on the record.”

      “Are you monitoring my communications, Secretary Finch?”

      “You’re a former federal prosecutor,” she said bothered by the formality and the posturing.  “You should know better than anyone that we monitor everyone’s communications, yours included.”

      “I knew you guys pulled this crap, but—”

      “Spare me the sanctimonious bullshit; I have a larger issue that needs to be addressed.  It is of a sensitive nature.”

      “What’s larger than this, Madam Secretary?”

      “Callie Fox was just dumped at the doorstep of our embassy in Prague.”

      “Is she all right?” he asked, sounding shocked.

      “She’s been cut into pieces, they think with a chainsaw.  We can’t really say for sure until we get our hands on the remains.”

      Morgan felt sick to her stomach saying this, let alone with such little emotion.  Had she become so practiced at hiding her emotions that the brutal slaying of a US Congressman’s daughter would warrant such little warmth?

      The answer was easy.

      Yes.

      “Are you positive it’s her?” Stone asked in a voice that had fallen a few octaves.

      “Unfortunately, I am,” she said.  “I’m about to call Camden now and let him know.  I just thought you should know as well, in case you have to contact anyone on the ground.”

      “Why don’t you let me break the news to Camden,” he said.  “He should hear it from me.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.  “Thank you, Damien.”

      “I appreciate the call, Morgan.”
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        LEOPOLD WENTWORTH

      

      

      

      When Damien Stone phoned Leopold, he found himself reluctant to take the call.  He took it anyway.  Later, it would prove to be a good thing that he picked up because Stone answered the question as to where Callie Fox had gone.  Unfortunately, it was probably the worst news he’d heard in his entire life.  At that moment, he was thankful that Atlas had been driving.  With Sydney and the girls in the car, however, he had to hold fast to his resolve, his professionalism, and his sense of leadership.

      “Who was that?” Sydney asked.

      He wanted to tell her, but he couldn’t make himself say the words.

      “Leopold,” she asked again, “who was that on the phone?”

      “No one,” he said.

      “That sounded like Damien Stone.  I’ve heard him talking to Camden and the girls on the phone from time to time and honestly, that sounded just like him.”

      “They found Callie,” he said, forcing himself to speak.  Just saying the words, however, brought tears to his eyes.  Even worse, Atlas looked over at him at that exact time and saw his emotions breaking through.

      “And?” Sydney asked with so much tension in her voice, the woman was ready to crack.

      He only shook his head.  There was no way he could tell her this information with Zoey and Maisie in the car.

      Sydney’s shoulders began to shake, and then she started to cry, and when this happened the girls understood they would never see Callie again.  Soon, they began to cry as well.  Leopold turned away from Atlas, the only calm one in the group.  But when he glanced over at the former SWAT commander, Leopold saw there were tears in Atlas’s eyes as well.

      “Still human,” Atlas said under his breath.

      By the time they returned to the Chevy Spark, Sydney had stopped crying.  Emotionally, however, she was gone, her body just a shell that couldn’t let go of her daughters.

      “While we’re here,” Leopold said, “we should gather whatever valuables we can from Santiago’s house.  We may need cash to cross the border.  And who knows, maybe the scumbag’s got more weapons stashed somewhere.”

      “Kiera and I will tie off the connection at the maquiladora,” Atlas said.  “We’ll take Zoey if that’s okay with Sydney.”

      Something passed through the woman’s eyes.  Sitting up, she said, “Maisie and I will come with you.  I won’t let these two girls out of my sight again.”

      “I would do the same, Mrs. Fox,” Atlas said.

      After they left, Leopold dialed Scotty, who answered right away.  “It looks like we’re all done here, Scotty.  Please send me the pertinent information on the people you found, every detail if you would.  You can write a formal report when you get back.”

      “Sounds, good,” Scotty said.

      “How important is it that you chase that last lead?” Leopold asked.

      “Hard to say,” Scotty said.  “I think if we pull enough threads here, we may find something to go on.  It’s loose though, mostly us hunting and hoping.”

      He nodded his head and said, “Thanks, Scotty.  Do you have anything in the pipeline outside of this job?”

      “Honestly, not really.”

      “Okay, then,” Leopold said.  “I may or may not have you jump back on this.  I haven’t decided yet.  But if I put you back to work right away, it will be for the duration.”

      “That would be good, sir.  It really sucks not being able to get closure.  She may be Atlas’s little girl, but she’s starting to feel like ours as well.”

      “I have been feeling the same thing,” Leopold said.  “I’ll talk to you in a few days.”

      “Thanks, Boss.”
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        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      Atlas used what Zoey had remembered about the street signs to hone in on a rough location.  It took a little driving around, but eventually Zoey got them to the warehouse where she and Maisie had been forced to work.

      “Are you ready?” Atlas asked Kiera.  She nodded.  “Zoey?”

      “Yes,” the twelve-year-old said.

      “I’m coming, too,” Sydney said, unbuckling her seatbelt.

      “You’re not going to want to see this,” Atlas warned, “and even if you do, what’s about to happen, that’s not good for Maisie to see.”

      After a moment, she seemed to be okay with this.  Atlas assured her of their safety, something that took a long minute to accomplish.

      When they entered the factory, Zoey walked the two of them inside and pointed to the man’s office.  Kiera kicked open the door, shot the guard in the face, then looked at the boss where he sat behind an old desk.

      Atlas had Cira’s XD9 in hand, ready to put this bitch to bed when Zoey stepped forward and said to the man, “I want to tell you a story.  There was this jerk who worked kids too hard, didn’t feed them enough during the day, and told them scary stories.  He died.  The end.”

      She looked up at Atlas and Kiera, nodded, and then stood back while Atlas emptied half his mag into this human stain.

      Atlas looked at her and said, “I thought that was a nice story.”

      “I liked the ending best,” Zoey said.

      When they walked out onto the factory floor, Atlas said, “El jefe is dead.  If you don’t want to work, you don’t need to.”

      They all met back at the hotel where Cira was arranging to rent an extra room for Sydney and the girls.  Leopold said, “It’s not a nice place, but that’s the point. I hope you understand.”

      “I do,” Sydney said.  “Thank you anyway.”

      Inside Santiago’s house, they had found cash, weapons, and clothes.  Leopold handed the cash to Estella then looked at Atlas, Kiera, and Yergha.  “The four of you will need that money to cross the border.”

      “Why can’t we just come with you?” Yergha asked.  “I don’t understand why you’re making us do this.”

      “He just doesn’t want to get his hair wet,” Esty said under her breath.

      “I’m not a good swimmer,” he said.

      Leopold audibly cleared his throat then said, “All four of you have issues that would get flagged at the border.  Some of you aren’t technically alive, one of you is supposed to be somewhere else entirely, and all four can be tied to the Fox family if we’re traveling together.  This cannot happen.  Even if we can get an escort at the border, they will surely check our IDs.”

      “Coming back isn’t the same as going in,” Atlas said like he wasn’t all that excited about illegally crossing the border.

      Leopold looked at Atlas and said, “When you get to the other side, I have some important news for you about Alabama.  There has been some significant progress there.”

      “You’re just trying to keep me from running,” he said.  “I won’t run, though.  You have my word.”

      “If you behave the way you say you will, then I will give you another gift as well, one I didn’t think I would ever get the chance to offer.”

      “Why would you change protocol now?” Atlas asked.

      “Because I see now that this business looks different from the inside, being part of the op, not just overseeing it.”

      “How so?” Atlas asked.

      “It was hard, scary, invigorating, heartbreaking, flat-out raw, and nerve-racking.  For those reasons alone, I have a new appreciation for what all of you do.  I want to show you that appreciation.”

      “Okay by me,” Atlas said.  “But as I said, I won’t run.”

      “I believe you,” Leopold said, his word genuine.

      “You told me when we started this that you would find Alabama if I would toe the line.  At the time, all I cared about was that little girl.”  Looking around, he said, “The crazy thing is, I’m starting to care about you guys, too, especially you, Estella.”

      When he winked at her, Esty punched his arm.

      “What’s with you and hitting people?” Yergha asked.  Esty’s answer had been to hit him, too.  This time he blocked her shot.  Then, with both lightheartedness and laughter in his voice, he said, “Look at you, chica.  You’re totally off your game.”

      The rest of the group laughed even though most of them felt like there was nothing worth laughing at, not when they had failed to save Callie.
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      When Camden Fox called Leopold, the Congressman told him they were going to be using the FBI at the West Texas Anti-Gang Center to escort the family back into the United States.  He said they’d meet them at The Bridge of Americas (TBOA) entrance.

      “We have nine people we need to get through,” Leopold said.

      Camden paused for a moment.  “Our FBI liaison will need either a passport or a current US ID to clear them for passage.  Is that going to be a problem?”

      Leopold drew a deep breath, blew it out then said, “Yes, Camden, it’s going to be a problem.”

      He knew there would be an issue long before this call but he wanted to see if Camden could be forced to be more creative.  He also wanted to gauge the honesty and integrity of the Fed picking them up.

      “I think I may have a solution,” Camden offered.  “As you know, the border is wide open for crossings.”

      “First off, no it’s not,” Leopold said, challenging the man.

      “You may think that, and much of America may think that, but it’s wide open.  Trust me, Leopold.  This is what I do, it’s what I stand for, and it’s what I’ve been in the spotlight trying to stop regardless of your political opinion, your feelings, or the news you watch.  That’s why I know where you can cross.”

      “You’re not suggesting they cross into America with a bunch of undocumented migrants, are you?”

      “I’ve been with Border Patrol when they bring these people in,” Camden said.  “You have a seven-hour turn-around time right now with the new surge of migrants.  They don’t even have to have ID.”

      “Bullshit,” Leopold said.  “I’m not risking my team on some conspiracy theory you can’t even begin to prove.”

      “Please, with all due respect, Leopold—and I have a lot of it for you—shut the hell up.  I told you I had a way in and I’m going to get your team through.  Or you can leave them in that garbage dump of a city you’re currently stuck in.  What’s it going to be?”

      “If they get caught or detained, I will kill you, Camden.  I will personally wrap my hands around your throat and squeeze the very life from you.”

      “I feel good with my intel,” Camden said.

      “They can’t get detained,” he said.  “Even if they’re not identifying them, my team cannot be detained.”

      “That’s on them,” Camden said.  “I can tell you where to go, but they’ll need to hire a coyote or a lookout and that’ll cost them.  Usually, it’s a grand per person to arrange for crossing.  Maybe fifteen hundred if these cocksuckers are greedy.  Do you have that kind of cash?”

      “Yeah, we’re good.”

      “Okay then,” Camden said.  “My contact and I will arrange to pick up you, Sydney, and the girls at TBOA.  I’ll text you with the details when I have them.”

      “Roger that.  Oh, and Camden?”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry about Callie.”

      The Congressman was exceptionally quiet, then, “I can’t even say her name without going to…without going…to pieces.”

      “You crawled in bed with vipers and you got bit,” he said.

      Leopold now knew what happened.  He and the team managed to piece it together.  Sadly, the congressman wasn’t even denying it.

      “I feel sorry for your family and for what Callie must have gone through, but all of that pain you feel—that crushing heartache that just won’t go away—that’s your penance and I hope it hurts.  No offense, but you really screwed the pooch here.”

      “I know,” he said, sniffling.  “Just look for my text.”

      Leopold started to say goodbye when the line went dead.  He looked at the phone’s screen and saw that Camden had hung up.  Shaking his head, he went to break the good news to Sydney and the girls.  They were going home.
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        * * *

      

      Leopold, Cira, Sydney, and the two girls took the Audi to the border.  Leopold parked where he could, wiped the car down, and then he and the family walked across the bridge with a large group of migrants.  Leopold was the first to see Camden.  “There’s your dad,” he told the girls.

      When Sydney said they could go, Zoey and Maisie broke into a run, practically bowling their father over with hugs.

      While the team had waited for Camden to arrange for the official crossing, Sydney had buzzed her head completely and purchased new clothes.  Leopold glanced over at her.  There was strength to her features he hadn’t seen in a woman of her stature, a steely-eyed gaze that spoke to her true character.

      “No matter what happens in the future,” Sydney said without actually looking at him, “I want you to know that I am more grateful to you and your team than you will ever understand.  Thank you for what you did for us.”

      He nodded, tearing up for some reason.  Later, when he looked back at that moment, he would realize that he seemed to be feeling her pain.  This was a woman who was taken from America with three daughters but returned to a husband she no longer loved with only two of them.

      “We have an SUV waiting,” Camden said when they reached him.  He looked Sydney over, saw the abuse she’d endured then leaned in to kiss her.  She dodged the kiss, taking Maisie’s hand instead.

      Leopold glanced at Cira who raised an eyebrow.  Yeah, Leopold thought, she’s going to eviscerate him on a soul level, if not physically.

      The group met the Fed a moment later.  His physique was a bit slovenly, but his uniform, his hat, and his shoes were in good order.  For all the laws Leopold’s team had broken, for the many lives they’d taken, and for the stealing and drug dealing that it took to get there, he prayed to God he wasn’t getting cuffed and thrown in the back seat.

      Instead, the FBI Agent tipped his hat and said, “This way, folks.”

      They all piled into a large black Suburban.  The Fed took the driver’s seat while Leopold sat up front in the passenger seat.  The girls climbed back into the third-row seat allowing Camden, Sydney, and Cira to take the second-row bench seat.  Whether Cira sat behind the Fed on purpose or not, Leopold didn’t know.  Either way, he was glad she did.  Tactically, it was a smart move.

      “Thanks for arranging for this,” Leopold said to the agent.

      “My pleasure,” he replied.  “That’s a hell of a thing you did for this family.  We have been able to keep things relatively sane on this side of the wall for a long time but it’s spilling over and, to be honest, it ain’t getting any easier.”

      “This is true,” Leopold said.

      “What are you going to do, though, right?” the Fed asked jovially.  “I just put on the uniform, show up, and do the best I can.”

      “For sure,” Leopold said.  “But you have to admit, it’s always nice when you can get one over on these scumbags.”

      “Scumbags, is right.”

      Leopold was still worried about his team crossing the border, but for these anti-gang guys to have his back despite what they just did in Juárez…talk about a great feeling!  As he felt himself beginning to unwind, he couldn’t help but reflect upon the tremendous amount of respect he had for guys like their liaison.  This man put his life on the line every day to protect this country.

      “Do you have family here?” Leopold asked.

      “A daughter,” he said.  “Had a wife too, but you know how law enforcement and marriages go.  Some relationships have legs while others just fold and close up shop.  My old lady booked it a while back.”

      “That’s tough,” Leopold said.

      It suddenly occurred to him that this man’s wife not only left him, but she also left their daughter.

      Wow, he thought, that’s messed up.

      “What’s your name, by the way?” Leopold asked thinking maybe he could use this man as a connection later on down the road.

      They came to a stop at a light.  The Fed turned and said, “I’m Agent Otis Fykes.  And you?”

      The name jumped into his mind but why did it sound so familiar?  He shook the FBI man’s hand and said, “Leopold Wentworth, pleased to meet you.”

      “You as well.”

      They drove to the next light, stopped again, and that’s when the answer hit him like a wrecking ball straight to the gut.  The guard who let the kidnappers take Sydney and the girls through the border, Gill Franklin, said he knew the name of the guy who arranged this.  He said the guy was a Fed, Agent Otis Fykes.

      “Didn’t you make some huge bust a few years back?” Leopold asked.

      Fykes gave a bit of a smile.  “I try to be modest but yeah.  Our task force has hit some pretty big scores over the years.  It sure takes the wind out of these guys’ sails, but you know how it goes—cut the head off of one scumbag and two more grow back.  Sometimes it feels like a losing battle, especially in this new climate.  It’s like we’re just treading water here, you know?  Like one day you’re going to get so tired you just give up, sink to the bottom of the ocean, and let the water hold you until the end of time.”

      “That’s pretty pessimistic,” Camden said from the back seat.  With his politician’s voice, he said, “Hopefully I can help change some of that with some policy that works.”

      “We’re sure rooting for you, Congressman,” Agent Fykes said.

      While this conversation between Camden and the agent went on, Leopold was busy texting Cira.

      THIS AGENT HELPED ORCHESTRATE THE KIDNAPPING. HE IS A BAD GUY. THIS IS YOUR CHANCE TO MAKE THE TEAM.

      He sent the message, heard the text alert on Cira’s phone then felt a sudden stillness in the air where Cira stopped breathing.

      At the next light, Cira unbuckled her seatbelt, sat up fast, and hooked her arm around Fykes’s throat.  She pulled it as tight as she could, trapping him in a seated noose.  The struggle was instantaneous and violent.  But then he started to work his fingers in between the seatbelt and his neck, which would allow him breathing room.  Leopold unbuckled his seatbelt and went to work on him.  He threw ten or twelve vicious punches, each of them landing on the side of Fykes’s head.

      “What the hell?!” Camden was shouting.  The girls were crying now and Sydney was trying to calm them.

      It didn’t occur to Leopold that they were beating a Federal agent to death at a stoplight in America, but it didn’t matter either.  All he could think about was Callie.

      The man finally lost consciousness and fell forward into the steering wheel.  For good measure, Leopold did what any of his team would have done: he slammed the man’s head into the steering wheel about four or five times just to be sure he was out.

      Turning to Camden, who was practically in shock, Leopold said, “Otis Fykes is the man who helped facilitate the border crossing.  He paid for it and arranged it with both the courier and the border attendant, Gill Franklin.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Sydney hissed.  She turned and fired Camden a look.  “You stepped into a pile of crap you are never getting out of!”

      He shrunk from his wife, almost like he’d never seen her raise her voice before.  Leopold looked back and that’s when he saw it—the deeper awareness.  Camden now knew that Sydney knew what he had done.  It didn’t help that Leopold told her everything they had figured out for themselves.  To her it made sense.  But for Camden, this was going to be as bad as a life sentence in a prison from which he would never escape.  Given the chance to switch places with the man, not even Atlas would have taken that deal.

      Horns blared behind them.  Leopold activated the hazard lights and then he and Cira pulled the agent into the passenger seat so Leopold could take the wheel and get them out of there.

      “Time for a Plan B,” he said as they drove through the yellow light right before it turned red.

      Sydney attended to the girls by telling them that this man who just got beat up, had helped them get kidnapped.

      “Leopold and Cira saved us again,” she said as she crawled back into the third-row seat to be with them.

      “How do you know this man?” Leopold asked Camden.

      “He contacted me as the FBI liaison for the anti-gang task force right when Sydney and the girls were taken.”

      “So you’ve never met him before?” Leopold asked.

      He shook his head.  “I thought he was reaching out as a courtesy.”

      “Cira and I need to head to the border and wait for the team to make it across.  We’ll take you and the girls back to the hotel.”

      Just then, Leopold’s phone rang.  He was about to ignore the call when he saw it was from his great uncle.  Oh, hell no, he thought.  He dismissed the call.  The phone rang again; he hung up again.  When it rang the third time, he cursed under his breath, then picked it up and put the phone on speaker.

      Leopold answered by saying, “I’m driving right now.”

      “I heard you got the family back,” the old man said, his voice more raspy and raw than ever.

      “Who told you that?” Leopold asked, senses on high alert.

      Russell Lumley didn’t call people out of the blue, even if he was calling family.  Sadly, Leopold’s great uncle, the former secretary of state, lived his life by a secret agenda.  Worse though, he was not a good man and Leopold knew this.

      Lumley had been an integral part of a large sex trafficking ring operating in Ukraine and Russia.  Six months ago, Atlas and Kiera put a stop to it.  By the team’s actions alone, much of Eastern Europe’s market for adrenalized children’s blood had all but been depleted.

      Unfortunately, other outfits were now ramping up the collection and distribution of new blood, one group being so bold as to call their mixture Vampire Kiss 2.0, or VK2.  He hadn’t yet identified the blood trafficking networks, but when he did, he was going to hit them with a vengeance.

      “I still have security clearance and friends that work in intelligence, my boy,” Lumley said.  “I just wanted to call and congratulate you.”

      “Thanks, Russell,” he said.

      As they pulled off into a largely empty lot of a closed-down restaurant, Leopold glanced up in the rearview mirror and saw a look of sheer terror in Camden’s eyes.

      “Can I call you back, Russell?  I’m driving right now and traffic’s kind of crazy.”

      “Sure, take your time,” the old man said.

      When Leopold hung up, he looked back at Camden and said, “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      Breathless, red in the face, he said, “That was the man I was telling you about, the scratchy-voiced man.”

      A cold chill raced down Leopold’s spine.  “Are you sure?”

      “I’d stake my life on it.”

      “Well, then, it looks like you might want to hang around the hotel until I get the others.  I’m having our jet gassed up now.”

      “Who was that man?” Sydney asked.

      Leopold saved Camden the explanation in front of his kids because Sydney already knew what had happened.  Instead, he said, “I’m afraid he was the man responsible for all of this.”

      “Who is he to you?” Sydney asked.

      “An archenemy.”

      “Did you have something to do with this?” she asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of, but I’m sure as hell going to find out.”  To Camden, he said, “If you’d like, Congressman, you are more than welcome to accompany us to see him.”

      “I’d like that very much,” he said, his tone darkening.

      “Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” Sydney asked in a sharp, icy tone.

      “Nothing will bring back Callie,” Leopold said, “but perhaps your family would like its pound of flesh, and possibly some closure.”

      Camden looked to Sydney for permission.  Frowning, she finally said, “If you need to go then go.”

      “I hate to leave my family,” Camden turned and said to Leopold, “but this man can’t be allowed to do this again.”

      “Are you going to be okay, Sydney?” Leopold asked.  “Because I can have Cira escort you and the girls back home.”

      “I’m sure she’s tired from attacking our driver,” Sydney said with some bite.  Leopold hoped that Cira understood the animus was directed at Camden and not her.

      “It’s no problem at all,” Cira replied, indifferent.  In the front seat, Agent Fykes started to stir.  Cira reached up, put pressure on both sides of his neck to close the carotid artery then watched him slump over again.

      “I can clean up then get us back home,” Sydney said.  “But thank you, Leopold.  And thank you, Cira.”

      Leopold dropped the family off at the hotel, hugging the girls, and then Sydney.  After that, they went to a nearby auto parts house, purchased a few things, and drove to the border.  Cira had to keep Agent Fykes unconscious long enough to get somewhere private.

      “I’m glad that you’re with me,” Leopold said to Camden as they were driving to the part of the border that Camden identified as being the most porous.

      “Me, too,” he said.

      “But not for the reasons you think,” Leopold said as they left the paved roads for a dirt road that ran parallel to the border wall.  “This way if my team doesn’t show up, I won’t have to chase you down to beat you to death.”

      When they were finally clear of any other witnesses, Leopold pulled into a small grove of trees, the border wall in sight, but inaccessible.

      “Are you sure the cameras here don’t work?” Leopold asked.

      “They shut them off,” Camden said.

      “Good, now be a sport and hand me the agent’s credentials.  And don’t touch him where you would leave fingerprints.  That’s any flat or shiny surface.”

      He got the man’s ID and badge.  “Now what?”

      Just then, Fykes started stirring, with a grumbling in his gut that sounded like either hunger or explosive diarrhea being loaded into the chute.  Cira leaned forward and knocked him out again.

      “Help me get him out of the SUV and lay him face-up in the dirt,” Leopold said.  “Cira, you’re behind the wheel.”

      Without hesitation, she climbed out of the Suburban’s back seat and took the wheel.  On the other side of the vehicle, Camden and Leopold pulled Fykes out into the desert landscape.  When he’d been dragged out in front of the SUV and laid out on his back, Leopold said, “Okay, now run him over slowly.”

      “Say again?” Cira asked.  She stuck her head out of the window to hear him better.

      “I said, put the SUV in gear then slowly drive over him.”

      Shaking her head in dismay, she put the vehicle in gear and approached the man’s body slowly.  When she bumped his side with the front tire, she put her foot on the gas and rolled forward just enough to climb over the top of him.  The second the front wheel rose up onto his ribcage, it slammed down quickly causing both Leopold and Camden to turn away and grab their noses.

      With the window rolled down, she said, “Leopold, come here.”  He walked over to her, still plugging his nose.  That’s when she caught a whiff of a rather distinct fecal odor.

      “Tell me I can work the field now,” she said.

      “You can work the field now,” he replied, still taken aback by what had just happened.  “Now back up and run over his head.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “You broke his ribs for sure, but this man’s colon just exploded into his pants, which explains the foul smell in the air.  Run over his head just to be sure.”

      “Now that I’m on the team, I don’t mind saying that it’s time for you to get your hands dirty.  For heaven’s sake, stop being such a bitch.”

      “I wear a suit and tie to war,” he said.

      “That’s so pathetic,” she replied, half joking and half pissed off.  “Move back.”

      She backed up the SUV, running back over his guts, and then she lined the Suburban up right and took a breath. When she ran over his head, when she felt his skull crack under the tire, she felt like she’d done the job the right way.

      To the two men still plugging their noses and groaning, she said, “Drag his body into the trees and get your pansy asses in this beast.”

      When they dragged him out of the road, they left behind a combination of both brown and red smears.

      A short drive later, when they arrived at the rendezvous point, they figured they would have to wait a couple of hours for the team to show up.  An hour into the wait, they were met by a Border Patrol unit with flashing lights.  He got out of his vehicle with his gun drawn asking for their IDs.  Leopold showed the man his badge which calmed the BP guard enough to take his hand off of his weapon.

      “You should alert us to your activities here first, Agent Fykes,” the border agent said.  “That’s the protocol where I come from.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have the luxury of time.  My CI’s are coming across right now.  If this pans out, I’m about to learn the new distribution routes of the Juárez Cartel.  When that happens, BP and I are definitely going to have a conversation.”

      The border agent glanced over the others, stopping when he saw Congressman Fox.  Nodding appreciatively, he said, “Oh, I didn’t know you were here, too.  This is great.  Thanks for what you’re doing for us, Congressman.”

      “You bet,” Camden said.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” he said.

      When he was gone, not half an hour later, all four members of the field team walked through a double section of the border wall that had been left wide open.

      “I told you,” Camden said.

      “Yes, you did,” Leopold replied with a smile.  He turned to Cira.  “It looks like we’re all done here.  Now, all we have to do is ditch this ride, wipe it down, and get to the airport.”

      “That’s not all we’re doing,” Cira said, knowingly.

      “I know,” he said.  “It’s just what’s next.”
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      In the six months since Leopold and his team took down Russell Lumley’s sex trafficking and blood harvesting ring in St. Petersburg and Odessa, the former secretary of state had relocated to the Virginia countryside.  As far as Leopold was concerned, it was time to bring his great uncle a housewarming gift.  First things first, though.  He had to get clearance for the new flight plan.

      When they were finally airborne, everyone pretty much fell asleep for the duration of the flight, Esty snoring loudest of them all.

      When he woke up, Leopold saw that Camden had neither slept nor moved.  The man’s eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, so he knew the congressman had been thinking about the horrors his family must have endured on his behalf, especially Callie.

      Callie’s gruesome fate broke Leopold’s heart, but he couldn’t uncork that well of emotion just yet.  After he closed the book on this op, he would vacation somewhere exotic where he could empty out his emotions away from the civilized world and all of its prying eyes.

      “I’m still blown away at how you are related to this man,” Camden said with a frown.  “I thought this was about me, but it’s about you, too.”

      “First off, he’s my great uncle by marriage, so technically he’s not a blood relative.  Second, we took down his entire sex trafficking network in Russia and Ukraine,” Leopold said.  “Furthermore, we killed all of his contacts—everyone critical to the survival of his infrastructure.”

      “How much do you want to bet he tracked down Kofi Danvers and had him tortured until he spilled the beans on us?” Atlas asked.

      “You should call Kofi after this,” Cira said, now awake.  “We need to see about him and his family.”

      Leopold had a limousine meet them at the airport when they landed.  Atlas, Camden, and Kiera opted to go with Leopold to pay a visit to Secretary Lumley while Esty and Yergha opted to stay on the plane and continue sleeping.  He didn’t blame them.  The drive to Lumley’s house was short but pleasant and when they arrived, Leopold met the private security guard at the gate.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” the armed guard said.  Judging by the way the man appeared he was either former military or a former law enforcement officer.  “Do you have an appointment with the secretary?”

      “Yes, but I want to show you something first,” Leopold said.  Atlas handed him the phone.  It was already opened to the picture of Callie’s body in garbage bags along with her decapitated head lying in the street.

      The man saw it then stepped back.

      “My appointment is to see my great uncle, who not only knew this girl but gave her the makeover you’re now seeing.”

      He looked up at the house, then back to Leopold.  “Is that…Callie Fox?” he asked.

      Leopold nodded slowly, prompting the guard to look deeper inside the limo.  In the back seat, he saw Kiera, and then he saw Congressman Fox.  “My condolences, Congressman.”

      “Thank you,” Camden said, still pale.

      “Did Russell really have something to do with this?” the security guard asked Leopold in something of a whisper.  His eyes were so serious they were cold and flat looking.

      “He had everything to do with everything,” Leopold said, “and now it has to stop.”

      “You want to fix this right now?”

      “How long have you worked for him?” Leopold asked.

      “Nine years.”

      “So you know there are dark things afoot, don’t you?”

      “I’ve always had an idea but never a confirmation of this sort.”

      “Do you have a set of keys to the house?” Leopold asked.

      He glanced back at Congressman Fox, then at Atlas, and then he pulled the keys out of his pocket, slid one of them off the ring, and handed it over.  When he was done, without a word, the guard opened the gate and took a step back.

      Leopold and Atlas let themselves in the front door with Kiera and Camden in tow.  They found Lumley in his private TV room with the lights off watching a horror movie.

      Atlas turned the lights on, prompting Lumley to pause the movie.  Slowly, because he was old and aging hard, the wrinkled nightmare turned and saw the four of them standing there.

      “I wondered when I would see you,” he said, not referring to any of the four of them in particular.  Then he focused on Leopold and said, “Oh, Leopold.  Why are you here?”

      “I understand you wanted to meet the man who took down your sex trafficking network in Ukraine and St. Petersburg,” Atlas said.  “It wasn’t just me, but a lot of it was.  It was Kiera, too, and Leopold, as you know.  We slaughtered them all.  We wiped your entire slate clean, you sick fucking degenerate.”

      “It wasn’t just the kids,” Lumley said candidly because he saw the writing on the wall.  “The blood market in America is bigger than you can imagine.”

      “Hopefully it’s less now,” Atlas growled, taking a step toward him.

      “These vampires will always find a way to get what they need,” Lumley hissed, his face shaking with the rage he was holding back.

      Atlas laughed and said, “You don’t really believe in vampires, do you?”

      “I believe in Vampire’s Kiss,” Lumley said.  “VK was the biggest drug on the market until you upended my distribution lines and my product.”

      “You killed children!” Atlas roared.

      “Human sacrifice has been going on for thousands of years,” Lumley argued, the heated exchange taking a toll on him.

      “You are a disgusting creature,” Leopold said.  “I should have killed you six months ago.”

      “But you didn’t,” Lumley said with a bit of pained laughter.

      “Who told you about my team going into Juárez?” Leopold asked.  “Your low-rent cartel wannabes did a number on Esty, but in the end, my team killed them all.  Who told you about them?  Who tipped you off?”

      “I’ll give you a hint,” he said, eyeing Camden.  “He’s in this very room right now.”

      In the back of his mind, Leopold knew that Camden had screwed them.  Was it because Yergha came on too strong?  But Leopold had threatened him in the hotel room as well.  Was it their tact, or was the disgraced congressman always going to turn?

      That’s when Camden walked toward the television screen, his curiosity piqued.  Atlas turned to it as well.  But when Leopold saw the screen—when he saw what was on it—he was so shot through with horror, he felt faint, so close to passing out he took an unsteady step backward.  Kiera caught him, took his arm, and stabilized him.

      On the TV, Callie was not only strung up by her hands, she was also naked and beaten.  Behind her was a half-naked man with a black leather mask and a chainsaw.  Camden sucked in a deep, painful breath, then turned around and looked at Lumley with a tortured expression that was so vile and so cold it could frost all of hell’s furnaces.

      Atlas was there a second later to hand Camden his tactical blade.  Camden took the knife then rushed former secretary of state Russell Lumley with a mighty scream raging out of his mouth.  He then went on a blood-soaked stabbing spree so ferocious and so violent that by the time Camden was done, most of Lumley’s blood was outside of his body.

      When Camden was done, he stood up and staggered backward, his body so exhausted, so weary, the knife fell from his hand onto the floor and he had to grab the TV to keep from falling over.  After seeing what he had done to the former secretary of state, he fell down and shook with a sob so deep and full of sorrow it almost tugged on Leopold’s heartstrings.  Almost.

      Atlas walked up to Camden, but instead of picking up his blade, or consoling the man, he dropped before the man and said, “I have a little girl, too.  She’s been missing for well over half a decade now.  I would kill to see her again, and in fact, I am killing to see her again.  But you had three beautiful girls and a gorgeous wife and you just threw them away.”

      Camden looked down, embarrassed.

      Atlas grabbed the man’s face and jerked it up, making sure they were eye to eye.  “Do you know who I am?” Atlas asked.

      “You’re the cop who killed those three kids and got life in prison,” he said.

      “Three life sentences actually,” Atlas said.  “Do you know what my job is here?”

      “To recover my daughters and leave a mess of carnage behind.”

      “Yes,” Atlas hissed. “I specialize in breaking things and beating things to death.”

      “I appreciate all that you’ve done, Mr. Hargrove.”

      “How much did he pay you to kidnap your wife and children?” Atlas asked.

      “Ten million.  It wasn’t for the kids, though.  Sydney and the girls were just meant to get you out of prison.  He wanted you, Atlas.  I know that now.  He wanted Leopold’s junkyard dog, the one that cost him his trafficking lines and his satanic drugs.  My girls…they were never…they were never supposed to get hurt.”

      “This is Juárez we’re talking about,” Atlas said.

      Camden seemed to have things he had to get off his chest, so Atlas let him speak.  “You don’t understand how much I hate my job, but I can’t just quit.  If my family was taken, the border issues would be exposed and I could finally retire from this god-awful shit life of politics.  This asshole promised that I could do that with ten million in my account, minus what I paid Leopold.”

      With these sad, tragic revelations there were dark shadows under his eyes and prolonged silence.  Then he started to shake all over—his shoulders, his back, and his face.  He sobbed because the weight of what he’d done, of what he sacrificed, had all been for nothing.

      Atlas grabbed his face again, yanking it hard this time.  Leopold knew Atlas well enough to know what made him tick.  But to Camden, the former SWAT commander turned homicidal maniac probably looked like something coughed up from hell.

      “You can’t believe a word any of these people say,” Atlas growled.  “They’ll eat their own for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  You are a perfect example of that, and do you know what?”

      “What?” Camden asked through a squashed mouth.

      “That makes me so fucking mad,” he roared.  “You just gave them away like they were trading cards or markers.”

      “I know,” he said.

      Atlas closed the distance between them.  With his face only inches from Camden’s face, Atlas screamed with all his might.  Camden could do nothing but stay there and take it.

      Then Atlas took a deep breath and said, “I’ve wanted to beat you to death since I found out what you did.  But killing you would only ease your pain and that’s something I won’t take from you.  I hope it eats you alive.  And when it does, just know it’s eating at people like me, too.  I couldn’t save Callie.  Do you hear that?  You took her from me, too.  You took her away from all of us!”

      Just then, the security guard entered the room.  He had his gun out, but he didn’t look nervous.

      “If you’re going to shoot me,” Atlas said over his shoulder, “just do it already.”

      “The chambered round was not for you, sir.  It was for the secretary should one of you decide that he needed to live.”

      “You don’t think he should have lived?” Leopold asked, trying to be clear on the man’s intentions.

      The security guard shook his head.  “Not after what you’ve told me and not after what I’ve seen.  Mr. Hargrove, could you please move away from Congressman Fox.”

      Atlas shoved Camden’s head away then he stood up and stepped back.

      The second the security guard started shooting, Leopold thought his heart was going to explode.  As shocked as he was that the man discharged his weapon in such close quarters, no one was as shocked as Camden Fox.  All three bullets ended up passing through him.

      Leopold stared at Camden Fox’s dead body and found he was at a loss for words.  He turned and looked at the security guard, almost too afraid to ask why he did what he did.

      “I heard everything, Mr. Wentworth,” the security guard explained.  “I have daughters, too.”

      Atlas nodded at the man, and Kiera said nothing.

      “I’ll wait a few minutes until you’re gone,” he said.  “I’ve already erased the cameras and started a new twenty-four-hour cycle, so you’ll be clear of what happened here.  Then I’ll phone the authorities and take responsibility for killing the congressman.”

      “If you need representation,” Leopold said, “please call.”

      “Oh, you can bet I will.”

      “Damien Stone out of Texas will put you through to me if it comes to that,” Leopold said.  “And if not…thank you.”

      “You bet,” the guard said.  “Now you’d best be on your way.”
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      Another plane, another car, Atlas thought.  He didn’t mind the freedom, but the travel was getting a bit tiring.  It was even worse when Leopold wouldn’t tell anyone where they were going.  This bothered Yergha and Esty, who opted to stay on the plane and relax rather than get into another car and travel to another mystery location.

      When Atlas slid into the rented car with Kiera and Leopold, he said, “This is getting old, Leopold.”

      “The only reason you’re using my full name is because it rhymes,” Leopold said.  “That would be tragic if it wasn’t a little funny.”

      Atlas chuckled at the man’s expense but he was tired of the emotions, the physical war, all the killing.  For a minute there, he actually longed to be back in solitary confinement where it was dark, quiet, and cold.

      “Where are we going?” Atlas finally asked.

      Leopold said, “I promised you a performance bonus.”

      Now he perked up, wondering what the man was talking about.  When they arrived at a gross-looking old house and Leopold handed him and Kiera black elbow-length dishwashing gloves, Atlas couldn’t take it any longer.  “This has to do with Alabama, doesn’t it?”

      “You haven’t asked about her, but I assume she’s been on your mind,” Leopold said.

      “Of course,” he replied.  “Ever since you said your detective has made some progress on the case.”

      Smiling, Leopold said, “Don’t spoil your gift.”

      “I’m trying like crazy, Leo,” Atlas said, “but Alabama is all I think about.”

      The three of them walked through the back gate and into the house.  Kiera picked up a cell phone on the counter while Atlas and Leopold walked down a dark hallway to the back of the house.  In the bathroom, they found a skinny man sitting in his own urine-soaked feces, moaning.  If they didn’t need to get the man free, they would have set the house on fire just to burn out the acrid smell of human sewage.

      “My knees, man, my frickin’ knees!” he cried out when he saw them.

      “Where’s the key to the lock?” Leopold asked when he saw the padlocked chain around his neck.

      “By the sink, bro.  Hurry up!”

      Leopold opened the lock while Atlas took off the handcuffs and loosened the rope around his knees.  When Mr. Poopy Pants was free, he just flopped over on the floor moaning about how bad his joints hurt.  Leopold grabbed an ankle, dragged him out into the hallway and then into the living room.  He protested loudly and with a lot of cursing, but he was so exhausted from being tied up for days that he barely even put up a fight.

      Atlas followed Leopold’s lead, his head now filled with questions, concerns, and a burning curiosity.  He was about to ask about this man when he saw Kiera staring at the cell phone.  Something was happening to her, something very odd and unexpected.  She was crying.

      The bald assassin looked up and handed the phone to Atlas.  He saw the photo.  It was of a girl on a mattress turned on her side, her knees curled up to her elbows.  He scrolled through a few more pictures then saw his daughter’s face.  His eyes started to water.  For a second he lost track of himself, this house, the man begging for a glass of water and some food.  All he saw was his daughter.  He wanted to see more of her but he couldn’t bear to look.  Was she dead?  Is she dead?  He scrolled through a few more photos and found what looked like a recent picture of her.  She was holding a very pregnant belly and looking mad.  This photo, of all the others, rattled him so deeply, he felt the black tide of rage swelling inside of him.

      “Who is this man?” he roared as he stared at the asshole on the floor.  “Where is Alabama?!”

      “We’re getting close,” Leopold said.

      “Is she dead?”

      “No,” the man said.

      “Who is this, Leopold?  No more games!”

      “This is the shit bird who took your daughter,” Leopold said.  “My gift to you for what you did this week.”

      The man’s head shot up, fear exploding in his eyes and all over his face.  Instead of speaking—because Atlas had transcended words at this point—he unsheathed his knife, the same one used to kill Russell Lumley, and then he started for the man.

      But then he thought twice.

      Turning around, he stalked to the back of the house, went into the garage, and turned on the overhead fluorescent lights.  Alongside the wall was a standing workbench.  He went through the drawers looking at the various tools.  He stopped when he saw a large roofing hammer.

      He picked up the hammer, spun it in his palm then started back inside.  That’s when he saw something better.  Standing in the corner among a bundle of rakes, shovels, and hoes was an ax.  He grabbed the tool and headed back inside.

      Everything in front of him was darkness now, darkness so deep and all-consuming, the edges of his eyes pulsed with electric rage.  His heart was once filled with love and life, but now it was this beating, crashing, nightmarish thing pumped full of hate, horror, and vengeance.

      Inside, he saw the man on the floor and all he saw was death.

      “Hold his arms,” Atlas growled.

      The man tried to kick him, his wailing loud enough to wake the dead but not loud enough to reach Atlas.

      He used the top of the ax to punch down on the man’s shins.  Those legs stopped kicking.  He hit him again with the top of the ax, this time shattering the man’s kneecaps.

      “His name is Keegan White,” Leopold said.

      With Keegan’s legs destroyed and his exhaustion taking over his ability to scream, the man who stole Atlas’s daughter descended into fits of pleading.

      Atlas heard none of it.

      He stood over the man with the ax at his side.  Leopold had a panicked look on his face, but Kiera held his eyes, giving him the slightest nod of approval.

      To Keegan, who was mewling now—literally crying and begging for his life—Atlas said, “You took my daughter and I see that you did vile things to her.  You turned my wife away from me.  I became a monster because of you.”

      “I’m so sorry, man.  I was wrong.  What I did was wrong!”

      “I want you to look at me the way she looked at you,” he said softly.  “I want you to know that I’ve come for you, that I’m the monster standing over you the same way you were the monster that stood over her.”

      In Keegan’s trousers, a wet stain blossomed and the faint smell of piss filled Atlas’s nostrils.

      “Take it like a man,” Atlas said.

      With that, he swung the ax back, slung it up and over his shoulder, and then with one smooth strike, he drove the blade bit deep into the man’s head.

      The pulpy, cracking, splitting sound was like a wet snapping noise that had Leopold sitting back on his ass, wordless and looking unsure of how to feel.  Kiera, on the other hand, went and stood over the split skull, staring down at the carnage.  She then lifted a foot and stomped on the butt end of the ax, sinking the blade bit in just a little farther.

      “If I would have known you were going to do that,” Leopold said to Atlas, “I would have worn sneakers.”

      There was blood all over him.

      “Thank you for this, Leopold,” Atlas said.

      “Alabama is alive, I believe,” Leopold said, offering him words of hope.  “I’m not going to stop looking for her, even when you’re back in the can.  On this, I give you my word.”

      Atlas nodded at him, grateful.  “Bad people doing good things for the right reasons, that’s why we exist,” Atlas said in a moment of clarity.  “That’s your legacy, Leopold, even if only the six of us know it.”

      “I’m not a bad person,” Leopold said.

      Smiling at him, nothing humorous or right in his grin, he said, “Keep on sucking that lie’s dick, Leo.”

      Leopold made a face like he didn’t understand.

      “When you’re in prison for three life sentences, you stop lying to yourself because, really, what’s the point?  Doing what we’re doing, we’re all semi-decent people, engaging in one necessary evil after another because normal people are just too vanilla to do this sort of thing.”

      Kiera nodded in agreement.

      “I think I’m starting to see that, Atlas,” Leopold said, settled.  “If there are no objections, I say we call it a wrap.”

      “Are you ready, Kiera?” Atlas asked.  She nodded.  To Leopold, he said, “So I guess it’s a lot more travel.”

      “You can put your feet up on the couch if you want,” Leopold said.  “You’ve earned it.”

      “Oh, you heard about that, did you?” Atlas grinned.

      “I hear about everything.”

      “Well, I appreciate that, Leopold.  I honestly do.”
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      When they landed in El Paso, Yergha, Esty, Cira, and Atlas deplaned.  When the pilot explained they were going to have a slight delay before they could take off again, Leopold and Kiera got out, to stretch their legs and say a proper goodbye.

      “What about the Spark?” Esty asked Leopold.

      “That turd,” Yergha said under his breath.

      “You rented it using your alias, right?” Leopold asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll make a donation or something to the rental car company for the cost of that bucket and we’ll be square.”

      “Most people wouldn’t do that,” Atlas said.

      “Contrary to your earlier supposition,” Leopold said, “I’m not a bad person.”

      “We’re just good people doing bad things,” Esty said.

      “Or bad people doing good things,” Atlas challenged.  Esty smiled.  “Has a better ring to it, yeah?”

      She nodded and said, “I guess it does.”

      When it was time to go, Atlas looked at Kiera for a long time.  He hated seeing her go.  There was something about her, something sad, something wanting and left unspoken.  Before he could ask what she was feeling, Kiera and Leopold turned and headed back to the plane.  But before the jet retracted its stairs, Kiera came back down the stairs, walked over to Atlas, and stood before him.

      Smiling at her, he looked down and asked, “Did you forget something?”

      She reached up, grabbed his goatee then pulled his face down.  And then she tilted her head slightly and gave him a kiss.  It was the sweetest, most passionate kiss he’d ever had and it lasted but a moment.

      She unlocked her lips from his, pulled him down a little further, then whispered into his ear.  When she was done, she watched as his eyes began to water, his head nodding almost on its own.  As if this response was enough, her mouth widened into a smile that was far different from any of her other smiles.  Those were practiced.  This one was genuine.  As beautiful and unrestrained as it was, however, it was also so unbelievably painful to witness, especially after what she just said to him.

      She was right, though.  He knew that.

      When she turned and walked away, he couldn’t stop the surge of emotion.  It bowled him over, tearing down so many of his defenses, and then the pain ripped through him like a hot tornado.  When the tears began dripping from his eyes, the others didn’t know what to make of it.  He didn’t care.  As tough as he was on the exterior, there was a softness and humanity about him he seldom let show, one that he was always trying so desperately to bring into balance.

      Cira came and stood next to him.  He wiped his eyes as he watched Kiera climb the stairs into the jet.

      “What did she say to you?” Cira said.

      “Nothing you would understand,” he replied.

      “Our car is here,” Esty said.  They were leaving, heading back to wherever it was from which they’d come.

      Estella sauntered up to Atlas, put out a fist, and knuckle-bumped him.  He saw the respect in her eyes, but he felt her appreciation when he saw the slight grin on her face.  “I’d follow you into hell any day, brother,” she said.  “I hope we can do it again, but with a lot less bruising to this face of mine.”

      “It’s a good face,” he said, hugging her.  “Probably beautiful under all that abuse.”

      “Trust me, it is the most beautiful face,” Yergha said, bro-hugging Atlas when Esty was done.  “What she said about going into hell with you, I’d take that trip as well.”

      After saying their goodbyes, Cira looked at Atlas and said, “We have to wait for an hour before our plane arrives, so if you want to get a little shuteye before we take off, now’s the time.”

      The chartered plane arrived a little early, they boarded it, and then before he knew it, they were airborne and headed back to California.  It was late when they arrived but instead of going back to NorCal State Prison, Cira checked them into the Weston St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco.

      “Does Leopold know about this?” Atlas asked.

      “He will when we’re sitting in a hot bath after a belly full of room service.”

      “If you’re trying to make a good last impression,” he said with an easy smile, “it’s working.”

      “I can’t have you going back to prison with that bald-on-bald love affair being the last thing you remember.  What was that anyway?”

      “Not a love affair for starters,” he laughed with regards to Kiera’s kiss.  “Did you see that coming?”

      “Not in a bajillion years.”

      “Yeah, me neither, and yet the emotion and intensity behind it was the truest, most honest thing I think I’ve ever felt.”

      “You can tell me how you feel after a backrub and a blowjob.”

      He laughed and said, “I’ve been dying for a grilled cheese sandwich and some fries.  But the blowie sounds good, too.”

      The next morning, she received an early text, one that made her smile.  “I want to take you to the Fisherman’s Wharf,” she said.  “Leopold says it’s okay so long as you have a hat, glasses, and a mask.”

      “I think he’s starting to like me,” Atlas said.  “Maybe I should stop calling him Leo.”

      “Secretly, I think he likes it.”

      The two of them spent the day together, and for a while, it was like he wasn’t an ex-husband, a killer, or a lifer.  He was just Atlas Hargrove, patient, kind, sensitive, and nurturing.  He felt the closeness forming between him and Cira, so much so that he wanted to tell her not to fall for him, that there was no light at the end of the tunnel.  She was a smart young woman, capable of making her own decisions, and brave for being who she was with him.  While floating through that fantasy afternoon, he realized she needed him as much as he needed her.

      “Time to go,” she said.

      It was almost six o’clock and even though he wanted another day with her, maybe even another week, he always knew that when the time was up, it was up.

      “It was fun while it lasted,” Atlas said.  “Please be sure to thank Leopold for me, not just for this day, but for everything.”

      She opened her Uber app and within a few minutes a very nice North African man picked them up in a 3-series BMW.  He did a double-take at this beautiful blonde, but then he frowned as he looked at Atlas—the bald-headed thug in the back seat.

      Instead of going to the prison, however, Cira gave the Uber driver a different address, one Atlas didn’t recognize.

      When they arrived, Cira said, “Get out.”

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “Hurry up or you’ll miss it,” she said while handing him the phone they had recovered from Keegan White’s house.

      He was just about to ask for clarification when he saw a familiar car driving toward them.  Only when he saw the driver did his heart started thumping again.  God, he couldn’t take much more of this.

      The driver started to slowly pass by him but then she saw him and stopped.  She rolled her window down, the look on her face priceless.  “Atlas?” she asked.  “Is that really you?”

      “Hi, Jade,” he replied.

      “How…?”

      “I can’t stay but a moment but I want to show you something, and then I want to tell you something.”

      She couldn’t seem to speak, so he opened the phone Cira had given him, found the photo of Alabama that had become his favorite, and showed it to her.  Seeing her daughter so clearly, she broke into tears.

      “Our little girl,” she said with a shaky voice.  Tears drained onto her cheeks and her hands trembled.

      “She’s alive,” Atlas said.  “We don’t have her yet, but this is real, and it’s recent.”

      “How did you get this?” she asked.

      “This one’s a little tough to look at, but you’ll appreciate the nature of it after your stomach settles.”  He scrolled to the most recent photo and showed it to her.  It was the photo of Keegan’s head split in two.

      She turned away fast.  “What the hell, Atlas?”

      “This is the man who took her.  For all that he has done to destroy our family, the life Alabama could have had, the life we could have had…he deserved this.”

      “What if they catch you?” she asked.

      “I’m in solitary confinement at this very moment, Jade.  Besides, I’m already in there for three life sentences.  What are they going to do, give me a fourth, fifth, or sixth life sentence?”

      “When you said you were resourceful, I didn’t think that…how is this even possible?  How are you out right now?”

      “I told you before I’m going to find her.  I meant it, Jade.  Come hell or high water, dead or alive, I’m going to find her.”

      She looked him over and he knew he was beaten pretty badly.  “I have to say, I actually like this new look of yours.”

      Grinning, rubbing the stubble on his head, he said, “That’s because you’ve been with a pretty boy for too long now.”

      It was her turn to smile.  Before he knew it, she reached out of the car and pulled his head toward her.  Slowly, passionately, she kissed him on the lips.  When she pulled back, she said, “There’s too big of a place in my heart for you, Atlas Hargrove.  I still love you, even after everything you’ve done, and even after everything I’ve done.”

      “Just keep that heart of yours open,” he said, worried that Cira had now seen him kiss two other women in the last twenty-four or so hours.

      “Even if we don’t know what the future holds for us?” she asked.

      He scrolled to one more picture, a photo of Alabama in the backyard eating at a picnic table.  The photo looked like it was a few years old based on Alabama’s age.  In the picture, she was sitting by herself, smiling slightly for the camera the way she did when she was shy.  The first time he’d seen it, the sight of her like this just about broke his heart.  He needed to see it, to hope that one day—if he could get her back—she could smile again.  Jade needed to see this, too.  She needed to know it was time to start fighting for her again.

      Jade started to cry, and then she said, “She’s really alive.”

      He nodded, solemn, not judging, just hoping.

      “Do you really think you can find her?”

      “I know I can.”

      “When you find the person who has her, make them pay the way you made the other guy pay.”

      “I plan on checking that box, love.”

      She looked up at him, something in her gaze changing.  “I’ll come to see you, Atlas.”

      “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it,” he said.  “Because one day of waiting, feels more like a week when you’re in the joint.”

      “I mean it,” she said.

      “Good.”

      “Are you headed back now?”

      He nodded, a sad smile breaking over his face.  “Remember to keep your heart open, Jade.  Please, this time, keep it open.”

      She tried, unsuccessfully, to forestall the inevitable rush of tears.  Speaking in Russian, she looked him deep in his eyes and said, “A heart only really knows one other heart.”

      “That’s why my heart will forever belong to you,” he said in the same language.

      After she wiped her eyes, said goodbye, and drove off, he climbed into the car with Cira who promptly said, “I’m officially jealous of her.”

      “She has that effect on other women,” Atlas said, emotional.

      “Are you ready?” the driver asked.

      “Yes,” Atlas replied.

      “You still love her, don’t you?” Cira asked.

      “With every fiber of my being,” he said, way too tired to lie.
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      The jet made a slow descent into Blacksburg, Virginia, the private landing strip clear except for the black Range Rover waiting nearby.  He expected to see the usual driver when he walked down the jet’s stairs with Kiera, but instead, he saw Isabelle waiting outside the sleek SUV.  To his surprise, Savannah Swann occupied the driver’s seat.

      “Why did you bring her with you?” he asked Isabelle while looking at Savannah.  Savannah was looking at him, too.

      The older woman smiled a wicked grin.  “I just wanted to see you squirm.”

      “Well, it’s working.”

      “What I can’t figure out is if you’re terrified of her, or if you’ve discovered love at first sight.”

      Still looking at the amethyst-eyed girl, he said, “I think it’s a mixture of both.”

      Kiera went and got in the back seat, rolled down the window, and looked at Leopold with that same dead-eyed stare.

      When he glanced from Kiera to Savannah and back to Kiera again, the bald-headed assassin did something that floored him completely, something he never expected—she winked at him.

      He stood there, dumbstruck, but feeling good all of a sudden.

      Isabelle turned and looked at Kiera.  “What has your cheeks blushing so bright, Leopold?”

      “I think Kiera just smiled at me,” he replied.

      “Don’t bond with her,” Isabelle said, which Kiera heard clearly.  The statement prompted in the girl a shallow frown followed by a look of sadness.

      Leopold managed to pull his gaze away from Kiera long enough to tell Isabelle, “I’ll do whatever the hell I want with her, thank you very much.”

      For the first time in a long time, he wasn’t worried that Kiera would get the job done.  He was worried that he wouldn’t see her again.  Maybe he was developing a fondness for her.  That would be unexplainable but fine by him.

      “Whatever she was today,” Isabelle warned, “she won’t be that way the next time you see her.”

      “You should let her talk freely next time I get her,” he said.  “This crap about her not being able to speak…I’m all done with it.  She has a voice and she should be able to use it.”

      In the driver’s seat, he thought he saw Savannah smile.

      “She has had those permissions for months now,” Isabelle said.  She reached up and kissed Leopold’s cheek.  “You look like a little boy when you’re stymied.  It’s almost cute.  Almost.”

      “Is it too late to ask you to be a mother figure to me?” he asked, knowing she got a rise out of him because that’s what she wanted.

      “No,” she said, looking back.  “Ask me again next time.”

      And with that, she got in the Range Rover and the three women drove away.  Once he was back on the plane, Leopold said to the pilot, “Wake me when we get there, please.”

      They landed at San Francisco International later that day.  Leopold picked up a car in short-term parking, something a lot less flashy and much slower than the Audi S6, and then he drove it to the address set into his phone.

      Before he arrived, he put on dark sunglasses, a black balaclava, and a skater’s hat—the kind of hat that had a flat bill that concealed everything from the top of his sunglasses upward.

      Darkness fell upon the neighborhood and that’s when he got out of the car, went around the back of the house, and quietly broke a window.  When no alarms were set off, no dogs began barking, and no neighbors started snooping around, he made his way inside.

      He sat at the kitchen table and waited.  Forty minutes later, he heard the garage door open, a car pull in, and then the garage door closed.  Moments later, a door opened into the house and Leopold heard the man he was waiting for walk inside.  This same man flipped on the kitchen lights and looked directly at Leopold.  By then, Leopold had taken off the hat and the glasses, and he’d let the balaclava puddle down around his neck.

      “You,” Warden Dicampli hissed.

      “I warned you, Fabian,” Leopold said, a gun with a sound suppressor in his hand.  “I warned you and I spelled out the consequences, did I not?”

      “You think that just because you have money, power, and a gun you can pull everyone else’s strings to suit your needs?”

      “I looked into your kid, your wife, even your dog, and do you know what I found?  They’re all better off without you.  You messed with Cira and Atlas.  People’s lives were at stake and you cost us half a day.  In that time, a sixteen-year-old girl was taken to another country, killed for a snuff film using a chainsaw, and then stuffed into garbage bags and dumped at the front entrance to the US Embassy in Prague.”

      “Jesus,” he said, shocked.

      “We might have been able to stop that if you would have just done what I told you to do, but you got cute.  You suddenly thought that what you were about was far more important than what I told you we were about.”

      “You can’t put that crap on me,” Dicampli hissed.

      “I just did, you fucking dick.”

      Leopold then pulled the trigger twice, both bullets crashing into Dicampli’s chest.  The warden staggered back, put a hand out to grab something that wasn’t there, then fell down and landed on his ass.

      Leopold stood up and said, “My team wanted me to get my hands dirty.”  He put the gun to Dicampli’s head and pulled the trigger a third time.  “Well, now they’re dirty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ATLAS HARGROVE

      

      

      

      One month later… As Atlas sat in his cell contemplating his life, his future, and all of the successes and failures he’d had since he first entered prison, a package arrived for him.  This particular package didn’t come through the regular channels.  Charles brought it to him when he was passing out books.

      “The new warden would never allow this, but sometimes things slip through the cracks,” the Ohio native said.  “Do you want to hear a joke?”

      Atlas looked at the package then said, “Yeah, for sure.”

      “What came first, the chicken or the egg?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Neither of them,” Charles grinned.  “Chickens and eggs don’t have dicks.”

      After belting out a worthy laugh, Atlas asked, “So do you have any word on my new celly?”

      “Nothing so far,” he said.

      With an appreciative nod, Atlas said, “Thanks for always having my back.”

      “Anytime,” he said with a wink.  “Be you, brother.”

      When he was gone, Atlas opened the package, saw the cell phone, and smiled.  He turned it on and saw only one icon: an Images file.  He opened the file and found only one folder: Alabama.

      Seeing this had his heart racing.  He took a breath, his finger hovering over the screen.  And then he pressed the icon.

      Inside this folder were dozens of pictures of his daughter, all pictures that had him falling into his bed, weeping, unable to speak.  He looked through each and every photo, his eyes sopping wet.  Seeing her as she progressed in age had him falling in love with her all over again.  She was so sweet, so innocent, so broken.  Never before had he loved anyone more than he did this young girl, his only child.

      At the end of the photo album, however, there were a couple of photos he didn’t expect to see—pictures that shouldn’t have been there.  Their very existence meant that he’d been caught on someone’s surveillance camera.

      One of the pictures was of him kissing Jade.  The other was her face just before she said goodbye.  This was perhaps the most beautiful picture of his soon-to-be ex-wife that he’d ever had.  Leopold hadn’t found Alabama just yet, but in a way, the man brought him his family, and that being the case he couldn’t be that bad.

      Somewhere inside of him, Leopold Wentworth had a big heart he kept hidden from others.  But he’d shown Atlas compassion and generosity, and for that, he had Atlas’s loyalty as well as his respect.  This, of course, had him thinking of Kiera and the thing she had said to him just before leaving.

      “The only thing more important than freedom is human connection,” she had said, her breath warm upon his ear.  “I will miss you, Atlas Hargrove.”

      “I will miss you, too,” he said as he wiped his eyes.

      And with that, he started thinking about how he could get out of prison, not just for another job, but for the rest of his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SYDNEY FOX

      

      

      

      Sydney Fox walked into her bedroom, closed the door, and sat on the bed with Santiago’s camera in hand.  She had taken the camera from the house when they went back for whatever things of value they could find.  Sitting on the bed beside her was her favorite picture of Callie.  She cried as she looked at her daughter, and though she had come to loathe Camden for what he’d done, she cried for him as well.  Leopold told her the entire truth about Camden and the Secretary of State.  He even told her the fate of every single person who orchestrated this vile nightmare.  She needed the closure.  It helped to know why this occurred, but her family was still broken, the scars too deep to ever properly heal.  One day at a time, though.

      After linking the camera to the large TV on her dresser, she swallowed hard and pushed PLAY for the fiftieth time.  On the TV, she watched herself being violated by that foul, loathsome creature, Santiago Cardenas.  Then she watched Atlas break in, shoot the cretin twice, and then cut her free.  When she and Atlas dragged Santiago’s bleeding body around the front of the bed, her heart began to race.  Moments later, she watched as she cut Santiago’s dick and balls off.

      When the Sydney Fox on the TV turned around and walked toward the camera, the Sydney Fox watching her hit pause so that she could study herself.  There was a quiet rage in those eyes, a look of cold vengeance.  She had slaughtered the man and it felt good.  She was a murderer.  She was an avenger.

      Inside, when she felt that hardened part of her wanting to go soft, to yield to the terror that had festered inside of her, she instead turned to that strong vengeful woman she had become and she embraced her.  This was who she had to be for her two daughters now.  This was who she had to be to never let something like this happen again.

      The men who did this to her, these beasts of Juárez, had awakened in her a ferociousness she had never known before.  At first, she hated this new part of her, but then she came to embrace it.

      A knock on the bedroom door startled her.  She shut off the TV and said, “Come in.”

      Maisie walked in, her big eyes wet and red.  “I had another nightmare.”

      “Do you want to sleep with me again tonight?” Sydney asked.

      She nodded her head.

      Moments later, Zoey came in, too.

      “Would you like to sleep in here as well?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Smiling, she said, “Turn off the light, then.”

      Her daughter turned off the lights, and moments later, Sydney felt that second little body find her, curl into her, cling to her for dear life.

      As she lay in bed with her two children tucked safely against her, she reminded herself that she was safe with them, that they were together, and that no one could take them away from her again.  With that soft reassurance, she closed her eyes and finally let herself drift off to sleep.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        Join Atlas and the team on their next adventure in The Betrayal of Prague...

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Your Voice Matters

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerging authors always get that writer’s high reading great reviews from readers like you, 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.  You can also visit The Beasts of Juarez 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 alright, and three stars or less are just degrees of no bueno.
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            The Betrayal Of Prague: A Look Ahead…

          

        

      

    

    
      A single, gruesome act of violence…

      ….in a historic city crawling with the predatory elite.

      Have Atlas and the team finally bitten off more than they can chew?

      

      As Leopold’s private investigator zeroes in on Atlas’s missing daughter, a growing network of hunters has dropped their roots in Prague. Here, in this black market of hellish delights, murder equals entertainment, and the wicked feast on the souls of innocents…

      

      But such loathsome pursuits cannot go on forever, for there are hunters of a different breed taking notice—men and women no longer willing to suffer the mischief of deviants. Leopold Wentworth is one such animal. In his first great hunt, Leopold targets the Czech Republic’s most fearsome network of deviants, a group of powerful, untouchable sadists. But by the time he realizes he’s out of his depth, Leopold can’t seem to put his assassins together fast enough.

      

      With the belligerent new warden making trouble for Atlas and strict arrangements with Monarch Industries limiting his access to Kiera, Leopold’s only option is to risk everything for the team, for leviathans like Atlas and Kiera were never meant for cages as much as they were meant to live as instruments of war.

      

      Unbeknownst to Leopold, however, he has attracted the attention of his targets, and he is about to become their prey.

      

      Join Atlas Hargrove and the team in The Betrayal of Prague, a pulse-pounding international thriller sure to have you gripping your chair, laughing out loud, and likely cursing long into the night. Coming soon!

      

      
        
        PRE-ORDER YOUR COPY HERE AND HAVE IT IN YOUR KINDLE LIBRARY THE MINUTE IT RELEASES!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY R.B. SCHOW

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE ATLAS HARGROVE SERIES

        THE TEARS OF ODESSA

        THE BEASTS OF JUAREZ

        THE BETRAYAL OF PRAGUE (Coming soon!)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      R.B. Schow is a USA Today Bestselling Author who grew up reading everything 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 more than willing to go knuckle-to-knuckle with the most formidable of adversaries.

      

      That being 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 him you have a compelling tale. To Ryan, these kinds of impossible circumstances make for the best stories, and this is reflected in both his characters and the content of his novels.

      

      For more information about the author, or to chat with him about the current books, upcoming releases, or cover reveals, CLICK HERE to join Atlas Hargrove’s private Facebook fan page, The Atlas Hargrove Fight Corner.
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